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Study Object ives

Family Business Association - Atlantic is a not-for-profit organization that connects families with success. 
With a membership comprised of families in business across Nova Scotia, and plans to expand throughout 
the region, FBA-Atlantic provides a forum for members to connect with others to share knowledge and 
experiences that promote and support economic prosperity and success. 

In 2016, FBA-Atlantic rebranded from a national organization and is focused on becoming a stronger and 
more relevant organization to its current membership, expanding membership opportunity and extending 
its presence within the Atlantic Provinces. The aim of this study is to assist FBA in achieving these goals. 

Narrative Research (formerly Corporate Research Associates) was commissioned to implement three 
separate phases of research, namely secondary research, a member survey and a business survey. For the 
third phase of the research, objectives were as follows:

Determine the proportion of businesses that self-identify as a Family Business;
Examine the current state of Family Businesses in the region (e.g., length of operation, industry, etc.);
Gauge businesses’ awareness of FBA; 
Assess interest in joining FBA, and identify potential barriers to membership; and 
Examine interest in specific educational offerings.

Phase 3

Quantitative 
Research

Telephone survey with 
businesses in Atlantic 

Canada

To better understand awareness 
of FBA, and assess interest in 
FBA programs and services



Methodology

To meet this phase’s study objectives, a random telephone survey was conducted with 300 businesses in Atlantic Canada, specifically those 
operating within the private sector. All public sector and non-profit organizations were excluded from the study. Quotas for each province were 
established.  The following outlines the number of completes by province. 

The following report presents a summary of research results for the Atlantic Business Survey and includes an executive summary of results, a one-
page infographic highlight summary and an analysis of findings. Detailed data tables are also attached which includes a breakdown of each 
question by key demographics. Table numbers are referenced throughout the report.  Results for the other two phases of the research are 
presented under separate cover.

• Average Length: 10 minutes

• Language: English

• Data collected:                                            
October 23 – November 6, 2017

A 

• Completes: 300 random surveys 
with businesses in Atlantic Canada  
(NS: 150; NB/PE: 100; NL: 50)

• Margin of Error: + 5.7%n = 300

Nova Scotia:
150 completes

New Brunswick / PEI:
100 completes

(75 NB /25 PEI) 

Newfoundland & 
Labrador:

50 completes



Executive Summary

Results of the FBA Atlantic Business Study reveal that a clear majority of private businesses within Atlantic Canada self-identify as a ‘family business’.  For the most part, 
these businesses are well established, with the vast majority having been in operation for an extended period of time.  Nearly one-half of family businesses report being 
in the mature stage of their businesses life cycle, while slightly fewer are in a period of growth or expansion. One in ten businesses represent a start-up venture, 
suggesting that FBA’s current membership base is under represented in this regard.  Overall, family businesses operate in a wide-variety of industries, with retail trade, 
accommodations/food services, construction, and professional services being most common.  

As would be expected, the presence of family members in the workplace is significantly higher among family businesses compared to non-family businesses, with just 
over half of family businesses employing at least one relative of their company’s owner.  Looking to the future, family businesses are also notably more likely to 
anticipate that the next generation of employees will include the owner’s family members; however, only two-in-ten family businesses believe this is a definite 
possibility.

Most private-sector businesses in Atlantic Canada do not hold memberships to professional associations or groups for the purpose of receiving business advice.  This 
clearly presents an opportunity for FBA, if it is able to establish a clear value proposition for such membership.  That said, family businesses are more likely than non-
family businesses to currently have a membership with a professional association (41% vs. 27%).  Those holding such memberships tend to limit themselves to 
membership with a single association or professional group, with memberships to industry specific associations, the Canadian Federation of International Business, or a 
Chamber of Commerce being most common.

Findings show there is a general lack of awareness of FBA, and suggest that greater efforts are needed to promote the organization and its offerings.  Indeed, only one-
in-ten family businesses had heard of the Association prior to the survey, and awareness was even lower among non-family businesses.  Moreover, among those 
considered to be a ‘good fit’ with the Association (i.e., those who identify as a family business, currently employ individuals related to the owner, and/or those who 
expect to employ an owner’s relative in the future), organizations express little interest in joining FBA Atlantic.  The primary barrier to membership is a lack of perceived 
need for such services, again highlighting the need for establishing enhanced personal relevance.



Executive Summary (cont.)

Undoubtedly, a perceived lack of relevancy for educational offerings by professional business associations presents a clear challenge for FBA.  When asked to rate their 
interest in learning more on six specific topics, respondents reported low interest in all areas.  Again, these results suggest that greater efforts are needed to better 
demonstrate the added value of FBA’s offerings and how it can help organizations better meet their business objectives through its programs, services and networking 
opportunities.  

Further, given that human resource issues, concerns regarding competition, and government bureaucracy are considered to be top challenges currently facing family 
businesses, FBA should consider how it can better help organizations, across sectors, in those specific areas.  In addition, consideration should be given to clearly 
demonstrate how it has assisted its current membership in this regard.  The use of testimonials from existing family business members could go a long way to effectively 
demonstrate the merits of membership in such an association.

As FBA looks to expand its membership base in the region, findings show that given the high prevalence of family businesses in the region, and the fact that most family 
businesses do not have a membership to any Association, there is a clear potential market for membership expansion.  However, family businesses generally do not 
recognize a need for such services, which underscores the need for FBA to better demonstrate how it can make a valuable contribution to a business. Tangible evidence 
in this regard will be imperative to grow the base.

Finally, findings suggest that when contemplating membership growth areas, priority should be given to the NS and NB marketplaces. 

The following infographic provides a visual summary of Phase 3 study highlights.





Family  Business

Overall, seven-in-ten private sector organizations in Atlantic Canada self-identify as a family owned and 
operated business. The portion of family businesses is generally consistent across Atlantic Canada. (Table 3)

A clear majority of private businesses in Atlantic Canada identify as a family business.



Family  Business - Industry  Type

• When asked what industry best describes the nature of their 
business, respondents reported being in a wide-range of industries, 
with retail trade being most common for both family and non-family 
businesses.   

• Accommodations/food services, construction, and 
professional/scientific/technical services were also each identified as 
sectors where at least one-in-ten family businesses reported 
operating in.  Of note, non-family businesses are more likely to be in 
the professional services sector. (Table 1)

• Of note, across regions, retail trade was notably more common 
among those operating within Newfoundland and Labrador (36%). 

Both family businesses and non-family businesses operate in a wide-range of sectors.



Age of  Operat ion

• Overall, the vast majority of businesses report being well-
established, with few being in the ‘start-up’ phase (operating for less 
than 2 years).  

• More than three-quarters of family businesses report having been in 
operation for more than 10 years.  Comparatively, fewer than two-
thirds of non-family businesses report being in operation for this 
extent of time.  (Table 2)

• Results are generally consistent across provinces, with those based in 
Prince Edward Island being most likely to report having been in 
business for more than 10 years (92%; small sample size warrants 
caution in the interpretation of results).

Family businesses are notably more likely than non-family businesses to report being in operation for an extended period of time.



Ownership

• Six-in-ten family businesses state they are 100% owned and operated by one individual.  An additional two-in-ten family businesses report having 
multiple owners, with one majority owner, while slightly fewer are owned by a variety of owners with no one individual having a majority share.  

• Conversely, while a slight majority of non-family businesses also report having a single owner, non-family businesses are more likely to report having 
multiple owners, with no one owner holding a majority share. (Table 4)

• Of note, across regions, businesses based in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were more likely to report being 100% solely owned and operated 
(61% and 67%, respectively), while businesses based in Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince Edward Island were more likely to report having 
multiple owners, with one majority owner (22% and 36%, respectively).  

A majority of family-businesses report being exclusively owned by one person.



Family  Employees

• As would be expected, family businesses are significantly more likely than non-family businesses to report having relatives currently 
employed within their organization, with results generally consistent across provinces.

• Just over one-half of family businesses report having an owner’s relative employed within the organization, while fewer than two-in-ten 
non-family businesses report having employees related to their company’s owner.  (Table 5) 

More than one-half of family businesses currently employ family members.



Next Generat ion

• More than four-in-ten family businesses believe it is likely that the next generation of employees will include at least one family member of 
the business owner, with two-in-ten believing this is a definite possibility.    

• Conversely, non-family businesses are less inclined to think family members will be included in the next generation of employees, with very 
few believing it will be a definite possibility.  (Table 6)

A strong minority of family businesses anticipate that the next generation of employees will include a family member of the owner.



Business L i fe -Cycle

• Nearly one-half of family businesses are in the mature 
stage of the life-cycle.  An additional one-third of 
family businesses report being in the 
growth/expansion phase, while nearly one-quarter are 
preparing for transfer or succession planning.  

• Regardless of whether a family business and non-
family business, findings show one-in-ten businesses 
are in the development or start-up phase.  

• Results show that family businesses are more likely to 
be in later business life stages than non-family 
businesses.  Indeed, non-family businesses are most 
likely to report being in a stage of growth/expansion.  
(Table 7)

• Results are generally consistent across provinces.

Family businesses most commonly report being in the mature stage of the life-cycle.



Membership

• Most family businesses do not hold a membership to any association for business advise.  That said, a notable minority does and family businesses 
are more likely than non-family businesses to have such memberships.  

• Among those with memberships (n=108), nearly three-quarters of both family businesses and non-family businesses are members of a single 
association.  The most common association or group for family businesses to be a member of is the Canadian Federation of International Business, 
distantly followed by membership to a Chamber of Commerce.  That said, membership in an industry/profession specific association is very 
common.  (Table 9)

While most family businesses do not hold association memberships, a strong minority do subscribe to at least one association or group for 
business advice, and most of those are industry specific. 



Topics  of  Interest

• In order to determine what educational topics may appeal more to 
businesses, respondents were asked to rate their level of interest in 
learning more about various educational topic offerings using a 10 point 
scale whereby ‘1’ was not at all interested, and ’10’ was extremely 
interested.

• In general, regardless of business type, businesses express low interest in 
learning more about any of the topics evaluated.   

• When considering where interest lies, overall, business best practices / 
management, business expansion, and employee hiring and retention are 
each topics of high interest (scores 8-10) to approximately one-quarter of 
businesses, while slightly fewer are highly interested in succession 
planning.  

• Few are highly interested in learning more about general governance and 
mergers/acquisitions.  (Tables 10a-f) 

There is limited interest in receiving education from a professional business association. 



Awareness of  FBA

• Only one-in-ten family businesses had heard of the Family Business Association prior to the survey, while fewer non-family businesses were aware 
of the Association.  

• Across Atlantic Canada, awareness was highest in Nova Scotia and PEI.  That said, small sample sizes warrant caution in the interpretation of these 
results.  (Table 11)

There is low awareness of FBA among private sector businesses in Atlantic Canada. 



Awareness of  FBA

• After being read a description of the Association, all respondents 
that self-identified as a family business, had employees who were 
related to the owner, and/or expected next generation relatives of 
the owner to become employees in the future (n=235) were asked to 
rate their level of interest in becoming an FBA member using a 10 
point scale whereby ‘1’ means not at all interested, and ‘10’ means 
very interested.

• Only one-quarter of family businesses express any interest in joining 
FBA, with very few being highly interested (scores of 8-10).

• Across regions, New Brunswick companies were most likely to be 
highly interested in joining FBA, followed by Nova Scotia companies.  
Alternatively, no organization in Newfoundland & Labrador or in PEI 
expressed strong interest in becoming members of the Association.  
(Table 12)

Atlantic Canadian businesses express little interest in joining FBA.

Description of FBA: FBA Atlantic offers a variety of services to help small and 
medium sized businesses.  For a $500 annual membership fee, members have 
access to a variety of training sessions, educational resources, networking 
events, peer-to-peer groups and professional advisory services.



Barr iers  to Joining FBA

• In order to better understand the potential barriers to membership, 
those expressing low-interest (scores 1-4) in joining FBA (n=161) were 
asked why they were not interested in becoming members. 

• One-half of uninterested family businesses were not interested in 
becoming members of the Association due to a lack of perceived need 
for such services.

• Other reasons, each mentioned by at least one-in-ten uninterested 
family businesses, included having membership(s) in other organizations 
that adequately meet their needs, a perceived lack of relevancy, and 
being unable to afford the annual fee.  (Table 13)

A lack of perceived need is the greatest barrier to joining FBA. 



Greatest  Chal lenge Facing Businesses

• At the end of the survey respondents were asked to 
identify the single greatest challenge currently facing 
their business. 

• Overall, family businesses and non-family businesses 
face similar challenges, with family businesses being 
marginally more likely to identify human resources 
issues as the top challenge to their business.   

• Other top challenges mentioned by at least one-in-ten 
family businesses include competition and 
government bureaucracy.  (Table 14)

• Of note, results are generally consistent across 
provinces, with Prince Edward Island businesses being 
most likely to cite human resources issues as top 
challenge (36%; small sample size warrants caution in 
the interpretation of results).

Human resource issues and competition are the top challenges facing Atlantic Canadian businesses.


