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The 2020 Survey on Financing and Growth of Small and Medium Enterprises was 
designed to determine the types of financing used by small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), and to collect information on recent attempts by SMEs to obtain 
new financing. In addition, the survey gathers data on SMEs’ growth, on activities 
related to growth, and on business owner characteristics. 

The 2020 survey questionnaire was adapted from questionnaires used for previous 
iterations of the Survey on Financing and Growth of Small and Medium Enterprises 
(2011, 2014 and 2017), and from questionnaires used for the Survey on Financing 
of Small and Medium Enterprises (2000, 2004 and 2007).

Key results from the 2020 Survey on Financing and Growth of Small and Medium 
Enterprises are described below. The data tables provide detailed statistics 
disaggregated by firm characteristics, such as business size, industry and 
innovation status, as well as owner and primary decision maker characteristics, 
such as gender and education.

The 2020 tables introduce a wide range of new statistics. Some of the impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on SMEs are captured with statistics on the length 
of temporary business closures and on SMEs that received funding through the 
Canada Emergency Business Account.1 The tables also offer new information on the  
Advanced Technology and Advanced Manufacturing sectors, advanced technology 
adoption, visible minority types, social enterprises and sole proprietorship 
status. In addition, new cross-tabulations are presented, including for SMEs that 
used e-commerce, undertook international business activities or had expansion 
intentions. 

1 Since the Survey on Financing and Growth of Small and Medium Enterprises is a cross-sectional, annual survey conducted every three years, many of the 
impacts of the pandemic on SMEs are beyond the scope of the survey. However, the survey was able to capture a few key items of interest that lie within the 
scope of the survey: length of temporary business closure and whether the firm applied for government emergency support measures, such as the Canada 
Emergency Business Account or Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy.

https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/061.nsf/eng/h_02774.html
https://ceba-cuec.ca/
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SUMMARY OF RESULTS

COVID-19 Pandemic 

In March 2020, government interventions related to the COVID-19 pandemic were implemented across 
Canada, significantly impacting all businesses including SMEs. As a result, 33 percent of SMEs closed 
temporarily over the course of the year, for an average of 12 weeks. Smaller firms, in public facing 
industries such as the Accommodation and food services and Other services sectors, were more likely 
to close temporarily due to the pandemic. 

Significant government support, such as the Canada Emergency Business Account (CEBA) and the 
Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy (CEWS), was made available to businesses throughout 2020.2 Over 
three-quarters of SMEs applied for at least one type of government financing3, such as CEBA and CEWS, 
with an approval rate of 98 percent. Most SMEs that applied for government financing applied for CEBA  
(86 percent of SMEs) or CEWS (59 percent).4

Financing characteristics
In 2020, 82 percent of SMEs requested external financing. Seventy six percent of all SMEs requested 
government financing, 24 percent requested trade credit, 16 percent requested debt financing,  
6 percent requested lease financing, and 1 percent requested equity financing.5

These results contrast with previous survey iterations, wherein roughly 50 percent or less of SMEs 
requested external financing, debt financing was the most common or second-most common type of 
external financing requested and no more than 6 percent of SMEs requested government financing. 
The differences between the 2020 survey results and the results of previous survey iterations underline 
the magnitude of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on SMEs.6

In 2020, of the 18 percent SMEs that did not request financing, 87 percent did not require financing.

2 The Canada Emergency Business Account provided interest-free and partially forgivable loans of up to $60,000, while the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy 
directly subsidized employees’ wages at employers who sustained significant drops in revenue over the course of the pandemic.

3 In this text, the term government financing refers to grant, subsidies, government guaranteed loans or non-repayable contributions.

4 SMEs may have requested more than one type of government financing.

5 SMEs may have requested more than one type of external financing.

6 Note that because the survey was not explicitly designed for comparisons across time or survey iterations such comparisons should be made with caution. 
In particular, it is impossible to disentangle the changes due to exogenous events, such as the pandemic, from changes due to methodology and sampling error. 
Nevertheless, the pandemic was clearly a major driver of these differences.

https://ceba-cuec.ca/
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/wage-rent-subsidies/emergency-wage-subsidy.html
https://ceba-cuec.ca/
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/wage-rent-subsidies/emergency-wage-subsidy.html
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Four percent of SMEs not requesting financing were unaware of financing sources available to the 
business, 3 percent were discouraged borrowers (i.e. believed their request would be turned down), 1 
percent not requesting financing considered applying for financing to be too difficult or time consuming 
and 1 percent thought financing would be too costly.7 

With an approval rate of 98 percent, nearly all SMEs that requested government financing had their 
requests approved, regardless of their size (Table 1). The smallest SMEs (1 to 4 employees) and the 
largest SMEs (100 to 499 employees) were less likely to request government financing. The average 
amount of government financing provided increased with firm size. 

TABLE 1: GOVERNMENT FINANCING REQUEST AND APPROVAL RATES BY 
SIZE OF BUSINESS, 2020

Request rate Approval rate Average amount of  
financing provided

% % $

All SMEs 75.9 98.2 69,614

Size of business  
(# of employees)

1–4 68.5 97.7 46,262

5–19 86.4 98.7 53,469

20–99 84.6 98.7 138,309

100–499 75.0 97.7 648,798

The results for government financing contrast with requests for other types of financing, such as debt 
financing, which are more often sought by and approved for larger firms. 

7 The remaining 5 percent of SMEs that did not request financing did not specify a reason for not seeking financing.
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Owner characteristics
In 2020, most SMEs were male-owned: 69 percent were majority male-owned, 17 percent were majority 
female-owned and 14 percent were owned equally by men and women, with the latter figure lower than 
observed in previous survey iterations.8

Members of the same family, visible minorities, Indigenous persons and person(s) with a disability, 
respectively, held the majority ownership of 34 percent, 9 percent, 1 percent and 1 percent of SMEs.

The primary decision makers9 of SMEs tended to be older, with 62 percent 50 years of age or older; to 
be well-established in Canada, with 71 percent born in Canada and the remaining 29 percent, who were 
born outside of Canada, having resided in Canada for an average of 27 years; to be experienced, with  
75 percent having 10 or more years of management or ownership experience; and, to be well-educated, 
with 70 percent having attained a post-secondary diploma or degree.

Sales destinations
In 2020, 12 percent of SMEs exported, of which 38 percent exported goods only, 45 percent exported 
services only and 18 percent exported both goods and services. 

Eighty-four percent of SME exporters sold to the United States, 19 percent to European countries 
(excluding the United Kingdom), 15 percent to the United Kingdom, 12 percent to China, 10 percent to 
Asian countries (excluding China, India and Japan), 7 percent to Latin American countries (excluding 
Mexico and Brazil), 6 percent to Mexico, 5 percent to Japan and 4 percent to India.10 Of the 88 percent 
of SMEs that did not export, 87 percent did not export because of the local nature of their businesses. 

No single issue (e.g. administrative, border, logistical, market knowledge, intellectual property and 
financial issues) was considered by more than 14 percent of exporting SMEs to be a major obstacle to 
selling abroad. However, the proportion of SMEs reporting border obstacles and logistical obstacles 
to be major obstacles to exporting was elevated relative to previous years.11

Many SMEs sold beyond their local markets, with 49 percent selling outside of their municipality/
region and 22 percent selling to other provinces or territories (Table 2). Larger SMEs were more likely 
to sell beyond their local markets and export. Likewise, larger SMEs had a higher proportion of sales 
outside their local area than did smaller SMEs.

8 Percentages total to more than 100 percent due to rounding. See note above regarding caution in comparing estimates across survey iterations.

9 The primary decision maker typically refers to the majority owner (48 percent) or president (30 percent) of the firm.

10 Nineteen percent of SMEs exported to other destinations. Note that exporting SMEs may have sold to more than one destination.

11 See note above regarding caution in comparing estimates across survey iterations.
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TABLE 2: SALES DESTINATIONS BY SIZE OF BUSINESS, 2020

Within local 
municipality or region

Outside of local 
municipality or region but 
within province/territory

Rest of 
Canada

Outside Canada 
(export sales)

Propensity (percentage of businesses)

All SMEs 90.9 49.4 21.6 12.1

Size of business  
(# of employees)

1–4 89.0 44.3 18.2 10.7

5–19 94.4 54.4 23.2 11.7

20–99 91.5 59.4 30.2 17.0

100–499 85.3 62.7 48.4 36.1

Growth characteristics
Sixty-two percent of SMEs reported positive average yearly growth in sales or revenues between 2018 and 
2020. In particular, the sales of 30 percent, 15 percent, 7 percent, 3 percent and 7 percent of SMEs grew 
by 1 percent to 5 percent, 6 percent to 10 percent, 11 percent to 15 percent, 16 percent to 19 percent and  
20 percent or more, respectively. The sales of 18 percent SMEs did not grow, while sales declined for  
21 percent of firms.12

The proportion of SMEs reporting negative sales growth was elevated relative to previous survey 
iterations, while the proportions reporting no growth or positive growth were lower.13

In 2020, the most common obstacles to growth were the rising costs of inputs (31 percent of SMEs), 
recruiting and retaining skilled employees (28 percent) and a shortage of labour (25 percent). Other major 
obstacles of growth included fluctuations in consumer demand (23 percent of SMEs), corporate tax rate 
(18 percent), maintaining sufficient cash flow or managing debt (18 percent), government regulations  
(17 percent). Ten percent of SMEs considered obtaining financing to be a major obstacle to their 

growth.

12 Percentages total to more than 100 percent due to rounding.

13 See note above regarding caution in comparing estimates across survey iterations.
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Innovation activity, intellectual property and advanced technology 
adoption
Twenty-eight percent of SMEs introduced at least one type of innovation between 2018 and 2020  
(Table 3). Sixteen percent introduced a product innovation, 9 percent a marketing innovation, 9 percent 
an organizational innovation and 8 percent a process innovation. 

Sixteen percent of SMEs held intellectual property. Ten percent were party to non-disclosure 
agreements14, the most commonly held intellectual property.  Seven percent of SMEs held registered 
trademarks, 2 percent trade secrets, 1 percent patents and 1 percent industrial designs.

The proportion of SMEs introducing innovations and the proportion of SMEs holding intellectual 
property were lower in 2020 relative to previous survey iterations, for firms of all sizes.15

Thirty-four percent of SMEs adopted at least one type of advanced technology between 2018 and 
2020. Fourteen percent adopted business intelligence technologies, 11 percent security or advanced 
authentication systems, 8 percent material handling, supply chain or logistics technologies, 8 percent 
design or information control technologies, 7 percent internet of things systems, 5 percent clean 
technologies and 4 percent processing or fabrication technologies.16 Fifty-nine percent of SMEs 
had an online presence in 2020, most commonly a website (83 percent) or social media account  
(66 percent).17

Larger SMEs were more likely than smaller SMEs to innovate, hold intellectual property and adopt 
advanced technology.

14 The survey defines a non-disclosure agreement as ‘a legal contract between at least two parties that outlines confidential material, knowledge, or 
information that the parties wish to share with one another for certain purposes, but wish to restrict access to by third parties’.

15 See note above regarding caution in comparing estimates across survey iterations.

16 SMEs may have adopted more than one type of technology. Note that the list of advanced technologies used in this survey was substantially different from 
that used in the 2017 survey iteration, to reflect changes in which technologies are considered advanced.

17 SMEs may have had more than one type of online presence.
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TABLE 3: INNOVATION, INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY HOLDINGS AND 
ADVANCED TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION, BY SIZE OF BUSINESS, 2020

Introduced at least  
one type of innovation  

(2018 to 2020)

Held at least one type  
of intellectual property  
(as of December 2020)

Adopted at least one 
advanced technology 

(2018 to 2020)

% % %

All SMEs 28.4 15.5 33.7

Size of business  
(# of employees)

1–4 22.7 10.8 27.6

5–19 33.5 17.1 37.6

20–99 44.4 33.4 49.8

100–499 47.0 54.1 64.1

Methodology
The target population for the survey was private sector, for-profit, SMEs employing between 1 and 
499 people and generating over $30,000 in annual revenues in 2020. The 2020 survey was conducted 
using a new type of survey collection, Electronic Questionnaire; previous iterations were conducted 
by Computer-Assisted Telephone Interview. The target base population of over 859,000 SMEs was 
stratified by geography, employment and industry, with random samples selected from these strata in 
order to generate representative estimates. The survey was conducted by Statistics Canada from April 
to August 2021. The base sample size was 19,283 SMEs. For the main population, the response rate 
was computed as 56 percent.
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Notes
For more information, or to enquire about the concepts, methods or data quality of the survey results, contact 
Statistics Canada (toll-free 1-800-263-1136; STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca).

For additional information on related research topics and data sets, consult the SME Research and Statistics 
website or contact Lyming Huang or Patrice Rivard at the Small Business Branch.
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