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Optimism

The ATB Business Beat 
Optimism Indices dropped in 
Q3, regardless of industry, as 
SMEs reported feeling less 
optimistic about the future of 
their own businesses and less 
optimistic about the future of 
the Alberta Economy. The 
construction industry saw the 
sharpest decline. 

Happiness

Despite the decline in 
optimism, three-quarters (76%) 
of business owners and 
managers surveyed report that 
taken all together, they are 
either very happy or pretty 
happy, while one-quarter (24%) 
report feeling not too happy or 
not at all happy.  

Mental Health

Although 7 in 10 agree that 
they put their business needs 
before their personal needs, an 
overwhelming majority of 
business owners and 
managers feel they are able to 
cope with the stress associated 
with running a business (97%). 
The biggest source of stress 
the cited was human resources 
(32%). 

Key Findings
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Time for Self Care

Devotion to their business can often 
result in a owner or managers 
personal needs being considered 
secondary to the business’ needs 
and demands. This research shows 
that those who feel they are unable to 
take time off to socialize with friends 
and family report lower levels of 
happiness, lower levels of mental well 
being, and feel less able to cope with 
the stress of running a business. 

Managing Others’ 

A large majority of employers feel 
confident that they have created a safe 
space for employees regarding their 
mental health (89%), but slightly less 
confident in their  abilities to support 
an employee dealing with a mental 
health issue (76%). Interestingly, a 
relationship also emerged between 
those who felt they had created a safe 
space and feeling comfortable 
accessing mental health resources or 
professionals for personal help. 

Minimum Wage Hike

Government Regulations was a top 
stressor for business owners and 
managers. The verbatims suggest 
that the stress related to this topic is 
rooted in the provincial minimum 
wage hike. Many businesses are not 
sure they will be able to stay afloat, 
impacting the other top to stressors of 
Financial Stability (e.g., reduced cash 
flow paying higher wages), and 
Human Resources (e.g., layoffs and 
retention due to pay)

Mini Stories
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Background & 
Methodology



Background 

ATB Financial commissioned NRG Research Group 
to conduct a survey of 300 randomly selected small- 
to medium-sized businesses in Alberta each quarter, 
beginning in Q1 2013. Starting in Q1 2015, the Q1 
waves of the Business Beat were conducted as part 
of the Alberta Business Survey, which increased the 
number of Q1 survey completes to 600.
 
The purpose of the study is to gain an understanding 
of the challenges faced by small- to medium-sized 
businesses in Alberta, and to track confidence in the 
business climate in Alberta. 
 



● Measure business owners and managers’ perceptions of what the business 
climate will be like six months from now;

● Understand how SMEs were impacted by the recent economic downturn, how 
they are recovering from the economic downturn, business growth plans in the 
wake of the economic downturn, and biggest barriers preventing growth and/or 
thriving; and, 

● Profile the firmographics as well as respondent demographics for small- to 
medium-sized businesses in Alberta.  

Research Objectives



Qualifying Businesses

Alberta SMEs: 
<500 employees, 

<$20 million annual revenues, 
financial decision makers or 

influencers.
 

Excluded: agriculture, government, 
financial institutions, media, market 

research, public relations, advertising,  
and communications sectors.

Methodology

Field dates:
 

August 14–28, 2018
 

Telephone with online option.
 

Approximately 14,000 business 
contacts made and 300 completed the 

survey.
 

Margin of error is +/- 5.8%



The ATB Business 
Beat Indexes
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SMEs remain optimistic about the future  
“How do you think… will be six months from now?” 

% better off % the same % worse

Alberta Economy Your Company

64%
will be better off or the 

same

76%
will be better off or the 

same

-3-4

Source:  ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.        (±) Change from last quarter
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The ATB Business Beat Index

Data time periods: Q3 2014 = Aug, 2014; Q4 2014 = Dec 2014; Q1 2015 = Mar 2015; Q2 2015 = Jun 2015; Q3 2015 = Aug 2015; Q4 2015 = Nov, 2015; Q1 2016 = Mar 2016; Q2 2016 = Jun 2016; Q3 
2016 = Sept 2016; Q4 2016 = Nov 2016; Q1 2017 = Mar 2017 , Q2 2017 = May 2017, Q3 2017 = Aug 2017; Q4 2017 = Nov 2017; Q1 2018 = Mar 2018; Q2 2018 - Jun 2018; Q3 2018 - Sept 2018

Source:  ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs 2013-18.

Index (0-100)

More optimistic about 
future performance

Less optimistic about 
future performance
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More optimistic about 
future performance

Less optimistic about 
future performance

The ATB Business Beat Index - Energy

Data time periods: Q3 2014 = Aug, 2014; Q4 2014 = Dec 2014; Q1 2015 = Mar 2015; Q2 2015 = Jun 2015; Q3 2015 = Aug 2015; Q4 2015 = Nov, 2015; Q1 2016 = Mar 2016; Q2 2016 = Jun 2016; Q3 
2016 = Sept 2016; Q4 2016 = Nov 2016; Q1 2017 = Mar 2017 , Q2 2017 = May 2017, Q3 2017 = Aug 2017; Q4 2017 = Nov 2017; Q1 2018 = Mar 2018; Q2 2018 - Jun 2018; Q3 2018 - Sept 2018

Source:  ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs 2013-18.

Index (0-100)



�12

More optimistic about 
future performance

Less optimistic about 
future performance

The ATB Business Beat Index - Retail

Data time periods: Q3 2014 = Aug, 2014; Q4 2014 = Dec 2014; Q1 2015 = Mar 2015; Q2 2015 = Jun 2015; Q3 2015 = Aug 2015; Q4 2015 = Nov, 2015; Q1 2016 = Mar 2016; Q2 2016 = Jun 2016; Q3 
2016 = Sept 2016; Q4 2016 = Nov 2016; Q1 2017 = Mar 2017 , Q2 2017 = May 2017, Q3 2017 = Aug 2017; Q4 2017 = Nov 2017; Q1 2018 = Mar 2018; Q2 2018 - Jun 2018; Q3 2018 - Sept 2018

Source:  ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs 2013-18.

Index (0-100)
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More optimistic about 
future performance

Less optimistic about 
future performance

The ATB Business Beat Index - Construction

Data time periods: Q3 2014 = Aug, 2014; Q4 2014 = Dec 2014; Q1 2015 = Mar 2015; Q2 2015 = Jun 2015; Q3 2015 = Aug 2015; Q4 2015 = Nov, 2015; Q1 2016 = Mar 2016; Q2 2016 = Jun 2016; Q3 
2016 = Sept 2016; Q4 2016 = Nov 2016; Q1 2017 = Mar 2017 , Q2 2017 = May 2017, Q3 2017 = Aug 2017; Q4 2017 = Nov 2017; Q1 2018 = Mar 2018; Q2 2018 - Jun 2018; Q3 2018 - Sept 2018

Source:  ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs 2013-18.

Index (0-100)



Mental Health
& Wellness
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Happiness

76% 
Happy

24% 
Not happy

Q:  “Taken all together, how would you say things are these days? Would you say that you are:” 
Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

More likely to be the sole decision makers, 
business owners, and put their business’ 

needs before personal needs.

Less likely to be able to take time away.

More likely to be those with 
over 3M revenue, have 

more employees (50-499), 
or expanding.
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Business Impact on Mental Health
Strongly/ 

Somewhat agree 

79%

74%

61%

56%

54%

Q: “My next set of questions has to do with the potential impact of the ups and downs of running a business on your mental wellness. Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with each of the 
following statements.”;   Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.
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Business Impact on Mental Health

Q:  “Taken all together, how would you say things are these days? Would you say that you are:” Blue brackets indicate a significant difference between the groups. 
Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.
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Business Stressors

Q: “In your opinion, which one aspect of running a business provides the biggest challenge to a business owner or manager’s mental health?”
Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

“DEALING WITH EMPLOYEES BECAUSE THEY ARE HARD TO FIND, 
HARD TO KEEP AND HARD TO TRAIN.”

“FINANCIAL SIDE. IF THE FINANCIAL SIDE IS ROLLING OKAY, 
THEN YOUR MENTAL STATE IS USUALLY BETTER. IF ISN'T, YOU 
ARE UNDER STRESS. YOU HAVE TO KEEP THE WHEELS 
TURNING.”

Owner/Operator and CEO or President, Real Estate, 33 years in 
business, 1-4 employees, $1 million to less than $3 million annual 
revenue

Owner/Operator, Retail Trade, 34 years in business, No employees, 
Less than $250,000 in annual revenue

“COMPLYING WITH GOVERNMENT REGULATIONS.”
CEO or President, Other industry, 30 years in business, 1-4 employees, 
$250,000 to less than $500,000 annual revenue



Managing people, people make your 
business and if you're not treated properly, 
you're not able to extract your maximum 
potential.
- Senior Manager or Manager, Accommodation/Food Services/Tourism/Hospitality/ Restaurant, 
38 years in business, 5 to 19 employees, $3 million to less than $5 million in revenue.



I find it difficult to charge 
people, who I know are 

needy. So I do, perhaps, too 
much work pro bono.

Managing the financial situation 
because there is a lot involved 

regarding the CRA and payroll and 
employee time sheets and paying 
numerous bills on time, as well as 

monitoring income with such 
factors as [NAFTA]  which is kind 

of out of our hands.

Dealing with the government, minimum wages are a 
disaster, carbon tax; a disaster. Electric and gas utilities 

more than doubled because of the carbon tax. Many 
small business will go out of business by the end of 

the year because of minimum wage.

Employees. The younger 
generation just does not want 
to work and everyone feels that 
they are entitled to a high wage 
and don't want to have to put in 

the hours for the wage.

Finding the right employees. 
Many applicants do not have 

the qualifications they claim to.

The amount of hours. Even if 
I am on vacation, there are 

calls I need to take and 
emails I need to address. 

You are never completely 
off work as you would be if 

you were an employee.

Balancing life and work because 
you can't get too heavy in one or 
the other. You have to balance your 
life altogether with work, family and 

friends.

Keeping up with it all. Dealing with employees because 
the human element is always 
the most interesting, diverse 
and problematic as well. It has 
many challenges and rewards 

both for the person, the 
employees and employer.

Personal life, 
especially when 

you have children, 
being a mother 
and a manager. 

That is the hardest 
part.

Staffing and wages. With 
the minimum wage 

going up it's going to 
hurt and we have to 

layoff because we can't 
keep them, and we as 

owners are going to have 
to work more hours.
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Mental Health & Support

Q:  “My next set of questions has to do with your sense of mental wellness and your support network. Please tell me whether you agree with each of the following statements.” 
Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.  *Asked of businesses with employees, n = 265. 

Strongly/ 
Somewhat agree 

92%

89%

82%

80%

74%

71%

76%

97%

93%
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Accessing Resources

Q:  “You indicated that you wouldn’t feel comfortable accessing mental health resources such as a psychologist, therapist, or coach if the need should arise. Is there any particular reason you’d be hesitant to reach out to one of 
these professionals”;  Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, Uncomfortable accessing mental health resources, n = 43, Responses of 4% or higher shown.

“BECAUSE I KNOW WHAT CAUSES THE ISSUE. I 
DON'T NEED A PROFESSIONAL TO TELL ME TO 

EXERCISE OR EAT LESS CARBS.”

“I DON'T HAVE THE FAITH IN THEM BECAUSE, I 
DON'T BELIEVE IN THEIR TRAINING.”

CEO or President, Accommodation/ Food Services/ 
Tourism/ Hospitality/ Restaurant, 25 years in business, 

1-4 employees, $500,000 to less than $1 million in 
annual revenue

GM or Office Manager, Manufacturing, Construction, 
and Transportation & Warehousing,  27 years in 

business, 20-49 employees, $5 million to less than $10 
million in annual revenue

“I HAVE FRIENDS AND BUSINESS COLLEAGUES.”
Owner/ Operator, Other industry, 10 years in business, 
50-99 employees, $10 million to less than $15 million 

in annual revenue

Men were more likely 
to disagree that they 

feel comfortable 
reaching out to a 
professional for 

mental health support 
(17% vs. 9%)



They can't help what's wrong. If you owe a 
million dollars, what's a psychologist 
going to do?
- Owner/ Operator, Health Care and Social Assistance, 3 years in the business, 20 to 49 
employees, $1 million to less than $3 million in revenue.
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How Banks Can Help

Q: “If you could tell your bank one thing to help reduce your stress level, what would it be?” 
 Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300. Responses of 3% or higher shown

“I GUESS IT WOULD BE IN THE GOOD TIMES THEY ARE THERE TO 
LOAN MONEY BUT  IN BAD TIMES THEY ARE NOT.”
CEO or President and Owner/ Operator, Other industry, 33 years in 
business, 20-49 employees, $1 million to less than $3 million annual 
revenue

Owner/Operator, Retail Trade, 50 years in business, 1-4 employees, Less 
than $250,000 annual revenue

“GET TO KNOW YOUR CLIENT ON A PERSONAL BASIS, I DON'T THINK 
FINANCIAL INSTITUTION STAFF CARE ABOUT THEIR CLIENTS.”

Owner/Operator, Retail Trade, 32 years in business, No employees, 
Less than $250,000 annual revenue

“DON'T HAVE SO MANY SERVICE CHARGES. THEY GOT THEIR 
HAND OUT ALL OF THE TIME, BANKS NEVER LOSE MONEY.”



Probably working with the business to 
understand the demands and challenges it 
faces, and therefore, tailor the requirements 
accordingly.
- Chief Executive Officer (CEO) or President, Agriculture, 7 years in the business, 1 to 4 
employees, Less than $250,000 in revenue.



Basically just be patient with 
us when it comes to asking a 
lot of questions, because we 
are a newly owned business.

They're not helping for financial 
support when it's the federal 
government they follow. BDC 

and [ATB] follow federal 
guidelines. They have their own 

guidelines and they follow the rules 
and regulations. Small businesses 

needs extra cash.

Make funds more readily available in crunch times, 
because it seems like no matter how long a person has 
been in business and has been successful, it seems like 
you have to jump through hoops to get a small loan. 

People who have proven themselves in business like 
myself, should not have to go through all that trouble 

every time.

I would suggest that the banks 
understand the vulnerability 

and when the business has to go 
into the overdraft that they are not 

harassing the business.
Stop changing staff every day because, that is what they do. You cannot 

develop a relationship with the bank today.

Get back to it in a timely 
manner. When you are trying 
to get a hold of your accounts 

representative, either they 
have switched them, or they 
are just difficult to get a hold 

of.

They could reduce the fees that they 
charge doing payroll, efts and it's 

expensive. It's crazy i'm doing all of 
the work, I pay them and I do all of 

the work.

Banking is not completely an 
impersonal activity, and, 

support relationships need to 
be built.

Our bank, (rbc) got a new app 
which is good for accounts 

receivable, and that helps. It 
eliminates one step of the 
payment process from a 

number of different places.

I find that banks do 
not work with 

businesses. They 
do not give any 
assistance they 

just give financial 
backing.

To make it not so difficult 
to get a loan, more 

resources on how to 
qualify for financing, 

some sort of mentor, I 
know ATB has that and 

a lot of banks don't.



Firmographics & Respondent Demographics

Appendix
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Number of Employees Annual Revenues
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Borrowing Needs # of Years in Operation
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300. 
Responses of 4% or higher shown

Industry
Non-Franchise (n = 282)

Franchise Industry n = 18

Food Services 7

Retail 4

Real Estate 3

Automotive 1

Travel, Leisure, & Accommodation 1

Other 4
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Business Life Stage 
Phase

Entrepreneur
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Family Business Majority 
Woman-Owned
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300
Responses of 3% or higher shown.

Title/ Role Age
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Role in 
Financial Decisions

Gender
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Source: ATB Financial, Survey on Alberta SMEs, September 2018, n = 300.

Store Front



Any Questions?
Please contact:

Judy Duncan  
Managing Director Marketing  

B&Ag Marketing  
(403) 974-6884  

JDuncan@atb.com 

Cody Tousignant 
Senior Research Manager 

The Listening Post 
(403) 305-1073  

CTousignant@atb.com 




