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Dear Albertan
entrepreneur,
Congratulations!
You’re doing it. You’re moving forward—and while I’m sure there have
been challenges, you’re looking to grow and scale your business. If
you haven’t checked out our handbook on starting your business, give
it a look before you dig into the Entrepreneur’s Growth Guide Series.
The handbook might have some valuable tips and ideas you haven’t
considered yet.
To help you move even further forward, we’ve created this collection of
four growth guides. (There was too much good advice to be contained in
just one.) While we included some of the same material at the beginning
of each guide in the series, this one—the guide to scaling up the
infrastructure of your business—is designed to help you as you as you
grow the bones of your business, that basic skeleton or foundation upon
which everything else depends. So if this isn’t the first of the growth
guides you’ve read, skip on ahead to page 10 to dive into infrastructurerelated advice.
No guide for entrepreneurs can contain every last piece of useful
information—things change too quickly in your world for that—but we’re
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confident that this guide will help you start thinking about the directions
in which you need to be growing your business’s infrastructure.
Throughout each guide you’ll find thoughts from leading ATB experts, as
well as “had I only known” advice from your fellow entrepreneurs (plus
some great practices that did work for them). We know you’ll be inspired.
There are also hand-picked resources at the end of each section, so if
you want to dive deeper into a topic you can easily get started. The best
entrepreneurs are the ones who never stop learning and see the chance
to learn everywhere.
Our goal is to make banking work for people—people just like you. We
celebrate your courage and enthusiasm. And we want you to know
you’re not alone. If you have ideas, concerns, or questions about your
business or this guide, we’re always here to listen. Our dedicated team
for helping entrepreneurs can be reached at atbbusiness@atb.com.
Before we dive specifically into infrastructure, let’s chat more generally
about growth and if you’re ready to take this on in your business.

- Your friends at ATB
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Okay let’s get started talking about:

Infrastructure
When we’re talking growing and scaling the infracture of your business,
this could mean a few things for you and your enterprise:
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Are you ready to grow
your business?
When Anton Bellot—senior manager of entrepreneurship at ATB—isn’t visiting a
client’s business, monitoring his portfolio or working on loan deals, he’s brainstorming
ways to take his clients to the next level. Through creative ideas and a strong
understanding of the banking system, he helps Albertan businesses expand
and scale. Here are the top things he looks for when deciding if a client is ready to grow:

1. Current financial state
What do your business financials currently look
like? Having a few years of positive cash flow under
your belt is a great place to start.

2. Type of growth
What type of growth are you thinking about and
why? Opening a second location is what most
people say they want to do, but there are many
different ways to grow. Some of these ways
include: diversifying product or service offering,
increasing staff, expanding your current location,
launching or expanding e-commerce.

3. Sales cycle & cash flow
Do you have the cash flow to sustain your
planned expansion? For example, if you want
to grow your sales team, it’s important to know
that you have enough cash to pay for their salaries,
commissions, bonuses, benefits, onboarding,
training and other expenses you will incur to
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attract top talent. While budgeting for your staff
increase—or any other type of expansion—you
need to determine whether or not the expenses
and payments you will incur will negatively affect
your cash flow and current financials. If your
operational costs are already tight as it is, bringing
new team members on board will most likely be
unsustainable for your business.

4. Market demand
Where is your need for expansion coming from?
If it’s ego, check that at the door. A better placeto
start is with your clients. Are they telling you
that they shop elsewhere because you don’t
carry certain products, or because your current
location is too far away? Or maybe they need more
customer support from your sales team. This kind
of feedback is a key indicator of lost revenue and
this is when growth might make sense. Take Sears
or Blockbuster, for example. Both companies might
still be around today if they had only listened to
their customers and expanded to include more
digital offerings.
Introduction

5. Flexibility
You might already have your heart set on one
specific business expansion method. And while it’s
important to conduct research to narrow down the
most viable expansion options for your business,
it’s equally important to remain open minded.

Advisors, lenders, mentors and investors want to
see—more so than you being correct—that you
want to do the right thing for your business, which
will demonstrate that you’re invested in its success.

The downside of opening a second (or third or fourth) location is that
if one folds, your banker becomes immediately concerned about your
other locations. Do those other locations have the same business model
as the business that closed? Or have you looked to make changes in
the business model? Anton would treat one closure as a potential red
flag about the rest of your business and would sit down with you at your
location to discuss strategies to grow and pivot to stay relevant in your
industry. Maintaining your banker’s confidence is an important factor to
consider when you’re looking at how your want to grow and scale.
If, after reading this, you think you’re ready to look at growth options
(and the financing to make your dreams reality), reach out to your
manager of entrepreneurship or email the digital business banking team
at atbbusiness@atb.com. They would love to help you out. If you’ve
applied for a loan before, the process will be quite similar. Your banker
will want to see all your financials, find out who’s involved in the running
of your business, and take a look at how you plan to pay the loan back.
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Getting started: do
less, not more
When you’re growing a business, it can seem like there are so many
things you should be doing. In the flurry of all the latest business trends
and hacks it can be hard to see how your efforts are getting you closer
to where you want to go. Not to mention the endless Google searches
that turn up generic information lacking practical advice and tools. It’s no
surprise if you’re left feeling overwhelmed. So, where do you begin?

Knowing how to prioritize is the key to beating burnout
According to Neville Chamberlain—business
coach, founder of entrepreneurial how-to
website Britewrx, and advisor for ATB X business
accelerator—entrepreneurs could actually be doing
less, not more, to grow their business.

entrepreneur can use at any stage. How do you
know if it’s right for you? Well, unless you have a
complete management team responsible for each
area of your business, then you can probably make
your life easier with this framework.

“Overwhelm is the result of entrepreneurs
trying to do too many things at once and not
doing any of them particularly well.” (Don’t we
all know that feeling!)

“The underlying principle is that if you have a
hundred balls in the air like most entrepreneurs,
knowing which issue to address, and when, is key.
You also need to know how each piece affects the
other. The Tornado Method is like a set of buckets
to put those balls in and it helps you prioritize and
decide what to focus on now.”

This is where the Tornado Method comes in. It’s a
framework to build and grow a business that any
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It’s all about revenue, revenue,
revenue

The building blocks of your
business

The top layer of the Tornado Method framework is
called the Revenue Engine—essentially it’s how you
make money. It also helps you distinguish between
different stages of your customers’ buying cycle.

The middle layer of the Tornado Method helps you
distinguish between what you need to do every
day (like taking care of your Revenue Engine) and
the fundamental building blocks that support
your business. These include your business model
(where you can use other tools like the Lean
Canvas), your brand and your product ladder.

While many entrepreneurs get caught up in
thinking that just doing more marketing will
solve their problems, the Tornado Method
demonstrates that you need to do well in all five
areas of positioning your product—marketing, lead
nurturing, sales, delivery and follow up—in order
to have sustainable revenue in your business.

Marketing

Lead Nurturing

Sales

Delivery

Follow-up

Am I generating
enough of the right
kind of leads?

Are enough of
them expressing an
interest?

Do enough of them
eventually buy?

Am I delivering
flawlessly every time?

Are they delighted,
and do they come
back for more?

Admin & Money Management
Do I know where my money is, and is my admin up to date?

Business Model

Brand

Product Ladder

Is my business model clearly
defined and validated?

Do I consistently present a kick-ass
brand to the world?

Is it easy to buy the first time, build
trust and come back for more?

Corporate & Legal
Do I have the right structure for where I am and where I want to go?

Team, Culture, and Personal Effectiveness
Am I (and my team) getting the right stuff done without
losing what makes life worth living?
The Tornado Method Framework by Britewrx
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Getting stuff done
You can make the best strategies and plans, but
your strength comes from how you execute with
your team. That’s where the bottom layer of Team,
Culture and Personal Effectiveness comes in.
“This is one area that interestingly enough I see
most entrepreneurs struggle with. This is where
the overwhelm manifests itself.” — Chamberlain
The key to dealing with that feeling of being
overwhelmed is to communicate and work
effectively with your people. Whether you have
one business partner or a whole staff, learning
to delegate to, rely on, support and receive
support from your team is a huge part of
running a successful business.

Wait, what about my
business plan?
If you have a business plan that covers some of
those categories, could that be a substitute?
While a business plan tells you what you aim
to do, and your goals, it’s not a model for actually
running your business. The Tornado Method
gives you a system for building and growing your
business. For example, if you want to double
your revenue in the next year, you need to figure
out what that means for your marketing, lead
nurturing, sales, etc. Because the Tornado
Method is visual it gives an overview of where
the bottlenecks are now and what you need to
improve to get where you want to go.
You want to revisit your business plan every couple
of years or so, but the Tornado Method is a tool
you can use regularly to track your business. Neville
recommends reviewing your Revenue Engine on a
weekly basis at least and the foundational Building
Blocks once a month. Simply ask yourself the key
question in each box of the framework to see
what’s working and what needs work.

The guide includes worksheets that you can fill in
and walks you through an initial assessment of the
roadblocks within your business and what to do
about them.
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The A team
Just like there isn’t just one way to make pancakes or ride a horse, there isn’t just
one way to grow a business. It’s tough to point to a progress timeline that will work
for every entrepreneur and every endeavour, but what we do know for sure is that
if you surround yourself with the right people—people who can offer you support,
mentorship and sound advice—you’ll already have many of the tools you need to
grow and scale your business. So who should be included in your A team?
1. Banker.
We may be slightly biased on this one. However, all joking aside, a banker is a key
piece in your A team trifecta. The best part about having a good relationship with
your banker is that their time and advice is absolutely free! At ATB, we specialize
in helping businesses like yours grow within Alberta (and outside our borders too).
We encourage you every step of the way with our support, advice and resources.
For starters, we’ll help you review your business plan, cash flow projections and
up-to-date business financials and develop a plan so that you are set up for
successful growth.

2. Accountant.
Why should an entrepreneur hire an accountant if they’ve always done their own
taxes or had a friend complete them? Because a good accountant does much more
than fill in the blanks on tax forms. They fill in the blanks of your business strategy (or,
at the very least, let you know those blanks are there).
An experienced chartered professional accountant will mitigate tax risk throughout
the life cycle of your enterprise—from providing insight and advice on growth plans
to pointing the way towards a successful retirement. As you grow your business,
an accountant can help you review the pros and cons of buying or leasing new
equipment, hiring new staff or moving to a new location. They can help you raise
capital by reducing your tax burden and uncover deductions you didn’t know
you were entitled to. A skilled, seasoned accountant will help you find the most
appropriate and tax-effective structure for your business, whether it’s a corporation,
partnership, proprietorship or trust.
Taking stock of your team, operations and location
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Accountants know how to best position your business to increase its value and your
returns, so you can focus on actually running the business. They’ll also make sure
you’re up to date with the ever-evolving world of Canadian business and personal
taxes—and don’t get penalized for not knowing the rules. Working with an accountant,
you’ll be able to tailor strategies for the present and the future, so you can move
from a good position to the place you ultimately want to be. Ready to choose an
accountant? Make sure they will add more value to your business than they cost. It’s
important that your accountant truly understands your business’ needs, is skilled and
knowledgeable in entrepreneurial operations and can act as a trusted advisor.
MNP is one of the largest national accounting, consulting and tax firms in Canada,
and the only one to be headquartered in Alberta. National in scope and local in focus,
MNP has proudly served individuals and public and private companies for 60 years.
For more information, visit MNP’s website.

3. Lawyer.
If you’re thinking about bringing on a partner or a new team member, or expanding
to a new location, you will be chatting with a lawyer at some point. A lawyer is another
key member of your team of strategic partners; like a banker or accountant, a lawyer
offers expertise and advice you’ll need to draw on in many areas of your business
operations and development. Basically, a lawyer acts as your own personal guide to
the (sometimes confusing and treacherous) legal landscape.

We have taken our own advice and have worked with a team of experts
(including accountants and lawyers) to put this guide together, and you’ll
see their tips and suggestions scattered throughout.
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Cash (flow) is king
When ATB’s Business and Agriculture Vice President of Strategic Business Solutions Ed
Straw connected with Righteous Gelato owner James Boettcher, one of the issues the
two tackled was the company’s growth. You see, in recent years, Righteous has been
doubling its growth annually. While that seems like an incredibly successful track
record for an independent business, James knows it’s important to keep that growth
in check—and Ed has seen what happens to entrepreneurs who don’t.

“It comes back to cash flow,” says Ed. “Lots of
businesses have their best levels of sales just
before they go bankrupt because they run
themselves out of cash.”
Ed suggests taking a closer look at your cash flow
cycle and making sure you understand it. Cash
flow is different from revenue or profit; in Ed’s
words, “Just because you made a sale doesn’t mean
you’ve got cash.”
How quickly that cash gets to you depends on a
number of things, including your industry and
your customers. Be mindful that larger corporate
customers typically take longer to pay their bills.
While you may be thrilled to have customers like
these, know that you may be waiting longer to
receive payment.
Rapidly expanding small businesses often end up
moving into new, larger spaces. A location change
can create unexpected cash flow challenges as well.
Ed elaborates: “The costs are going to come day
one. Increased utilities, your equipment, your
interest that you have to pay on capital that you

Taking stock of your team, operations and location

borrowed. You need to plan that out, knowing that
your sales and your cash flow will ramp up slowly
but your expenses come right away.”
The real trick here is to make your cash flow cycle
as tight as possible so that you aren’t constantly
relying on a line of credit or some other form of
debt financing to hold you over between paying
expenses and getting paid for your product.
Even shortening your cycle by one day can have
a significant impact on cash flow. You probably
already have some understanding of your own
cash flow cycle, but let’s take a deeper dive and find
out if you’re set up for successful growth (in other
words, if you can afford it).
Expanding businesses require a solid equity base.
According to Ed, establishing an appropriate equity
base could mean exploring new forms of capital
(such as bringing in an equity partner to put money
in), or finding subordinated debt (which is debt
that, in the case of your business’s bankruptcy or
liquidation, is repayable only after all other debts
have been paid).
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If borrowing is in the cards, be honest with your
banker and have a realistic cash flow forecast to
present (you can download our template or create
your own). Your cash flow forecast should have six
major sections:
1. Time periods. These are typically shown in
months, but you could also use weeks, or even
days, if it’s useful to you. Include your time
periods as column headings at the top of your
spreadsheet.
2. Sales. Create rows for the following:
• Sales in units. Estimate the number of units
that you will sell for a given time period.
Units may represent hours or days for
service offerings, or number of items for
products. You can include more than one
row if you sell various products and services
that sell at different rates.
• Sales in dollars. Try to set up your
spreadsheet so that it calculates the sales
amount in dollars for the number of units
that you sell in a time period. If you can’t do
this, you’ll need to calculate the amount and
enter it yourself.
• Credit terms. If you don’t receive payment
from your sales immediately, identify the
percentage of your receivables that you
collect immediately, within 30 days, within
60 days, etc. Set up formulas to determine
when you will actually collect money
for the sales that you make during each
time period.
3. Operation cash inflow. Create rows that show
all of your money actually coming in per period.
Ideally, these figures will reflect your credit
terms and automatically populate based on the
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information you enter in the sales and credit
terms rows above. Looking at your cash inflow,
you should be able to get an idea of how your
credit terms affect your cash flow.
4. Cash outflows. This is a long list of rows that
represent all of the expenses that you need to
pay over the forecasted period. Here are some
categories that you may need to track:
• Accounting & bookkeeping costs
• Advertising, marketing & promotion
• Automotive
• Bank charges
• Business licenses
• Communications
• Dues & subscriptions
• Interest on long-term debt
• Insurance
• Legal fees
• Loan repayments
• Office supplies
• Materials & inventory
• Rent or leasing costs
• Repairs & maintenance
• Taxes
• Travel
• Utilities
• Wages (owner)
• Wages & benefits (staff)
• WCB

Taking stock of your team, operations and location

5. Finance & investment inflows and outflows.
This is where you keep track of different
financing and investment options you may be
using to offset cash flow gaps or make use of
excess cash on hand. This is also where you
include your owner’s draw, which is any cash
paid to you in addition to your wages. These
rows should provide you with a good picture
of all cash inflows and outflows arising from
financing or investing over the forecast period.
6. Cash summary. Include four rows that give you
an overview of your cash for each month. Set

Collecting payments (also
known as receivables)
One of the first questions you should ask yourself
as a business owner should be whether you want
or need to provide credit to your customers. Many
businesses require immediate cash or credit
card payment for smaller orders, while providing
customers that make larger purchases with
payment terms. But not every company deserves
to be given credit (no matter how large their orders
are). It’s a simple equation: in any situation that
you offer payment terms, you are taking a risk.
What you need is a process to determine who
gets credit and how much. One option is to ask
customers to provide a bank referral, proving their
creditworthiness. You can also pull a corporate
credit bureau search for each new customer and/or
check them out online before offering them credit.
As a relationship (and a payment history with your
business) develops, the credit amounts you offer
can be increased.
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up the spreadsheet formulas to populate these
rows based on the information that you’ve
already entered. For each of your time periods,
include:
• Starting cash
• Net cash from operations
• Net cash from finance & investments
• Net cash change in time period
Now that you have your cash flow forecast you can
analyze where your weaknesses are.

When thinking about collecting payments
(receivables), you want to start by looking at
the root of the process—your contracts. You want
to make sure you have clearly established terms
in every contract so you and your client are on
the same page (literally!) regarding when and
how your agreed payment will occur. (Your
contracts should also outline what will happen
if your customers don’t pay.)

Your receivables process
Next, review your receivables process. There are
probably lots of ways to tighten your cash flow
here. Think about offering discounts to clients if
they’re willing to pay you early (big companies
will often take advantage of deals like this, giving
you earlier access to capital). Alternatively, offer a
payment plan to any clients that need it, and make
a bit of extra money by charging interest. Your
choice of payment method is also going to affect
your cash flow cycle, as different methods vary in
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terms of fees and processing times. You want to
avoid cheques if possible; they’re slow, and if they
bounce they extend your cash flow cycle. There are
both pros and cons to accepting credit cards: you
will end up paying transaction fees, but you’ll also
receive money right away. In fact, if you have a card
on file, you can control exactly when the sale gets
charged.
A quick aside about receivables and consignment:
When you’re first starting out, consigning your
product (which means that retailers carry it
but only pay you when it sells) can be a very
attractive and worthwhile option, since it gets
your product into stores and onto shelves. As you
grow, however, keep in mind that in consignment
arrangements, you have inventory out with no
guaranteed sales—which hurts your receivables
and your overall cash flow cycle.
If you have receivables outstanding, approach your
bank and ask about extending your debt financing
based on your outstanding orders. You can also get
portfolio credit insurance from EDC, which provides
coverage in the event that international clients
don’t pay you. Another good insurer option is Euler
Hermes; they will insure receivables in Canada as
well as internationally.
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Do your research and use discounts and fees as
needed to create a cash flow cycle that allows you
to grow while keeping the lines of communication
open with clients so that you know when you can
expect payment. Also, make sure you create a
process for cases in which customers don’t pay
you—and follow it. Sometimes all that’s needed is
a friendly call to remind them. Don’t be shy—after
all, it’s your money!

Making payments (also known
as payables)
Much of our advice on receivable applies to
payables as well, just in reverse. Try to use the
payment terms offered by your different suppliers
to improve your cash flow cycle. Take advantage
of any of your suppliers’ prepayment and
payment plans that make sense for your business.
Maintaining clear, courteous communication with
suppliers can be a lifesaver for an up-and-coming
entrepreneur, especially if cash is tight. Suppliers
are often understanding of the cash flow struggles
small businesses face, so don’t be afraid to be
transparent. Remember that they want your sales,
so helping you grow is in their best interest. Finally,
no matter what you owe, your payroll should be
the last expense that you avoid paying. Your team
should be your first priority—always.

Taking stock of your team, operations and location

Physical
infrastructure
Before you grow any bigger, higher or faster, it’s important to evaluate
your current infrastructure and ask yourself a few important questions:

1. Can your suppliers handle greater volume? If not, are there other suppliers offering
comparable prices, quality and terms you know you can work with?
2. Can your current physical space handle an expansion? If you need to move into a bigger
space to accommodate your company’s expansion, do the numbers make sense? (Don’t
forget to include travel between the old and new locations as both a temporal and
financial cost for your company. Chances are, you’ll spend more time than you anticipate
traveling between your locations.)
3. Can your employees take on a bigger workload, or will you have to bring on more people?
Again, run the numbers and see if expansion makes sense. Are your company and culture
set up for growth so that your employees will have a positive experience working at your
company, even as it expands?

Acquiring additional business financing
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Financing options
The road to business success is rarely smooth and straight. There are usually
potholes and roadblocks along the way, and every entrepreneur needs to prepare
for a few (sometimes costly) detours. Your business plan may point to where your
enterprise is heading, but it’s your cash flow that will enable it to get there.

It’s crucial to afford yourself sufficient time—and
available cash—to explore funding options. No
management team wants to find itself in a weak
negotiating position with capital providers because
the business is rapidly running out of funds.
As part of the annual business planning process,
it’s helpful to prepare a financial plan that forecasts
and accommodates future performance. This
plan should help you prepare for situations that
could result in cash shortages, and ultimately
provide a roadmap for the leadership team as it
manages cash flow and borrowing needs. If your
business needs to find additional funds during
the year, your financial plan will reassure potential
capital providers that management has planned
for this situation.

scenarios that reflect what you believe is realistic.
Checking the forecast on a monthly basis will help
to anticipate any potential shortfalls.
It’s also important to know the approximate value
of your business at all times. There can often be a
significant discrepancy between an owner’s view
and the view of a potential lender or investor.
While owners tend to estimate the value of their
enterprise as a going concern, lenders may
consider value from a liquidation perspective (in
other words, what the business is worth if sold).
Have a trusted third party assist in conducting a
realistic assessment of the value of your business.
An independent expert will take into consideration
how both an owner and a new capital provider view
the worth of a company.

The plan should include a detailed financial model
with month-by-month projections and “what if”
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Accessing capital
to start or grow
your business
You’ve safely navigated your company
through the oil price meltdown. You’re
seeing business start to pick up as
Alberta’s economy gets stronger.
During these challenging cash flow years,
however, your company may have reached
its lending limit.
So, how do you secure the capital you
need to take advantage of new business
opportunities?
Sound familiar? Many Alberta
entrepreneurs have focused on survival
and managing the balance sheet over the
past few years. As the province’s economy
gains momentum, business owners are

Acquiring additional business financing

looking to build up their revenue and
profitability. But when meeting with
lenders, entrepreneurs are often taken
aback to find out that their request for
additional funds to support working
capital, equipment purchases or other
business development is turned down
because they’ve reached their credit
ceiling. Now what?
While Albertan entrepreneurs have a
variety of options for securing capital,
some of these options come with a cost.
Take a look at the following suggestions as
you think about how best to access capital
to invigorate and grow your enterprise.
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Financing options

1. Bank Debt

Cost of
Capital

Growth
Stage

4%—7%

Mature and
late growth
phase

Pros

Cons

• Lower cost

• Covenant heavy

• Longer repayment
terms

• Reporting
requirements
• Ongoing fees

2. Asset-backed
Loans

3. Mezzanine

4. Private Equity

5. Venture Capital

6. Angel Investors

5%—14%

Mature and
late growth
phase

• Low cost

• Covenant heavy

• Flexible repayment
terms

• Collateral required

10%—
24%

Mature and
immediate
growth phase

• Flexible structure

• Cash flow drain

• Facilitates growth

• Reporting
requirements

20%—
28%

Mature and
immediate
growth phase

• Equity

• Some require control
(buyout)

25%—
30%

Early growth
phase

• Equity

35%—
60%

Start-up phase

• Ongoing fees

• Fund Manager brings
expertise

• Limited to highgrowth industries

• Follow-on
investments are
typical

• High-cost/dilution

• Equity

• High-cost/dilution

• Decision often made
on “gut feel”

• Limited ability to
fund follow-on
investments

Know your financing options and costs
At some point, most businesses will require new
financing to support growth or to address a cash
flow gap. The cost of this capital can vary widely—
from as little as four per cent to a whopping 60 per
cent. It’s important to know which form of capital
is the right fit for your business (based on its needs
19

and life stage), as well as what capital providers will
expect in return for their investment.
Private enterprises can raise capital in three main
ways: senior debt, junior debt and equity. Let’s take
a look at some of the key characteristics of each.
Acquiring additional business financing

Senior debt

Equity

The least expensive form of capital is senior debt.
Basically, senior debt is defined by a lender’s ability
to place a first-priority charge over collateral owned
by a business (in other words, if your business
defaults on the loan, the senior debt lender has
first dibs on your assets).

Equity capital is provided by investors in exchange
for an interest in the ownership of a business.
An equity-based financing arrangement can vary
to include common voting shares, common nonvoting shares, preferred shares, etc.

Banks are the principal sources of senior debt; they
leverage the cash deposits they receive and lend
these funds out as senior debt. There are several
types of senior debt, including real estate mortgages,
equipment loans, lines of credit and bonds.
The lender issues a debt financing obligation to a
company and holds a legal claim to its assets above
all other debt obligations. The lender generally
requires the business to demonstrate positive
cash flow that’s capable of servicing interest and
principal payments.

Junior debt
There are many forms of junior debt, including
subordinated, mezzanine and convertible debt.
Junior debt is not usually secured by assets;
instead, it’s offered based on a company’s strong
cash flow and ability to pay higher interest costs on
a monthly or quarterly basis.
When proceeds from junior debt are used to fund
an acquisition or rapid period of business growth,
interest payments may occasionally be postponed
and made later (for instance, as a one-time balloon
interest payment at the end of a prescribed time
period). It’s common for junior debt providers to
expect an “equity kicker” (in other words, a warrant
to share in any increases in your company’s equity)
at the end of a term.
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Since debt holders typically rank above equity
holders in terms of their claim on a borrower’s
assets, providers of equity capital assume high
risks. Consequently, they expect high returns on
investment.
Providers of equity capital often take a specialized
approach, focusing on certain phases of the life
cycle of a growing business. The main types of
equity investors include angels, venture capitalists
and private equity investors.
Angel investors are typically wealthy individuals
or groups of individuals (sometimes friends or
family members), who invest funds or buy equity in
start-up or fledgling businesses that need money
to grow. Since these businesses are in an early
stage of their life cycle, they are operating under a
high level of risk and uncertainty, and have limited
ability to generate revenue and cash flow. Angel
investors, therefore, have a personal interest in
seeing the business succeed and/or expect a high
rate of return on their investments.
Venture capital (VC) investors generally invest in
rapidly growing businesses with long-term growth
potential that are seeking significant external funds
for the first time. They prefer working with business
owners who have a track record of success.
Venture capital funds pool money from individuals,
companies and sometimes pension funds to raise
a fixed amount of money to invest in a number of
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businesses in certain industries. VCs often target
high tech sectors including information technology,
artificial intelligence and nanotechnology. They
may make a series of equity tranche (portioned)
investments over a period of time, with the intention
of achieving rapid growth and market presence.
Private equity (PE) investors can be individuals or
funds. Since individual investors don’t typically have
the resources to acquire a controlling interest in a
business, they can be helpful sources of capital for
businesses seeking minority shareholders.
PE funds attract capital from individuals, family
offices (wealthy families), university endowments
and pension funds. Some funds target companies
with as little as $1 million of EBITDA (earnings
before interest, taxes, depreciation and
amortization) while others require more than $10
million of EBITDA. PE funds typically don’t operate a
business once they’ve made an investment and will
look to a second management team to execute a
business plan.
Most PE funds will require a controlling interest
in your business. They’re suitable investors for
situations where a major shareholder is seeking
an exit (such as in the case of retirement), or a
management team wants support executing a
management buyout.

You only get one chance
When it comes to making a proposal to potential
capital providers, you only have one opportunity to
make a good first impression. As an entrepreneur,
it’s your job to instill confidence in your investors by
demonstrating a thorough understanding of their
business, the market, their capital needs and where
your business fits in.
A lender will expect to see that a borrower is
well positioned to repay a loan according to the
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standard or agreed-upon terms, while an equity
investor will expect to see how the investment will
achieve the returns proposed by the entrepreneur.
Bringing all the information a capital provider
requires to make a decision reinforces a positive
first impression.

Small startup, big financing expectations
The executive team of a startup had an exciting
opportunity to rapidly expand their new company’s
market share. They came to ATB with a detailed
business plan and the expectation of borrowing
60 per cent of the required capital.
The startup leadership team was assured,
optimistic and believed there was little risk in
realizing this opportunity. Unfortunately, they
didn’t have what it took to instill a similar level of
confidence in their prospective lender, ATB. We at
ATB want to see:
• Track record of revenue growth and reliable cash
flow
• Contracts with “blue chip” (well-recognized and
-established, financially sound) customers and a
minimum three-year commitment from one or
more
• Detailed financial model showing how the new
venture would produce a positive cash flow
within two years
• Significant personal financial commitments from
the owners, and from their family members and
friends
• A financing proposal that clearly and concisely
presents a three-to-five-year financial forecast,
cash flow estimates for one or two years, current
financing status and the planned use of the
proceeds
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• A complete business plan including market
overview, business model, list of products/
services, management team, operating plan and
budget, and sales/marketing plan
When it comes to extending affordable financing,
senior secured lenders (such as banks) carefully

evaluate the risk the borrower represents to them.
In this situation, the startup venture’s risk profile
was too high to meet lending requirements. ATB
advised the leadership team to pursue equity
financing for this venture, then helped them
develop an appropriate proposal and connected
them with equity investors.

Definition: “term sheet”
When you’re accepting financing from a lender or investor, the term sheet is the document
that lays out the terms of the invested/loaned funds and the collateral your company must
put up. It details what you, as the startup, are providing, and what you are getting in return.
Then it outlines how both parties will act to protect the investment.
When dealing with venture investors such as angels or even venture capital firms, the term
sheet is usually brought out in a partners meeting, after the founder presents her “pitch
deck” (business plan). If the presentation satisfies all concerns voiced by the investors, the
term sheet is presented to the founder.
Interested in getting a peek at the pitch deck template that was created by venture capital
investor and Silicon Valley legend Peter Thiel? You can see it here (we’ve even highlighted
the most critical slides for venture capital firms).
Term sheets can vary depending on the type of funding round you are in, how much
is at stake, as well as who exactly is involved. Generally, term sheets for seed rounds
are going to be much lighter and shorter than for series A rounds or beyond. The less
at stake, the less complex your terms sheet should be. No one wants to waste time
writing a super long document or splurge on unnecessary legal fees. No matter how long
your terms sheet has to be, though, the process can be significantly simplified when using
a third-party funding portal.
If you want to familiarize yourself with a term sheet, take a look at this template on the
MaRS website.

Acquiring additional business financing
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Debt vs equity
The distinction between debt funding (loans) and equity funding can be confusing, so
here’s a quick summary of what we’ve just discussed:
Funding

Pros

Cons

Debt

• Great for buying equipment or
infrastructure as it’s an easy asset

• Strict rules you need to follow
• Need steady cash flow to support

• Cheaper
Equity

• Access to mentorship

• Expensive

• Expertise of someone who has
done it before

• Tempting to give away big
portions of the company for cash
which you might regret later

Partnering with anyone—investor, business
partner or bank—is a little bit like getting
married. You need to make sure you know
who you’re getting into bed with.
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Business valuation
If you’re planning on selling a share or all of your business as part of your
growth strategy, you need to figure out what your business is worth. This
process is called ‘valuation’, and you can get professional help or do the
review on your own. There are a few different ways to value a business,
all of which are based on financial information and assumptions:

Acquiring additional business financing
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1. Discounted cash flow is an investor favorite,
since it’s partially based on future cash flow and
is generally the most accurate way to estimate
the amount of money coming into a business.
To figure out your business value with the
discounted cash flow method, answer these
questions:
• What will your business earn in the future?
(To your investor, your business is worth
what it can earn during the period of time
they plan to stay invested.)
• What is the investor’s expected rate of
return, given the amount invested and your
financial projections for your business?
How much money will the investor make
compared to how much they are investing?
• How much equity will the investor receive
for their investment?

2. Going-concern value calculates a business’s
value based solely on its future cash flow.
Basically, the more cash flow you think your
business will be able to generate in the future,
the more your business is worth now. Just
remember that your numbers have to be based
on real numbers (like your previous cash flows
and outstanding orders).
3. The book value of your business is its value as
shown on your financial statements. Subtract
your liabilities from your assets and you will
have your book value. (Book value is rarely
used with equity funding.)
4. Liquidation value refers to how much money
you would have if you sold all of your assets.
Tangible assets are given liquidation value
close to actual value, but accounts receivable
and inventory are worth considerably less than
what’s written in the books.

When assessing value, it can be a good idea to get professional help.
Not only can a professional evaluator review your business records and
operations objectively and use their past experience to come up with a
fair number, their reputation and expertise can also give investors more
confidence in your valuation.
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Equity financing
and the road to
getting a “yes” from
an investor
Q&A
with Patrick Lor, managing partner
of Panache Ventures
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“

When you’re deciding whether to invest in a company, what are you looking for?
Founder magic. It sounds hard to define, but actually it consists of several distinct elements:
the founder knows something that no one else knows, they’re smarter than other founders in
that market space, they have more connections, and they’re teaching us about stuff we don’t
know. Basically, I’m looking for a founder with an impressive knowledge base or network and
the ability to move the yardstick on a consistent basis.
Industries that have the potential for massive growth. For example, we’re no longer investing
in PCs, we’re investing in cloud computing. If you’re looking to build hardware, you’re probably
not going to attract a lot of equity financing—not to say hardware won’t be a good business for
you, but it’s not something that we are going to invest in.
The team. Who you’ve brought together to build the business, what are they bringing to
the table, what makes them different and why they are impressive. (The team also includes
advisors and other investors.)

“
“

What about some red flags?
People that haven’t done the research. Your sector—is it hot or cold? What has been funded
lately? For example, the ad tech industry is one that’s had a lot of VC investment that hasn’t
been realized. So if you’re pitching us an ad tech company, we would expect you to know that
and have a counter-argument ready to go. You’d have to explain why things are depressed,
what you’re doing about it and why you’re different from all the other ad tech companies.
Not matching your business and pitch to the investor. Find out what your prospective
funder has invested in before and what they’re looking at, and then approach with that
background knowledge.
Lack of VC understanding. Know what venture financing looks like from both an operations
and an academic point of view.

How do you find out about new investment opportunities?
A little bit of everything. We get some cold calls and emails, I appear at a lot of community
events, and every news article generates a lot of inbound leads, but the best source is
someone that I trust recommending a new business to me.
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“
“
“
“

How can someone really impress you?
By not trying to impress us. Instead, tell your story in a sharp, condensed way. When people do this
it tells me that they’ve done their pitch enough times to deliver it in a time-efficient yet compelling
way—that they’ve figured out the best way to get people excited about the idea. And then reserve
90 per cent of the meeting to chat about how we can potentially work together.
I think that the unimpressive way to do it is to take 28 minutes of a 30-minute meeting to pitch your
idea, thinking that the investor will be wowed by your knowledge. It just never happens that way.

What are the best meetings like?
The entrepreneur has sent their pitch deck ahead of time so we are familiar with their
business and have accepted the meeting because we are interested in learning more.
Then the entrepreneur comes with a 30-second to one-minute pitch.

What should that pitch consist of?
The entrepreneur explains the market (showing us that they understand it), their history
(“we’ve been in the industry for X number of years”), what they’ve discovered over the past
few years in operating the company, the proprietary technology they’ve created, and their
current revenues. Then they should ask, “So what questions do you have for us?”
From there we’d probably ask a ton of different questions and go on to have a really
good conversation.

Should they come prepared with an ask?
Yes, they should always come with an ask prepared.
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“
“

What does the financing process look like?
Every deal and situation is different. We go through a due diligence process that can take
anywhere from a couple of weeks to a few months. We want to understand a variety of
different things about the company we’re investing in, how we can help them, and we want to
get to know the entrepreneur a little bit. This due diligence takes less time if you are referred
to—in that case I can trust that my friend (your reference) has done it.

Any final advice or thoughts for entrepreneurs?
In general what I see in entrepreneurs is that there’s a lot of talent out there and a lot of hard
work happening, but the important thing to remember is to pair up that talent and work with
an industry that is going to reward you. When you’re in a growing sector your investment
might return fifty times—as opposed to a different sector that only returns your original
investment (if that). It’s important for entrepreneurs to understand the big picture. If you were
investing your time as if it were money, would you rather invest in refrigerators or blockchain
today? We have a lot of entrepreneurs bringing us companies in sectors where we don’t see
massive returns, and so those deals don’t happen. Entrepreneurs should start out by creating
a plan outlining how they are going to get that 50X return on their investment. That’s the
venture capital question.
Think bigger and ask whether the world is going to reward you for those thoughts.

Resources
Venture Deals by Brad Feld
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Personal finances
If you’re struggling to figure out funding options for your business
because your personal finances are a mess, here’s a quick overview
of personal finances and some advice on things you can do to protect
yourself and your business.

Taking stock of your personal finances
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Personal cash flow
Cash flow for your personal finances is just as
important as for your business—especially if you
don’t have another source of income. If a client pays
you late or a deal falls through, you might not be able
to pay yourself at the end of the month. Having a
line of credit linked to your chequing account so
that your automatic payments still come out can
help tide you over and prevent a personal cash
flow crisis if things on your business side are tight.
Keep your business and personal bank accounts
separate—and if they’re currently combined,
separate them. Doing this will not only make your
business more legitimate but will set you up for
long-term personal financial success.
This advice may seem obvious, but as an
entrepreneur, you are all-eyes on your business
and perhaps haven’t even thought about your
personal finances, so keep your expenses below
your income. Figure out what your income is (if
it’s different each month, use the lowest number
or figure out the average) and then work out a
budget to cover your personal expenses using less
money than you’re bringing in. This way, you’ll be
less stressed and can use any extra or unexpected
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income to pay down credit cards or other debt,
save for retirement or even go on a vacation. Using
an online or app-based finance tracking program
(like TrackIt) allows you to see at a glance what you’re
spending your money on and budget accordingly.
Automate your monthly bills so that you don’t
overlook or forget a payment. Sure, it’s easy
for a payment to slip your mind when you’re
focused on your company and the eight million
tasks on your to-do list, but it’s even easier
to set up automatic payments.
Make it a part of your schedule—set time aside
every week to review your financials. What came
in? What went out? Does it align with the monthly
or yearly plan you’ve created? Are you on track to
hit your goals? What needs to be paid? Committing
to a regularly scheduled time to look at your
balances, pay bills and maybe even meet with
financial advisors is a great alternative to letting it
all build up and then feeling overwhelmed. If you
really hate doing it, turn it into a game, or reward
yourself with something fun after (dog walk to get
ice cream, anyone?).
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Emergency fund
As a business owner, your income can be quite sporadic—but your
bills probably aren’t. Once you’ve figured out how much your monthly
expenses are, you can go one step further and budget to have a few
months’ worth in the bank in case you hit a dry spell. Being proactive
when you are making money will help you stay financially afloat. If your
business is particularly heavy in a certain season, plan for that by putting
aside extra money to fund leaner months. While budgeting over the
long-term like this is definitely good practice, you should also consider
creating a dedicated emergency fund.

Taking stock of your personal finances
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What is an emergency fund? An emergency fund
is cash you’ve saved up for the sole purpose of
helping you maintain your everyday life as you
navigate through an unexpected personal crisis,
cash flow failure, or period of upheaval or decline
in your business. If you’re in a financial crunch, your
emergency savings will give you a safety net to fall
back on and help you avoid debt and take time off,
if you need it, to deal with whatever has happened.
Building an emergency fund takes some time and
discipline, but it can be done. If you are not sure
how to get started, here are some of our best tips:
• Break down your savings goal into smaller steps.
While some financial experts suggest saving for
three to six months’ worth of living expenses,
building an emergency fund of this size may be a
daunting task. Building savings takes time. Start
out with a goal you know you can achieve, say,
saving $500 or $1000 (which could be enough to
cover a car or home repair), then work your way
up. Putting aside as little as $40 bi-weekly will
give you a fund of $1000 within a year.
Tip: Set up automatic savings and time it with
your paycheck.
• Open a separate emergency fund savings
account. Keep this account separate from your
daily spending account so you’re not tempted to
use the fund for non-emergency purchases.
Tip: Don’t link your bank card to your emergency
fund. This way you won’t be tempted to spend
using your debit card or make withdrawals
at the ABM.
• Set up automatic deposits into your emergency
fund savings account. You can automate
deposits to your savings account through online
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banking or mobile banking, or by visiting your
bank branch. Once the deposit schedule is set
up, you won’t forget to transfer money and you
won’t spend it on something else.
Tip: It’s important to make sure the amount you
deposit into your emergency fund account is
both immediately affordable and in line with your
long-term savings goal.
• Funnel extra money into your emergency fund.
A great way to bolster your fund and reach your
goal sooner is by contributing “extra” money
(such as tax refunds, rebates and workplace
bonuses). If you’ve just finished paying off a
credit card or car loan, take the amount you
dedicated to payments and put it towards your
emergency fund.
Tip: You can funnel a portion of each windfall
into your savings account, and use the remainder
to splurge a little on yourself.
• Review your budget regularly. Ensure your
saving and spending needs are still in line
with your current financial situation. Use your
emergency fund only in an emergency. It’s called
an emergency fund for a reason. A vacation or
big-screen TV doesn’t count!
Tip: Once you can afford it, put some money
aside each month to save for things you might
like to splurge on.
—
Now you have your emergency fund savings plan in
place! You can sit back, watch your emergency fund
grow, and enjoy peace of mind knowing that you’re
prepared for the unexpected.
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Credit scores
What is a credit score?
A credit score is (for all intents and purposes)
very similar to a credit rating; in Canada, the
most obvious difference is that a credit score is
usually given a numerical value from 300 (low) to
900 (high), while a credit rating is usually a value
from 1 to 9. And while credit ratings can apply to
individual items in your credit history, credit scores
are calculated based on the mass of information
collected by two major credit reporting bureaus
and are designed to quantify how well, overall,
you’ve managed your credit obligations in the
past. If you have a credit facility (like a loan or
a mortgage) that is joint or co-signed, how that
debt is managed can affect both your score and
your joint holder’s. Banks, credit cards and other
credit agencies use your credit score when
deciding whether or not to grant credit. Both
your credit score and your credit ratings are part
of your credit report.

What is your credit score determined by?

means you pay your bills on time. A rating of 9
(worst) means items have been sent to collections.
In front of the rating number, there will also be a
letter such as ‘I’, ‘O’ or ‘R’.
‘I’ means you have an installment loan with fixed
payments
‘O’ means you have open credit (for instance, a cell
phone payment plan)
‘R’ means you have revolving credit with regular
payments that may vary (for instance, a credit card)

How can your credit score be affected?
A hard inquiry (also known as a credit pull) can
cause you to lose up to five points.
Maxing out your credit card can lose you up
to 45 points.
A 30-day late payment can cause you to lose
up to 110 points.
In the case of a debt settlement, you can lose
up to 125 points.
Foreclosure can lose you up to 160 points.
Bankruptcy can lose you up to 240 points.

Your repayment history (which makes up 35% of
your score), how much debt you have (30%), how
long you’ve had your credit products (15%), how
many times you’ve applied for credit (10%), and
your types of credit established (10%).

How do rankings within your credit report
work in detail?
Credit scores range from 300 (low) to 900 (high).
The higher your credit score, the better it is.
Your credit rating on individual credit items (such
as a car bought on a payment plan, a mortgage, or
a credit card) ranges from 1 to 9. A rating of 1 (best)
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To sum it all up:
1. Pay your bills on time, even if you can only
make the minimum payment.
2. Don’t exceed your credit limit. The lower your
balance on a loan, line of credit or credit card,
the better.
3. Vary your types of credit. Accessing a
combination of installment credit (like one-time
loans) and revolving credit (like lines of credit) is
better than using only revolving credit.
4. Don’t apply for credit unless you really need it.

Debt & debt reduction
As you’ve probably gathered, having a lot of
personal debt can affect your credit score, which
can in turn affect your ability to borrow money to
grow your business in the future. Pay down debt
with the highest interest rate first. If you have
several separate debts, consider consolidating
them—but do the math before you decide where
you’re going to lump everything together.
Even if a debt vehicle has a lower interest rate, if
the payment terms are longer, you’ll end up paying
more over the long haul. For example, if you carry
$10,000 in credit card debt with an 18.5 per cent
interest rate and you make only the minimum
payments (let’s say $200 per month), only $46 of
each payment is actually being applied to your
balance—the other $154 is going towards interest.
If you keep up those payments, you’ll end up paying
$9,261 in interest over eight years (and that’s
assuming you don’t put another dollar on that card).
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It’s a good idea to check your
credit score/report at least once
a year to ensure the information
is accurate and there are no
mistakes (and also to make sure
you know where you stand before
you apply for credit).
Contact Equifax (equifax.ca or
1-800-465-7166) or TransUnion
(transunion.ca or 1-866-525-0262).

Let’s consider a better way to snowball your debt.
You could take out a $10,000 loan with a 9.5%
interest rate and use that loan to completely
pay off your credit card. Sticking with your $200
payments, you could be debt-free in a little over
five years, paying about $2,700 in total interest.

So you’ve decided you want to consolidate,
but how do you do it?
1. Understand your spending. Where is all your
money going? ATB’s budgeting and tracking
program TrackIt is a great tool for this.
2. Gather your debts. You need to know the size
of your current debt load (minus mortgage or
secured loans) and the interest rate assigned
to each debt. While the process of assembling
this information may seem stressful and
overwhelming, you’re not alone. At the lowest
point in 2015, the average Canadian owed over
$1.63 for every dollar they earned. Recovering
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from that level of indebtedness takes time.
If you don’t know where to start, come into
a branch and talk to a personal banking
specialist. We’ll help you out.
3. Find out if any of your debts have payout
penalties. Can you pay off the balance in one
lump sum, or will you get charged a penalty for
paying off the debt before the scheduled date?
4. Sign up for a new, low-interest loan for the
amount of debt you want to consolidate. It
should have a lower interest than your current
debts, as well as terms that won’t require you
to end up paying more over the long run—or
else what’s the point?
5. Pay off the high interest loans using the low
interest loans.
6. Dedicate part of your budget to loan
repayment. Once you have all your credit in
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one place, at a manageable interest rate,
make sure you take advantage of your
newfound ability to extract yourself from
debt. Consistency is key.

Credit cards
As an entrepreneur, the main thing you need to
know about credit cards is that you should have
one for personal expenses and a separate one for
business. Setting your cards up like this will make
your life much easier come tax time; you won’t
be looking at your statements trying to figure out
which expenses were business expenses (tax writeoffs) and which were personal (no, that kayaking
trip doesn’t count). It will also allow you to more
easily justify it when you classify an expense as
business or personal. Finally, it will allow you to
build up a credit history for your business so that
one day you will be able to borrow against your
business instead of your personal assets.
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Personal
investment FAQ
Is all debt bad?
Not all debt is created equal, and there is such a
thing as “good debt”. Good debt is, basically, debt
that creates value—think business loans, home
mortgages and even student loans. Not only are
these types of debt considered an investment in
themselves, they also tend to have lower interest
rates and tax-deductible benefits, and could help
you accumulate wealth over time. When assessing
whether a debt will be profitable to you in the
long run, it’s important to consider what your
debt interest rate is compared to your potential
investment return.
Bad debt, on the other hand, is usually
accumulated by purchasing consumer goods using
high-interest credit cards or other high-interest
loans. This kind of debt can really add up if you
aren’t paying your balances in full before each
payment due date—once the interest charges kick
in, it becomes harder and harder to stay ahead of
how fast your debt is accumulating.
It’s a good idea to pay off that bad debt first, before
putting any extra money into an investment plan.
You’ll save money on those high interest charges
you’re no longer paying, and then be able to use
those savings (the same money that used to be
going down the drain!) to create your cash cushion.

37

When that bad debt is taken care of and you feel
ready to start a portfolio, a financial specialist at
ATB can help you create a savings plan that will
increase your wealth while reducing your debt.

How much time does it take for my
investments to grow?
Investments need time to mature. The more time
they have, the more opportunity you have to
compound your investments (re-invest the interest
you’ve earned) and increase your wealth. Making
small investments now, even if you’re in (good)
debt, and giving that money time to grow can have
a higher pay-off than waiting until you’re debt-free
before you start investing.
If you’ve determined it’s in your favour to put a
little money into an investment portfolio while
you whittle away at your debt, start investing now.
Later, you’ll reap the benefits of having given that
contribution more time to mature.

Should I invest or pay down my debt?
“Whether you decide to pay down debt or invest,
be sure to stick with your decision,” says Chief
Experience Officer of ATB Wealth, Chris Turchansky.
“If investing is the best decision for you in February,
then it’s likely still the best decision for you in April
when that juicy tax refund lands in your mailbox.”
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Even if you can invest while paying off debt at
the same time, it doesn’t necessarily mean you
should. For a moment, forget about the numbers
and consider how you personally handle debt.
If you feel overwhelmed by being in debt, you
might be able to reduce your anxiety by putting
all your resources into paying it off. Alternatively,
you might see the manageable investments
you’re able to make while in debt as a light
at the end of the tunnel.
Other factors to consider when deciding whether
to pay down debt or invest are the amount and
type of debt you’re in, the stability of your income,
years you have until retirement and your expected
investment return. Depending on how long you
have until retirement and your investment risk
tolerance, now might not be the best time to put
money into high-risk investments.
The easiest way to make this decision is to compare
the interest rate on your debt with the expected
return on your investment. As a general rule,
you should funnel your money into the debt or
investment with the highest rate.
For example, let’s say you have to decide between
paying down your mortgage (with a five per cent
interest rate) or contributing to your RRSP (with an
average seven per cent annual return). Doing the
simple math makes it clear that the growth you’d
see in your investments would out-pace the savings
you’d make on your mortgage by about two per
cent. After a few years, the difference in amountearned over interest-charged could be significant.
On the other hand, if you’re choosing between
paying down your credit card (with a 19 per cent
interest rate) or contributing to your RRSP, you
should pay down that card. The 19 per cent interest
rate should be your priority.
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Whether you decide to pay down debt or invest,
take Chris’s advice and be sure to stick with your
decision. Contrary to popular belief, the “little
of both” solution actually makes little sense.
Remember: you can wait for a better time (like
after receiving your tax refund!) to invest. Reinvest
the tax refund and continue to earn that two per
cent advantage. If you decide to switch gears in
April and use that tax refund to pay down your
mortgage, you are hindering your maximum
investment gains. It’s kind of like driving the
quickest route to work Monday through Thursday,
then deciding to take a longer route on Friday.
Whether to invest your money or pay down debt is
an important decision. We’ve presented a relatively
simple formula to help you make this decision, but
if your situation is a bit more complicated, our ATB
expertscan provide you with advice to help you
create your own plan.

Check out this article if you want to learn more:
Should I pay down debt or invest?

Interesting fact: 38% of Albertans
said if they received a tax refund
for 2015 they would use it to pay
down debt. 37% would put it into
savings or investments.
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Four investment pitfalls for
entrepreneurs to avoid
1. Putting all your extra revenue into the
business
It’s common for people who are self-employed to
put extra funds back into their business, either
to pay off business expenses or to invest in their
company’s growth. While it’s true you sometimes
have to spend money to make money, you also
have to save money so it’s there in the future.
“Each individual situation is unique, but retirement
savings must be part of the plan in order to
maintain financial balance,” said Allan Leung,
Compass and Wealth lead with ATB Investment
Management. “It can be tempting to invest all you
have into your business, but it’s risky putting all
your eggs in one basket.”
Just because you’re saving for retirement doesn’t
mean you can’t save for your business, too. You
might find it difficult to differentiate personal
savings and business savings, but keeping them
separate will help you determine how much you
can and should be saving for retirement. (If your
business is registered as a sole proprietorship,
there is no official, concrete distinction between
your personal and business finances. In this case,
you’ll need to be extra vigilant about maintaining
some form of separation, even if only in your own
mind or bookkeeping document.)
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“A good rule of thumb is to save 10 per cent of your
income—but aim for 20 per cent,” says Leung. Your
level of debt and the decision you make (see the
section above!) about whether to focus on investing
or paying down debt will also inform your decision
about how much to save.
Again, a financial advisor is your ally here. They will
help you find the best balance between paying off
debt, saving for retirement, and investing back into
your business.

2. Not taking advantage of tax-free
investment growth
Investing within a Registered Retirement Savings
Plan (RRSP) and Tax-Free Savings Account (TFSA)
will enable you to enjoy tax-deferred (RRSP) and
tax-free (TFSA) growth of your investments.
By maximizing contributions to your RRSP, you
reduce your taxable income and lower your tax
burden for the year. Depending on your income
and deductions, contributing to an RRSP could
result in a dramatically lower bill, come tax time.
And if you’re really savvy, you’ll put those savings
back into your RRSP or TFSA.
Though you still have to pay tax on your
contributions to your TFSA, the interest you earn
is tax-free. TFSAs are more flexible than RRSPs,
which in many ways makes them perfect for
small business owners. If you need money for an
emergency, you can withdraw from your TFSA
without paying any taxes. Withdraw from your
RRSP before you retire, and you’ll have to pay
income tax on the amount of your withdrawal.
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3. Not diversifying your investments
As a small business owner, taking care of your
clientsand managing your business often eats up
the majority of your time. Many entrepreneurs don’t
have time to sit back and determine which investments will allow them to optimize their portfolio.
That’s why we’re here. A financial advisor can help
you to create a balanced portfolio that works with
your income and savings allowance, and provides
you the best return for your situation and retirement
goals. “Speaking with a financial advisor will ensure
you’re getting the maximum growth potential for
the amount of risk you are willing to take,” says
Leung. A financial advisor can also help you make
sure that you’re making the most of the taxdeduction and tax-deferral opportunities that come
with investment vehicles like RRSPs and TFSAs.

4. Waiting too long to invest
Investments mature with time. Given time, even
small contributions will produce significant returns
when it comes time to retire. That’s why it’s
important to start investing as soon as you can.
It’s never too late to save. If you feel like you should
have started investing years ago, you aren’t alone.
According to a survey taken for the ATB Investor
Beat in January 2016, 52 per cent of Albertans say
they are behind on their retirement goals.
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The “7–10” rule demonstrates the potential
of investing in RRSPs, even later in life. If your
investment grows seven per cent each year, your
money will double in 10 years. Inversely, if your
investment has a 10 per cent annual return, your
money will double in just seven years. With this in
mind, imagine how much growth your investments
could experience if you start saving at age 30
instead of age 50!
One benefit of never having contributed to
RRSPs before is that (all this time!) you have
been accumulating RRSP contribution room.
(Contribution room for RRSPs is regulated by
government rules and based on your income and
past contributions.) This means that when you are
ready to start investing, you can contribute a large
lump sum—which will result in big savings when
it’s time to pay your taxes. Reinvest the amount by
which your tax bill was reduced by your lump sum
RRSP contribution, and you will be well on your way
to saving for retirement. See where you can find
your RRSP contribution limit.
Avoid these mistakes and meet with a financial
specialistto create a formal retirement savings plan
so you can live the lifestyle you’ve always imagined
during your retirement.
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Should I
restructure my
company to
accommodate
growth?
Tammy Wylie, CPA, CGA, CA, Partner, Professional Services, MNP LLP
Tammy.Wylie@mnp.ca
Nick Korhonen, CPA, CA, Partner, Tax Services, MNP LLP
Nick.Korhonen@mnp.ca
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Making your company more tax-efficient

The simple answer is yes. There are a number of
reasons why a structure that used to work when
your enterprise was starting out no longer works
as your business grows. Maybe it wasn’t cost
effective to pay attention to things like managing
your GST exposure or taking advantage of the small
business deduction a few years ago, but now that
your business is bigger, these are factors that could
make a big difference to your bottom line.
Your tax plan should be fluid, not set in stone. Both
your tax and business plans need to be revisited
and updated on a regular basis to reflect your
current and projected circumstances. Making sure
you’re looking at up-to-date information will help
you maximize your tax opportunities and discover
the best structure for your enterprise as it evolves.

Restructure to reflect a new reality
As you build your business, economies of scale
give you increased flexibility to incorporate more
complex structural elements, which in turn could
help you generate extra cash, accumulate assets
or add new products or services. But be careful:
if your business is not structured properly by an
experienced professional, not only could you be
exposed to unnecessary risk, you could also be
paying higher taxes.
Say you are operating as a contractor. For the past
five years, all of your assets and surplus cash have
been held under one corporation. As you grow and
purchase equipment or buildings, and also find you
have surplus funds or assets not needed in dayto-day operations, you should consider working
with an advisor to move these new or surplus
assets out of your operating company and into a
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holding company. This will keep your operating
company lean and reduce your creditor risk. With
proper planning, this movement of funds and/or
property can be achieved without being subjected
to personal tax.
Consider as well the effects of new tax rules
regarding income splitting. Though not directly
related to your company’s growth, these rules
could also prompt you to restructure to meet
new exclusions.
For example, if you have a manufacturing company
owned by a family trust, you may benefit from
revising your tax structure, even if your company
hasn’t grown significantly. You may be able to fall
under an exclusion from the proposed tax changes
regarding income splitting if a family member owns
shares representing more than 10 per cent of the
votes and company value—but not if the shares
are owned through a trust. If your business is
owned by a family trust, it may be a smart move to
transfer ownership to the individual beneficiaries
for the sake of tax efficiency.

Stay in control
Restructuring might also come in handy if you’re
looking to add new investors to the business
while protecting or controlling certain assets.
A new business structure can enable you to build
your capital base through new partners while
maintaining control over or keeping certain
assets separate.
Restructuring also works when employees
transition into becoming shareholders through
a buy-in. By setting the percentage of ownership
they will have, you as the owner will be able to
maintain a well-defined measure of control.
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You also might want to restructure in anticipation
of a sale or a succession plan. By doing so, you
could separate assets you want to keep and make
sure you get the lifetime capital gains exemption.
A restructuring could also help minimize your tax
and business risk on the future sale.

Other considerations
There are three major challenges associated
with restructuring to accommodate growth:
increased compliance requirements, increased
costs and greater complexity. There is no onesize-fits-all solution; you must consider the
specifics of your situation before determining
the optimal business structure.

Key to your decision will be having a clear
understanding of where you want to go—and the
costs you’ll have to incur to get there. As you grow,
benefits typically outweigh costs; whereas for a
small organization, restructuring might not be as
beneficial. By taking the time to re-evaluate your
current plan, you can improve your business’s
overall performance and make sure the structure
meets your immediate and foreseeable business
and financial needs
—
For more information, visit MNP.ca or contact
your trusted MNP Advisor.

MNP is one of the largest national accounting and consulting firms in Canada, providing
client-focused accounting, taxation and consulting advice. National in scope and local in focus,
MNP has proudly served individuals and public and private companies for 60 years. Through
the development of strong relationships, MNP provides personalized strategies and a local
perspective to help them succeed

43

Making your company more tax-efficient

Tax and
Indigenous-owned
businesses
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Managing growth as
an Indigenous-owned
business
Mindy Wight, CPA, CA, National Leader, Indigenous Tax Services, MNP LLP
Mindy.Wight@mnp.ca

There is a common misconception that Indigenous
people and businesses are exempt from paying
tax in Canada. Don’t buy into the story. In
business, there are always tax considerations. As
an Indigenous entrepreneur, it’s important to be
aware of the tax nuances—and opportunities—
your enterprise has to deal with.
Under the Indian Act, certain bands and status First
Nation individuals are exempt from tax on income
earned from businesses and/or properties situated
on a reserve. Therefore, if you are a status First
Nation individual and have a sole proprietorship
that operates fully on a reserve, you will generally
not pay personal tax on the income you earn.
However, if your band has a self-governance or tax
agreement with the government of Canada, the
exemption might not apply.
The Canada Revenue Agency looks at several
factors when determining a business’s tax
obligations, including where the business is located,
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what is sold where, who the customers are, and
what structure the enterprise has. This article
offers an overview of things you need to be aware
of when planning to expand your business.

What’s your structure?
One of the first things tax advisors usually suggest
when looking at a growth plan is incorporating to
ensure liability protection. But for an Indigenousowned business, say a status First Nation individual
operating a wholly-owned business on reserve, a
corporate structure may not be ideal.
Corporations aren’t “Indians” under the Indian Act
and are therefore not exempt from paying tax
on income earned from property situated on a
reserve. A status First Nation business owner who
incorporates could end up paying tax within the
corporation. There are other alternatives to getting
the liability protection usually sought within a
corporate structure that an experienced tax advisor
should be able to discuss.
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When drawing up a new plan, a tax specialist will
ask what business structures (sole proprietorship,
partnership, joint venture) the business has or will
have and who the owners are. If there are nonstatus individuals involved, the tax plan changes.
If a business is owned by a band or tribal council,
there are other issues to consider. A business
that is wholly owned by a band can gain access
to different tax exemptions under Canada’s
Income Tax Act, even if they have income from
off-reserve activities; however, a business owned
by a status First Nation individual cannot access
these exemptions.

Connecting factors
The test for tax exemption is not straightforward
and is based on factors that connect income to a
reserve. Take, for example, a status First Nation
individual who operates a growing construction
company that is incorporated. The company has
both on- and off-reserve contracts and needs to
hire more employees.
To determine how much income tax a status
First Nation individual will pay on their salary
or dividends from the corporation, factors
to consider include:
• What percentage of the company’s clients are
status First Nations situated on-reserve?
• Where is the head office of the company?
• Where are board meetings conducted?
• Where are the accounting books and

• Is the owner active in the business?
• What location does the owner work from?
• Does the owner live on a reserve?

Partnerships with non-First Nations
There are several ways status First Nations can
work with non-First Nations business to boost
their business, including (but not limited to) joint
ventures and partnerships. As with any business
collaboration, there are income tax and indirect
tax considerations to keep in mind, particularly in
the case of partnerships, which have different rules
based on whether they are limited, limited liability
or general partnerships.
Indirect taxes such as the federal Goods and
Services Tax (GST) can be especially complicated,
because status First Nation people are generally
exempt from paying GST on purchases made onreserve or delivered to a reserve by the vendor.
They will usually be liable for GST on purchases of
goods made off-reserve, although there are some
circumstances where this cost can be recovered.
Your tax specialist needs to have an in-depth
knowledge of how tax laws apply to status First
Nation individuals and businesses, including
knowledge of how to apply the Income Tax Act
to leverage opportunities for you and your
enterprise. Working with a tax professional
experienced with First Nations clients will help
maximize your potential benefits and support
you in your growth journey.

records kept?
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Spotlight on Success:

Absolute
Combustion
Inc.
Throughout this guide you came across lots of numbers and funding
options for financing the next stage of your business. But let’s cut to
the chase—how does one actually go and find the mystical fountain of
financing? To uncover the secrets behind this process, we sat down with
entrepreneur Koleya Karringten from Absolute Combustion Inc.
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Get your lead investor

Giving the pitch

You might think that to meet your financing goals,
you need a whole team of investors. Koleya shared
that you only need to start with one, “First, you
start out with finding your lead investor. This is the
first person to invest in your product.” For Absolute
Combustion, their lead investor was someone who
was really passionate about their business’ mission,
“To provide proactive sustainable solutions to
organizations to improve heat transfer efficiency,
combustion performance and reduce emissions.”
This passion motivated their investor to start
making introductions. Koleya said, “The fact that
(we) had someone who already invested in (our)
company and was willing to tell other people it was
a good investment... it really helped the case.”

You probably have your 5 minute pitch close to
mastered by now. But a word of advice from this
entrepreneur, “if you do anything in your pitch,
focus on the business case.” Typically, one slide
with a brief overview of your product will suffice.
Investors are likely more interested in how much
money your business is going to make, how quickly
your business is going to make this money, who
your customers are and how are you going to sell
your product. Koleya assures us that making your
business plan the focus of your pitch is the key,
“that’s how you’ll get the right money and more of it.”

Find investors that agree with the why
Koleya will be the first to admit that “combustion
technology is far from sexy”. That’s why she had to
attain funding from those who agreed with the why
behind her business.
At the early stages of funding, investors of Absolute
Combustion were those who were really interested
in clean technology and philanthropy. Since they
were interested in supporting a cleaner Earth, they
were willing to wait for returns on their investment
because they believed in the cause. Koleya
describes these early shareholders as, “really kind,
really patient and really supportive.’’

Know your ask
Any good pitch has an ask. To determine what and
how much you should be asking for, you must first
determine what your business valuation is (or in
other words how much your company is worth).
Your valuation can be based on a number of
things including EBITDA (earnings before interest,
tax, depreciation and amortization), your current
and forecasted cash flows or even weighted sales
funnels. Using a combination of these figures,
Koleya shared, “investors are able to determine
if your valuation is worth it”. This also means that
Koleya is able to “determine when shareholders
came in with a price that was too low”.

We know that finding funding is a challenging topic, and likely one of the biggest struggles any
entrepreneur will face in their growth journey. With the tips from one successful entrepreneur
shining the light on your path forward, continue to do your research, crunch your numbers
and pitch away.

Collaborating with your community

48

Chambers—
and other
organizations that
can help with the
growth of your
business
By the Calgary Chamber of Commerce
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Entrepreneurs often say that they are struggling with finances, marketing, branding,
HR...the list is endless. They know that their journey is a difficult one, but when asked
which organizations that they belong to could provide support, there are a lot of blank
looks. Business owners might be aware of some of these organizations, but don’t
seem to know much about them. Let’s change that right now!
There are about 17 business support organizations in Calgary alone, and many more
across the province. In Calgary, we all came together and used the Startup Commons
framework to help each organization identify where it can best help a growing
business. The scale goes from -2 (the spark of an idea) all the way to +3 (scaling and
growing your business with an identified business model). In the middle you have
stages like visioning, team building and finding market fit.
But it’s not enough for us to know where we fall on the scale—as an entrepreneur,
you need to understand where you and your business are in your growth journey.
Once you’ve established that, you’re in a much better position to seek out the
organizations that can help you most effectively (which is where we come in!). Here
are some questions to ask yourself when determining your business’s
stage of growth:

1. Do you have a specific target market?
2. Do you have your vision distilled down
to a 30-second elevator pitch that rolls
off the tongue?
3. Have you sold your product or service
to customers and generated revenue?
4. Do you have product market fit?
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5. Are you working full-time in your
business?
6. Do you have any employees?
7. Do you have investors?
8. Do you have your business model
figured out?
9. Are you generating profit?

50

Once you know where you fit on the Startup
Commons scale, you can match yourself with the
organizations that have identified themselves with
that section:

[-2] The coach
Organizations at this stage are looking to help you
make your bright idea a reality. They have mentors
and strategists that you can collaborate with and
figure out if your idea is really something you want
to pursue. These organizations will often host
education sessions where you can learn, network
and get to know the community.
Examples:
ATB Entrepreneur Centres
Business Link
Startup Calgary
Startup Edmonton

[-1]

The collaborator

These are coworking spaces that can range from
casual to quite formal. They offer entrepreneurs
an opportunity to rent drop-in space, permanent
cubicles or even offices. Good for early-stage
businesses starting to get more serious about what
they’re doing or businesses looking to minimize
overhead. These organizations give you the
opportunity to interact and collaborate with other
business owners and build up your network. They’ll
vary in terms of programming and structured
networking. Some can be focused on a particular
industry, while others are open to everyone.
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Examples:
Work Nicer
Homestead
The Commons

[0]

The legitimizer

These are incubator programs, designed to take
small organizations and help turn them into more
advanced companies. An example of a successful
incubator in Calgary is CTI (formally Innovate
Calgary), which offers formal programs, mentoring
and office space for those early-growth stage
businesses. If your company is ready to grow but
still in those early stages, an incubator can be a
helpful resource to access.
Examples:
Innovate Calgary
TEC Edmonton

[1]

The fire starter

Organizations at this stage offer accelerator
programs, which often require a bit more from the
business owners themselves and tend to be more
intensive and time-bound. Many accelerators are
three or six months long and involve mentorship
and strict programming. Sometimes, there
are financial opportunities associated with the
program. Accelerators are growth engines, and
can offer your business a serious boost. You owe
it to yourself to research the accelerators that are
out there, and find out which ones will facilitate
the growth of your business. Some are sectorfocused, some are business life-stage-focused and
some have big financial benefits—but in almost
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every case there is the opportunity to expand and
develop your business rapidly. With accelerators
you have to be ready to commit some serious time
and effort, but the benefits can be enormous.
Examples:
Creative Destruction Lab
Ignite
Zone Startups
ATB X
District Ventures

[2]

The community builder

These are organizations like Chambers of
Commerce or Economic Development that exist
to help more established companies grow their
business and communities. Turn to community
builders when you’re looking at taking what you’re
doing well and scaling it up. This doesn’t necessarily
mean you have to wait until you’re making tons
of money. When you have your product/market
fit figured out, the question becomes how you
can take this and replicate it further (expanding
to multiple locations, cities, countries etc.); these
organizations can help you do that.
There are Chambers of Commerce in almost
every city in the world, and your local Chamber
of Commerce is connected to businesses and
business communities in hundreds of countries
through this network. The rules may vary slightly
from country to country, but, for the most part,
chambers are focused on helping small and midsized businesses succeed and grow by advocating
with local governments for business-friendly
regulations, and by creating programs and
events that provide educational opportunities
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to entrepreneurs. A Chamber of Commerce’s
policy and advocacy teams are in charge of
understanding the challenges that business owners
are facing, looking at potential solutions, and
then approaching the policy makers and making
requests. Your Chamber of Commerce can help you
with anything red tape—from building a patio to
building a recycling plant.
As you probably already know, being an
entrepreneur can be lonely. Combat isolation
through Chamber organizations where you can
meet other entrepreneurs, build your network and
give back to the community that has supported you
on your journey. The more you put into it, the more
you’ll get out of it.
At the Calgary Chamber of Commerce, we say
that we nourish, power and inspire the business
community:
• Nourish: We’ll help you grow your network, grow
your skill set and deal with workforce issues and
training.
• Power: We’ll provide and facilitate access to
the tools (such as accelerators, financing and
mentorship) that can empower your business.
• Inspire: We organize events and conferences
that give entrepreneurs both new connection
points and fresh inspiration.
Economic development organizations are a great
resource if you’re looking to expand beyond your
city. They spend a lot of their time and resources
looking beyond local borders and trying to attract
new business, investment and talent—and helping
their local businesses with trade missions, opening
new offices in other cities and developing new
trade relationships. For example, if you’re looking
to do business in China, speaking to an economic
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development authority is a great idea. They run
regular trade missions and will be able to help
you with export development, overseas locations,
foreign retailers and suppliers and more.
Examples:
Calgary Chamber of Commerce
Edmonton Chamber of Commerce
Calgary Economic Development
Edmonton Economic Development

Start by signing up for a few newsletters and
attending events put on by different business
support organizations so you can get a feel for their
programming and better decide which ones might
be helpful to you. Many of these organizations do
charge membership fees, but don’t let that get in
the way of seeking the support you need. Most
organizations are more than happy to have you
come out to an event, check things out and see if
you want to commit to joining in.

Here are the top three growth tips from
the Calgary Chamber of Commerce:

1
2
3
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Don’t do it alone! Develop a network or circle of professionals you can lean
on. You can build your community through any number of organizations.
Your business will ultimately do better with other people’s ideas and
involvement (and you will be healthier and not feel so lonely). The benefits of
meeting other entrepreneurs for beers and nachos are numerous!
Identify your weaknesses and hire people with expertise in those areas.
Understand that you as the entrepreneur/founder/leadership team can’t do
everything and aren’t expected to do everything.

Spend some serious thinking time on your “why”. What is your purpose? Get
it down to a 30-second version that you can deliver over and over. (If you
don’t have it down to 30 seconds, you don’t have it yet!) As you grow, more
and more people will be sharing your elevator pitch, so make it clear, short
and sweet—giving your clients the chance to engage with the nitty-gritty in
further discussion.
A polished pitch will also help you persuade your potential financers to buy
into your plan and vision.
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Navigating Alberta’s
support ecosystem
Even though our province is known for its
independent, entrepreneurial spirit, Albertans
are often hard-pressed to find information related
to small business support programs and services.
Between industry and government there are over
60 different organizations in Alberta whose primary
purpose is to provide services and funding to
entrepreneurs in all stages of growth, across all
industries. But taking advantage of those services
is sometimes easier said than done. If knowing
where to access information can be a challenge,
finding time to physically visit services providers
during business hours can be near impossible
to small business owners.
However, with a little guidance, navigating
Alberta’s support ecosystem becomes easier.
Start by visiting the government websites that
have compiled lists of programs for entrepreneurs
across the province or country.
If you’re looking for support on a federal level, take
a look at the Canada Business database.
If you’re looking for more local support, the
provincial government of Alberta has its own
platform for business resources.
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These sites are most helpful if you know what
you’re looking for. For example, say you are
successfully operating a clothing business and
looking to diversify by expanding into a new
market. Looking at the provincial platform first,
you can filter your search to show you information
available for ‘new markets’ and find market
intelligence on over 141 different countries.
Information is good, but partnerships are better.
Using the above example, you could utilize the
information to narrow your search down to three
key regions for possible export. Now, instead
of travelling solo to each country to gauge if there
is a market for your product, see if you can connect
directly with industry and government partners.
Doing this would set the stage for conducting
trade missions, securing export support funds,
financing resources and making connections
with local buyers.
It may be a bit confusing to know where to start
—do you go to Economic Development and
Trade, Export Development Canada, Global Affairs
Canada or somewhere else? At the end of the day,
it doesn’t really matter. Go to any one of these
organizations and they’ll be able to support you—
or refer you to another partner if that is what
your business needs.
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Fostering
innovation
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Creating a culture of resiliency and innovation

‘Innovation’ and ‘transformation’ are such big buzz words at the moment that just
hearing them can be intimidating. Thoughts of spaceships and robots come to
mind—but in reality, innovation is a way of viewing the world and forming new
ideas and opinions.
Maybe you’ve heard of people experiencing a “dopamine hit”, a pleasant feeling
of accomplishment or reward when someone gives them a compliment, likes
their social media post, or otherwise affirms that they’re making progress,
accomplishing goals or on the right track. What you may not know is that the
experiences of making new discoveries and exploring the unknown also raise
dopamine levels in our bodies; in other words, it seems that the pursuit of
innovation feels inherently rewarding to humans!
Knowing this, how can you stay on the lookout for innovative solutions? Part of the
answer is: by feeding your curiosity. Continue to search, read, explore and seek to
understand different people and different things that are happening in the world
around you, whether in your local community, within the province or within the
country. More importantly, examine what’s happening around the world in terms
of micro- and macro-trends in your area of interest. Organizing, synthesizing and
interpreting information are all key to innovation.

Creating a culture of resiliency and innovation
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Fostering innovative thinking in yourself

Here’s a few of our top tips for business growth:

In order to make time to learn, search and explore,
we encourage entrepreneurs to dedicate time
in your own schedule. For example, you can wake
up early every morning and read for an hour and
every night you can read for another hour before
bed. This means that you’ll get at least two hours
of reading and learning every single day. Keep
an eye out for opportunities for intellectual
exploration that come with your day-to-day
activities too! As an entrepreneur, you’ll likely
be working on a wide range of different aspects
of your business and different projects, many
of which can become sources of new information
and creative stimulation.

1. Think about it early. From day one (or
starting today), think about how you can
grow your business into a billion-dollar
company. That’s a mindset more Canadian
entrepreneurs could have.

Fostering innovative thinking in your team
We believe that innovative thinking can be trained
to a certain extent, but it’s also important that
part of your hiring focus is on finding people who
are innately curious individuals. You can suss out
whether someone is insatiably curious by asking
them what kind of books they read, how they
keep up-to-date with current events and which
big macro trends are getting them excited. Once
someone is hired, make sure you’re providing
intellectual stimulation that they’re able and
excited to respond to. We all start to emulate our
leaders in one way, shape or form, so if people see
that you’re constantly learning about and sharing
new information and innovation trends, they will
be inspired and start to foster the same practice
within themselves.
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2. Create a strong brand. For example, beer
companies do a great job of growing by
building brand equity. Think of Heineken or
Corona—they’ve created exceptional brands
that are recognized globally.
3. Foster innovative thinking. Thinking outside
of the box should not be done in an isolated
cubicle or only by a separate innovation
team; everyone in your company should be
encouraged to think big, bring forward ideas
and innovate constantly. 10 brains are better
than one. Think of how fast your company will
grow if everyone is helping you get there.
4. Value diversity. It’s important that company
leaders create environments for all voices
to be heard, and facilitate a culture that
attracts diverse thinking (which, more often
than not, means that employees come from
diverse backgrounds). The more diverse
thinking, the more opinions, thoughts and
ideas leaders will hear, all of which will
contribute to the data pool needed in
order to make the best decisions.
5. Hire right. Hire fast. This is contrary to the
advice you hear from most people. There are
ways to ensure your hiring practice and process
are attracting and screening the very best
people for your company. Spend time knowing
what that formula looks like at an early stage,
because you will need it to be dialed in when
you’re ready to scale.
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6. Never stop innovating. Listen to what your
customers say and (more importantly) watch
what your customers do. Ensuring that you’re
solving real problems that customers have,
as well as gathering more insight around how
to make their experience even better will give
your team direction on how to continue to
innovate into the future. Make sure you’re
staying ahead of your customers—people

often don’t know what they want until it’s
right in front of them. You might have one
great idea that will help your company scale
right now, but your hundredth great idea will
be what’s keeping your company relevant five
years from now, and your thousandth idea
what’s keeping you relevant 10 years from
now (and so on and so forth).

Resources
The Economist

MIT AI

The Entrepreneur Daily

MIT Blockchain

Flipboard

Tech Crunch

Futurism

The Walrus

MIT The Future of Work
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Four strategies to
survive a recession
Surviving a recession can be tough, and starting out in the middle of
one can be even tougher. Despite the fact that your customers may still
want to support you during an economic downturn, they also have to
look at their own budgets. But when the economic outlook looks grim,
don’t worry! There are always practices that you can deploy to help your
business through tough times—always tactics that are working, that
point toward the light at the end of the tunnel.
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1. Collaborate and create solutions.

3. Connect with your clients.

When you’re trying to survive and thrive during a
recession, finding creative solutions is the key. Just
ask Alison, co-owner of Market 17 in Calgary; her
strategy is to collaborate with other businesses to
find innovative solutions that benefit everyone.
For example, Alison says, “Instead of throwing out
tomatoes that might be blemished, we’re giving
them to Cassis Bistro, where they make them
into soup. Then they sell it back to us, and we’re
selling it to the customers. So we’re saving money
that way, and customers are being offered a local
product made by a really well-known restaurant.”

Another strategy is to rework how you approach
your clients. When things slow down, you have
to go out and find the market share you need
to keep going. Tracy McKay of Transcend Staging
and Interiors has a simple suggestion for this:
pick up the phone! “We’ve tried a lot of different
marketing things, and there’s nothing that works
better than picking up the phone,” she explains,
indicating that making personal connections with
people is the best strategy to get a response.

2. Pool your market exposure.
If you don’t have a way to share product with
another business, or trade value-addition as Market
7 does with Cassis Bistro, there are other ways you
can collaborate with another entrepreneur to save
money while benefiting both businesses. Lourdes
Juan of Soma Spa suggests combining marketing
campaigns. For example, she launched a crosspromotional campaign with Calgary Barbell.
These kinds of collaborations can not only be cost
effective, they can also expose each business to
the others’ clients, thereby reaching a new crowd
of potential customers.

4. Keep networking.
And if cold calling isn’t your thing? Look for
introductions from people you know. “When
people say, ‘I’ve got a friend to introduce you to,
follow up on that and see it through,” advises
Deanna Thiessen of Deanna Thiessen Interior
Designs. “Because you never know what could
come of that.” Networking can bring about so
many opportunities; you don’t want to miss out
by being too afraid to reach out!

Whichever tactics you decide to try, your customer should still be at the top of your
mind. During a recession, you need to invest in your customer relationships more
than ever—because your customers will remember. No matter how tough times are,
they won’t come back if you do something that negatively affects their experience
with your company or brand.
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Business
continuity
For any entrepreneur, a business continuity plan is essential to
preparing and planning for downturns or setbacks that may arise. While
you may face unexpected disasters that keep you from operating, your
competitors will still be in business. Below, we give you an overview of
what should be included in a continuity plan, but make sure to download
our template when you’re ready to flesh out a comprehensive and fully
individualized plan for your business.
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Starter checklist for continuity plan
Analyze unforeseen risks, hurdles and
catastrophes your business may face

Identify employees & key customers with
special needs

Identify key business information

Encourage employees to put together a
72-hour disaster preparedness kit

Review insurance policies and know what
you’re covered for
Back up your data
Consider where you are keeping copies of
important information
Train and prepare employees
Identify an emergency coordinator
Evaluate employees’ access to healthcare
services
Evaluate employees’ access to mental
health services

Establish policies to implement during an
emergency
Outline recovery procedures
Set up triggers for company’s response
plan
Identify community resources for
accessing timely emergency information
Develop platforms to communicate
recovery status to major stakeholders

You will also want to:
• Include key information about your business
(such as business license, insurance policy, back
up location and important papers location) and
a business analysis of the risks your business
faces based on location, team, security, business
operations, infrastructure and unforeseen
circumstances.
• Start thinking about your strategy for disaster
recovery. Who is involved in your day-to-day
operations? What resources is your business
reliant on? In what order and on what timeline
do operations need to be recovered?
• Develop procedures so that when something
happens you have a plan! Who is in charge?
What do they need to do to get operations back
up and running?
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• For each risk, develop an action plan including
an outline of the risk, who is affected, what the
projected impact is, what actions need to be
taken, what resources you’ll need and what the
recovery timeline is.
• Remember to include regular check-ins to go
over your plan with anyone affected by it.

Resources
Business continuity template
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Spotlight on Success:

Monika
Jensen
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“

Becoming the best version of yourself
As a female entrepreneur, artist, model, wife and mother, I have a lot on my plate.
Over the years, I’ve had to learn a few tricks to help me be the best version of myself
for myself, my family and my clients. These practices have allowed me to graduate
with two degrees, pursue my passion for creation and art (all the way to the Oscars!),
and build a life with the man I love, which includes two fabulous children. I hope these
tips serve as inspiration and moti-vation for you to make the most of your life and the
opportunities you are presented with.

1. Prioritize family time
Every night we have dinner together and everyone is involved in the prep and clean up.
This practice allows us to reconnect as a family. Everything and anything can be discussed
during family dinner, so it’s also a practice that has allowed me to create strong bonds
with my children.

2. Make time for your relationship
Joe and I start every morning together with a cup of coffee. It’s important that we have
this time to connect, just the two of us. This little interlude without the hustle and bustle
of everything else means that we are able to keep the romance alive whilst supporting
each other with all of our different projects.

3. Be a role model and believe in yourself
You are a role model to everyone in your life and you have an opportunity to leave each
situation better than you found it. This means that you should live and interact in a way
that makes yourself proud of who you are. I want my kids to believe in themselves so
I need to set that example for them.

4. Know (and protect) your brand
Everything that I create or work on is a part of the MJ brand, so I am careful with my time and
resources and make sure everything aligns with the bigger vision I have for myself and my
business before I start working on it.
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5. Chase your dreams
Every day I get to do what I love and I think that’s pretty rare. Life is too short to work a job
that you are unhappy in, so do some self-reflection, figure out what you love and go after it.

6. Don’t take no for an answer
People will often ask how I got my art displayed at the Oscars, which was an opportunity that
opened a lot of doors for me, and the truth is that I just didn’t take no for an answer. There’s
always opportunity; you just have to clearly see it and chase it.

7. Get a hobby
As an entrepreneur, it can be so easy to get caught up in what you’re working on and
forget to take time for yourself. It’s super important to find balance by focusing your
attention on a hobby outside of your business. For example, I love to garden and so I’ve
built a garden on the roof. I spend a lot of my free time tending to it. It helps me nourish
my mind and body, since I include something from it in every meal I cook. Getting outside
is a great way to clear your mind.

8. Develop grit
To be an entrepreneur, you need to have grit. Failure is okay, but you need to be able to
bounce back from it—trust me, you’ll learn a lot.

9. Focus on the positive
I’ve had a lot of ups and downs in my life and I know first-hand the struggle of feeling
overwhelmed. Just remember that you will create what you think about and focus on,
so try to focus on the positive and manifest happiness.
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Conclusion
We hope this guide—which has tapped the knowledge, instincts and
best advice of ATB specialists across our company and insightful
guest contributors—has given you somewhere to start as you plan
for the growth of your business. We’re here only because of you. We
innovate only to better serve you. And so we’ve also put together a
list of resources, easily searchable, to help us find answers to your
specific challenges. There’s some motivation and inspiration there
for you too. We’re always here and if you need a hand, please reach
out to our ATB business experts at atbbusiness@atb.com. Or you
can chat with an entrepreneur strategist virtually or at one of our
Entrepreneur Centres in Edmonton, Calgary, Lethbridge or Grande
Prairie. Here’s to your success!

- Your friends at ATB
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