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Why Entrepreneurship?  
Entrepreneurship is widely seen as a source of job creation and growth. 
Within the broad phenomenon there are the special cases that will 
contribute new directions for the economy and significant job creation. 
This study undertakes characterization of the extent and quality of 
entrepreneurship in Alberta from the reports of the individuals active 
in the process, and individuals in the broader community that creates 
the culture for entrepreneurship. 

Why GEM? 
Participation in the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) brings 
Alberta data into a rich Canadian and international context of policies 
and circumstances. Uniquely, GEM paints a portrait of the individual 
entrepreneur in a community by detailing attitudes, activity, and 
aspirations,  An expert panel provides an appraisal of the framework 
within which entrepreneurs operate in Alberta. 

Attitudes   
In 2016 just less than 50% of Alberta respondents saw a good 
opportunity for starting a business within the next six months, while 
over 60% reported they felt they had the knowledge and skills required 
to start a business. The perception of opportunity has fallen somewhat 
from last year and is below that in other large provinces. However 
the knowledge and skills estimate remains high and inhibition from 
fear of failure is low at approximately 25%. As well, over 60%–70% 
of respondents believe that entrepreneurship is a good career choice 
that successful entrepreneurs have high social status, and that media 
provide favorable coverage of entrepreneurship. 

Activity
In 2016, Albertans were, along with Ontarians, engaged in early 
stage entrepreneurship at a level above the rest of the country. The 
key indicator, TEA (total early stage activity) is composed of nascent 
ventures not yet delivering significant benefits to owners and baby 
businesses not over 3.5 years old. The nascent efforts provide the 
larger number. The national rate is now over 16% of respondents, led 
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by Ontario and Alberta now above 17%. (Canada has the highest TEA 
among the major economies in the World Economic Forum ‘innovation 
driven’ category.)

Overwhelmingly, Alberta entrepreneurs are driven by a perceived 
opportunity rather than from necessity. Women are active at a rate of 
about 80% of that of men. The women’s rate is stable from last year 
where the men’s has risen. A typical TEA ratio, women to men, in 
developed economies is 2/3, thus Alberta’s is good by comparison.

In contrast to TEA is the measure of the activity of employees involved 
in the start-up of a new venture or activity for their principal employer 
firm, EEA, is not as high. Canada is not as much a leader on this 
metric and Alberta is not the leader in Canada. The Alberta rate for the 
fraction of employed respondents reporting activity for their principal 
employer is 7.7%, below values for the more manufacturing intensive 
provinces of Quebec (8.9%) and Ontario (9.9%).

Aspirations
Most of the data related to aspirations involve desired contributions to 
the economy. These are covered in the next chapter.

Entrepreneurship in the Economy
SECTOR FOCUS
GEM assigns each business reported to one of four sectors; consumer 
oriented services, business oriented services, transformative (mainly 
manufacturing) and extractive (oil, mining, agriculture). In Alberta 
this year just over 50% of ventures were in consumer oriented services, 
and just less than 30% were in the next highest category of business 
oriented services. Transformative activity accounted for nearly 20% 
and extractives were negligible. This distribution is not at all unusual 
in other developed economies, but the dominance of consumer services 
over business service has not been characteristic in Canada in recent 
years. Only in Quebec have business services remained at an activity 
level this year comparable to (in fact greater than) consumer oriented 
services. As is common, the distribution of established businesses 
encountered in the survey (also mainly small businesses) is not 
dominated by consumer services but by business services.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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JOB CREATION
Job numbers reports are commonly partitioned into four groups; none, 
1-5, 6-19, and 20 or over. Data are collected for current levels and 
aspirations for the employment level five years hence. Typically, the 
five year aspiration sees a significant decrease in the ‘none’ category, 
only a small percentage intend self-employment only. Twenty percent 
report expectation for more than five employees within the next five 
years. Ten percent aspire to achieve 50% growth and employment 
above ten within five years.

EXPORT ORIENTATION
Interest in export is widely distributed. Fewer than 25% do not 
anticipate any export revenue. Of those who do, nearly 80% expect to 
exceed one percent of revenue from exports and about 25% expect to 
achieve between 25% and 100% of revenue from export.

INNOVATION
The most direct indications of innovation available in the data are 
measures of the uniqueness of products or services and/or the absence 
of competition. On the presence of competitors to Alberta firms, almost 
15% of firms claim none, almost half claim few, leaving about 40% with 
many competitors.  Similarly, nearly 50% claim some or all customers 
will find novelty or be unfamiliar with the product or service. 

Demographics
AGE
This year, Alberta has a high TEA rate (> 20%) in the youngest age 
bracket (18-24), which is matched by that in the 25-34 age group. 
Percent active in TEA decreases with age beyond 35. Revising the 
perspective to the overall share of entrepreneurship provided by each 
age group we find the there is a nearly equal share for the 18-34 age 
range and the 35-64 age range.  This year GEM introduced an expert 
survey of framework conditions for older entrepreneurs. The experts 
made the point that older Albertans are healthier and living longer but 
face barriers to finding employment. This suggests policy attention to 
older potential entrepreneurs

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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EDUCATION
From those holding a high school diploma as their highest educational 
credential to those who have some post-graduate university 
experience there is a trend of a rising rate of entrepreneurial activity 
(TEA).  This was observed last year as well. This trend is much less 
pronounced in other large provinces. This suggests Alberta has high 
rates of entrepreneurship among those with the knowledge base for 
sophisticated productive initiatives.

GENDER
Alberta has a comparatively higher TEA rate among women than in 
jurisdictions with advanced economies, but is still only 80% that of 
men. Attitudes among women as compared to men in the general 
population reflect less recognition of opportunity and substantially 
less confidence in their knowledge and skill to start a business. These 
indicate that an effort to ensure women are as informed as men 
remains a priority. 

The Provincial Expert Survey
The second element of GEM surveys is consultation with experts from 
nine professional perspectives on entrepreneurship (at least four 
for each perspective) to yield a panel of at least 36 experts who can 
evaluate a series of propositions about the climate for entrepreneurs in 
their jurisdiction. Questions are phrased in a form such that agreement 
indicates an environment favourable to entrepreneurship. In this 
case it is the Alberta Provincial Expert Survey (PES). Experts rate the 
propositions on a nine point scale with 1 designating completely false 
and 9 designating completely true. The neutral (neither true nor false) 
is designated by 5 as a score. 

THE TEN FRAMEWORK CONDITIONS
The propositions cover ten areas of framework conditions. The expert 
opinions are collectively reported as the mean and the mode (central 
tendency) of ratings on the nine point scale. 
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The ten areas of framework conditions (Figure 5.10) in order of 
decreasing expert rating were as follows. 

  The five scored positively at or above the neutral in decreasing 
  order were: physical infrastructure, commercial infrastructure, 
  social and cultural norms, government programs, and 
  government policy at neutral. 

  The lower five in decreasing order were post-secondary 
education 
  at neutral, R&D transfer (to small and growing firms), internal 
  market dynamics, finance, and primary and secondary 
  education.

Experts were not, in general, strongly positive in evaluations. Mode 
ratings for the most favourable three were 7, 6, and 7 (moderately 
true). Government programs were rated at mode 6 but a mean of 4.8. 
Among the neutral to unfavourably rated areas, government policy 
and post-secondary education received neutral mode ratings with 
lower means.  Internal market dynamics shared the neural mode 
rating, but R&D transfer and primary and secondary education 
received mode score of 3 (moderately false).  A mode is not reported 
for finance because the distribution is multi-modal but the mean lies 
below neutral.

Clearly the experts did not find any aspect of the Alberta climate as 
highly supportive of entrepreneurship. However, inspection of the 
reports of expert surveys from a wide variety of jurisdictions in GEM 
internationally suggests that expert panels tend to be negative and 
Alberta’s situation is not unique. They remind us that entrepreneurship 
is challenging. 

Various responses throughout could be seen to link to finance since 
they dealt with affordability. Responses indicated experts’ concern 
in all cases for the difficulty of raising funds for a small and growing 
firm. The concerns about primary and secondary education reflect 
ongoing concern, also noted last year. Experts do agree with the adult 
population survey attitude that Alberta is a jurisdiction with favourable 
social and cultural norms. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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OPEN ENDED COMMENTS
After the directed questions, the experts were asked to supply 
open ended comment on three aspects of the framework for 
entrepreneurship: what factors constrain; what factors foster; and 
what are your recommendation? The varied comments can be grouped 
into broad areas of constraint, facilitation, and recommendation. 
Experts were asked to provide three responses in each of the three 
categories as their first, second, and third priority.

Issues of constraint focused on finance as the top priority with capacity 
for entrepreneurship and government policy as next areas of priority. 
Fostering factors were identified in the cultural and social norms as 
highest priority with the economic climate and, surprisingly, the low 
rated question of education and training as second and third areas of 
priority. As to recommendations, they were quite diverse. Finance, 
and government policy and programs were the leading areas, with 
education and training at lower priority.

Conclusions and Implications
The text is concluded with summary interpretive remarks that played a 
role in the recommendation that appear next.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1. Creative government programs are needed to support 
 entrepreneurship that has promise to create new directions. 
 This needs to involve all departments of governments, not 
 only those with responsibility for small business.

2. School systems need to examine the opportunities to 
 promote entrepreneurial thinking in the context of 
 education aimed at encouraging independence and 
 creativity.

3. Despite the evidence that entrepreneurship by women in 
 Alberta is stronger than in other parts of the country or 
 in other developed countries, a gap remains and attitude 
 and motivation data indicate that women still have less 
 confidence in skills and knowledge and women 
 entrepreneurs have more complex motivations. Information 
 programs and mentorship for women remain a priority.

4. With the low rate of seniors’ entrepreneurship and the 
 expected increase in size of this demographic in better 
 health in the future, consider targeting entrepreneurship 
 programs at older Albertans.

5. Data show rates of entrepreneurship rise with increase of 
 educational experience. Education for entrepreneurial 
 thinking should be promoted across all types of secondary 
 and post-secondary programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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1.1 Entrepreneurship, and GEM

This report presents the results of the fourth year of a broad survey 
of entrepreneurship in Alberta. This time sequence now allows some 
significant comments on trends over time. A general adult population 
survey (APS) looks at the experience of the individual entrepreneurs 
and the general public’s attitudes toward entrepreneurship. This 
attitude and activity survey is the first step toward understanding of 
the entrepreneurship ecosystem. This year the Alberta study includes 
results of two distinct surveys.

 • The first surveys a representative random sample of the global 
  Alberta population as has been done in the previous three years. 

 • The second focuses on interviews in five cities: Calgary, 
  Edmonton, Lethbridge, Red Deer, and Medicine Hat, providing 
  insight into urban patterns across the Province.

The questionnaire used in both adult population surveys is essentially 
identical to that used for the national GEM Canada Adult Population 
Survey (APS) and the Global GEM survey. This study is a part of the 
international GEM project that allows benchmarking against global 
performance, providing the opportunity to benchmark Canada in 
relation seventy other countries. This report deals with the Province 
Wide Survey. A separate analysis of the Urban Survey will be presented 
separately. 

In addition, a panel of Alberta experts, from nine professional areas 
relevant to entrepreneurship, such as finance, government, law, 
infrastructure, etc., were queried about the framework conditions in 
Alberta that the entrepreneurs must live with. This forms the Provincial 
Expert Survey (PES) providing understanding of the environment for 
Alberta entrepreneurship.

1.2 The Nature and Role of Entrepreneurship
The measurement of entrepreneurship provides, among its other uses, 
a key tool for assessing the achievement of goals of the Alberta Ministry 
of Economic Development and Trade with its over 100 programs that 
impinge on firm start-up and growth. Many other organizations in 
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the Province are also engaged with promotion of entrepreneurship 
and need metrics. The metrics are based in definitions that focus on 
individual attitudes, activity, and aspirations. 

The GEM project, internationally, works with the following definition 
of entrepreneurship:
 “…any attempt at new business or new venture creation, such as
 self-employment, a new business organization, or the expansion of
 an existing business, by an individual, a team of individuals, or an
 established business.”

The goal of the activities highlighted in this definition is the creation 
of value as emphasized in an OECD Framework Document1. This 
definition is expansive enough to include champions of all types of 
innovation, but special attention is reserved for those entrepreneurs 
who create new establishments, businesses or other ventures with the 
prospects of job creation. There is extensive and persuasive empirical 
evidence that entrepreneurship is indeed a driver of job creation and 
economic growth2, so contextualizing the Alberta situation within this 
definitional framework is valuable. 

It is well known that we live in a knowledge economy. Knowledge 
is the economic good that does not degrade in use. In practice, few 
organizations can effectively realize the full economic (or social) 
return on all of the knowledge they must possess to accomplish 
their core mission. This leads to the ‘spillovers’ that, for example, 
create productive clustering for which the archetype is Silicon 
Valley, but which can be clearly seen in how Alberta’s oil and gas 
cluster provided stimulus for telecom manufacturing and GPS, 
as well as petrochemicals3. Among the most productive forms of 
entrepreneurship is ‘spillover’ knowledge driving new ventures 
that escape and go beyond the limitation faced by large firms that 
is imposed by the ongoing requirement to attend to their ‘core 
business’ (and the next quarterly returns). Such ‘spillover’ can 
lead to transformative innovation, including that contributing to 
diversification of an economy. 

1. INTRODUCTION
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The influential economist  William Baumol4, has pointed out that there 
are three types of entrepreneurship : productive, unproductive and 
destructive. Productive entrepreneurship is that which has growth 
potential and produces significant innovations. It can yield growth and 
quality of life benefits as well as jobs. Unproductive entrepreneurship 
simply reshuffles the locus of monetary accumulation. It includes 
opening imitative consumer services businesses. Still, net employment 
may increase. Destructive entrepreneurship, such as criminal 
inventiveness, is outside the scope of GEM study. There is no rigid line 
between productive and unproductive types; more realistically, it can 
be a continuum with these as the end points. Nevertheless, the main 
value in entrepreneurship study is identifying and understanding the 
productive entrepreneurial process, which supports long-term, often 
transformative growth (economic and social). There is evidence5.
that good economic, political, and legal institutions favour productive 
entrepreneurship. 

Here attention centers on entrepreneurship in relation to innovation, 
where much innovation analysis has focused attention on only the 
knowledge creation inputs, R&D, and technology. Yet, it is clear that 
not all innovation is derived from technical inventiveness. Think of Tim 
Horton’s coffee shops or the introduction of ‘Medicare.’ In fact, analysis 
of innovation shows that every success depends in large measure 
on non-technical social factors. Hall and Martin6 point out that an 
innovation must pass four hurdles: technical feasibility, commercial 
viability, organizational capability, and social acceptability. They 
argue that uncertainty increases as we pass along this value-added 
chain from left to right. An entrepreneurial venture must succeed at 
each stage. In most cases, the major challenges arise after technical 
feasibility has been established.

1. INTRODUCTION1. INTRODUCTION
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1.3 Why GEM?
First and foremost GEM is a regional, national and global project. 
Participation in GEM brings Alberta into a rich context of data from the 
‘rest of Canada’ and other participating provinces. It also provides data 
from countries that cover a full spectrum of circumstances and policies.
The uniqueness of GEM lies in the focus on the attitudes, aspirations, 
and activity of individual entrepreneurs, and their surrounding 
populations, now recorded globally in an 18-year time series of 
adult population surveys (APS). There is no comparably intimate 
information about the key actors. Every entrepreneur is a potential 
innovator, since an entrepreneurial initiative grows out of a new idea 
in some way. Most innovation and much entrepreneurship literature 
offers analysis from the firm perspective. GEM brings the individual 
initiator back into focus. As a complement to the APS, the framework 
environment that fosters or constrains Alberta entrepreneurs is 
assessed through the provincial experts’ survey (PES), a broad 
collection of opinion from professionals with specific perspectives on 
entrepreneurship. 

1.4 Entrepreneurship, Innovation, 
 Growth - the GEM Model

The interpretation of entrepreneurship from one perspective focuses 
on the individual entrepreneur with personal aspirations, capabilities 
and opportunities against an alternative framework focusing on human 
capital, policy, markets, finance and culture. The GEM project regards 
entrepreneurship as a process in a complex ecosystem and examines 
individual entrepreneurs and ventures in this context. The GEM model 
is outlined in Figure 1.1.

 

1. INTRODUCTION
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1. INTRODUCTION Figure 1.1: The GEM Conceptual Framework

The area inside the red oval includes the aspects of entrepreneurial 
activity that are the subject of questions to entrepreneurs, and to the 
surrounding population in the Adult Population Survey (APS). Within 
the red oval, in a first layer of the ecosystem, are questions addressed 
to all respondents that explore both general public attitudes toward 
entrepreneurship and general demographic characteristics. Moving 
to the left block outside the red oval, the top part refers to parts of the 
ecosystem determining the framework in which an entrepreneur must 
work, in the form of general regional conditions specifically influencing 
entrepreneurship. These are assessed in a Provincial Expert Survey 
(PES). The lower part on the left refers to general socioeconomic 
conditions that for example determine the assignment of the 
jurisdiction to one of the three World Economic Forum categories of 
economy – in this case primarily those associated with innovation and 
business sophistication as core characteristics.
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Various sources, such as Statistics Canada data, are consulted to 
gather the required information. Businesses in an innovation driven 
economy (like Alberta) are more knowledge intensive and the service 
sector figures more prominently in the economy. Entrepreneurship 
and innovation factors play a more dominant role in the development 
of these economies. However, but they still rely on a healthy profile of 
the basic requirements and efficiency enhancing factor characterized at 
the bottom left of the diagram as applying to economies at all stages of 
development. 

Beyond the structural aspects, the GEM model also views 
entrepreneurship as a dynamic process in the ecosystem, occurring 
over different phases from intention to start, to just starting, to 
running new or established enterprises, and even to discontinuance. 
Given variable contexts and conditions, it is not inevitable that 
one phase leads directly to the next. Figure 1.2 shows the phases of 
entrepreneurship. In exploring the early phases, the GEM surveys 
assemble the critical individual level data not available from firm level 
numbers alone.

Figure 1.2: The phases of the entrepreneurial process

1. INTRODUCTION
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1.5 Research Methodology and Scope 

1.5.1 ADULT POPULATION SURVEY (APS) 
Using telephone and web survey techniques, an independent polling 
firm randomly selected adults between the ages of 18 and 99. 
Participants responded to a series of detailed questions, phrased in 
everyday language. The same questions are used throughout the GEM 
International Entrepreneurship Project. The questions assess attitudes, 
activities, and aspirations of individuals across the population. These 
provide a profile of a representative cross section of the Albertan adult 
population, balanced for age and gender distribution. This is the fourth 
year of the Alberta GEM survey. This allows some analysis to use a 
three year sample, which reduces statistical uncertainty. 

With the common survey instrument in global use, it is possible to 
compare Alberta entrepreneurship to other participating provinces, 
to Canada as a whole, and to other countries. In international data, 
the ‘working age’ range of 18 to 64 was used for the 2016 survey. 
Consequently, Canada’s data are compared to other countries in the 
Canada Report7 on the basis of this age range. A separate analysis of 
the senior demographic has also been made for Canada. The Canadian 
and Alberta sample were expanded to include the age range of 18 to 
99 in order to permit study of this group’s attitudes and activities. For 
the purpose of this analysis, the Alberta sample is weighted for age and 
gender to standard provincial demographic data.

1. INTRODUCTION
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1.5.2 PROVINCIAL EXPERT SURVEY (PES) 
The PES is a questionnaire completed by 38 experts in Alberta 
using the instrument developed for the global GEM project. The 
experts come from nine different professional perspectives related 
to entrepreneurship where they gain considerable knowledge of 
entrepreneurial activities. The nine areas of expertise are selected to 
cover specified areas specified by GEM: 
 • Financing 
 • Governmental policies 
 • Governmental programs 
 • Education and training 
 • Research and development transfer 
 • Commercial infrastructure 
 • Internal market openness 
 • Physical infrastructure 
 • Cultural and social norms 

All experts comment on all nine areas.

The survey instrument presents a series of statements reflecting 
the GEM perspective on conditions that would be supportive of 
entrepreneurship in these areas. The experts are asked to estimate the 
degree to which each is true for Alberta. The final section solicits open 
ended responses, which are coded in a summative manner.
 
1.5.3 STANDARD SOCIOECONOMIC DATA 
Basic contextual data were obtained from Statistics Canada and OECD 
publications. Several other international, national, and provincial 
agencies published studies of relevance. Academic research was also 
reviewed. Relevant studies are cited in the report where information is 
drawn from them.

1. INTRODUCTION
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The key indicators that the GEM survey reports are: 

 • Entrepreneurial attitudes 
  (How strong is the perception of a culture of entrepreneurship?) 

 • Entrepreneurial activity 
  (How much and what early-stage activity is occurring in the 
  general population?) 

 • Entrepreneurial aspiration 
  (What do these entrepreneurs seek to achieve?) 

The triad of attitudes, activity, and aspiration form the centerpiece of 
GEM study. 

The primary indicators in these three categories paint the portrait 
that is unique to the GEM methodology, a portrait of the individual 
entrepreneur acting within the Alberta community.

2.1 Attitudes 
The attitude survey delivers two types of information. The random 
sample of the whole adult population of Alberta is used to assess the 
climate and culture for entrepreneurship. With this instrument it is 
also possible to assess the attitudes of the early-stage entrepreneurs 
themselves. 

Considering the general population, responses from provinces where 
sample sizes are large are   represented in Figure 2.1 for Alberta (AB).  
Results are compared to Quebec (QC), Ontario (ON) and British 
Columbia (BC) data.  Reading left to right, responses to five items are 
reported:  those who foresee a future start-up activity in the next three 
years (Futsup), next those who report meeting an entrepreneur within 
the last two years (Knoent), then the respondents estimate of  whether 
there is a good opportunity to start a business in the next six months 
(Opp6), whether respondents believe they have the skill and knowledge 
to start a business (Suskil), and finally would fear of failure inhibit a 
decision to start a business (Frfail). 

Figure 2.1 shows that overall attitudes are quite favorable toward 
engaging in entrepreneurial activity. This is true across the country. 
Similar results are reported for other countries including the US and 
Australia as well as most G7 countries. The policy message remains 

2. THE PRACTICE OF 
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that there is a generalized culture of entrepreneurship. No strong 
message is needed. Policy needs to address the quality of initiatives. It 
is both encouraging and a matter of concern that such high percentages 
of the population (a majority) have confidence in skills and knowledge 
to start a business and such a low percentage report fear of failure 
as an impediment. The positive aspect is the indication of a strong 
positive sense of personal capacity for an initiative. The concern is that 
the analysis of the climate faced by Alberta entrepreneurs as judged 
by experts (as will be see in Chapter 5) is deficient in education and 
training to start a business.  

Figure 2.1: Attitudes toward undertaking entrepreneurial activity

The significant variation from the overall trend relevant to Alberta 
is the comparatively lower perception of opportunity in the next six 
months. This is probably connected to the depressed state of the oil 
and gas industry, but may reflect an undesirable lack of appreciation of 
entrepreneurship as a positive response to the situation. 
The data in Figure 2.1 reflect attitudes toward individual activity. 
A second perspective (figure 2.2) demonstrates general population 
attitudes to entrepreneurship in the community. This includes 
attitudes toward entrepreneurship as a career (NBgood); estimates 
of the status in the community of those who succeed in building a 
business (NBstat); the degree to which the media give good coverage of 
entrepreneurship (NBmedia); and, finally, a reference point concerning 
the degree to which respondents prefer a community where people 
enjoy more or less the same standard of living (Equal).
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Figure 2.2: Attitudes toward the role of entrepreneurship

Again, attitudes are generally quite favorable with especially high rating 
of the status of successful entrepreneurs and with entrepreneurship 
considered by a majority as a good career choice. These results are 
similar to those of other developed countries. Only small differences 
are seen among the provinces, but it may be significant that Quebec, 
which tended to lower ratings in the Figure 2.1 characteristics, reports 
high support for entrepreneurship as a career. On this parameter, 
Alberta is low. This was not true in the last few years and suggests, as 
did evaluation of opportunity, an effect of the downturn of the oil and 
gas industry.

2.2 Activity
The critical metrics of entrepreneurship are those where action, with its 
risks, are reported. The heart of the GEM survey lies in the indicators 
that provide key perspectives and identifies levels of the ongoing early-
stage start-up activity. Comparisons among provinces, countries, and 
trends over time provide, in conjunction with the reports of the expert 
survey on framework conditions, the basic information for judging the 
outcomes of policy.
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The analysis centres on two measures that are combined to produce 
a third called the total early-stage activity (TEA) that heads the 
tabulations below. The measures are:

1) The nascent entrepreneurship rate, the percentage of the 18-64 
age population (in Canada data on seniors are also available) who are 
currently engaged in setting up a business that has not paid salary, 
wages, or other payments, to owners for more than three months.

2) The new business ownership rate, percentage of the populations 
who are currently owner-managers of new businesses that have paid 
wages, salaries or any other payments to owners for more than three 
months but not more than 42 months.

3) These two are combined (counting each individual only once) to 
yield an overall indicator, ‘TEA’, the total early-stage activity, or the 
entrepreneurship rate.

The range of values reported for TEA varies considerably over the 
range of the GEM international survey. One key factor is the level 
of development of the economy in question. In the classification of 
economies (See Chap. 1, Why GEM), Canada, the US, Australia, the 
G7, etc. are classified as innovation driven economies. Figure 2.3 
introduces the range of TEA (TEA16) with the values reported this 
year for the innovation driven economies. A small arrow next to the 
value for Canada indicates the place of Alberta. As has been the case 
for the four years of GEM Alberta reports, the Alberta TEA is among 
the highest in the developed economies. Data showing the relationship 
between TEA and established business (Estbbu16) rates are also in the 
figure. As is evident, the two do not correlate well.
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Figure 2.3: TEA values 
(% of respondents) for innovation driven economies

2.2.1 TEA OVERALL AND BY MAIN SUB-CATEGORIES
Understanding of the TEA is enriched by an analysis of: (1) gender 
distribution, and (2) opportunity versus necessity as the motive for 
entrepreneurship. Additionally, it is helpful to compare the early-stage 
entrepreneurship rate to the population segment that own and manage 
an established business, those that have been in operation for over 3.5 
years. Given the random sample of the population, these respondents 
will predominately be owners and/or managers of small and medium 
size businesses that represent the next stage for the successful 
entrepreneurs.

Figure 2.3 demonstrates that Canada is a leader and Alberta is a leader 
in Canada, as has been the case over the four years of GEM Alberta 
data. In contrast, Canada is not leader in the established business 
category. Table 2.1 shows the Alberta TEA related data in comparison 
to the national data.

Table 3.1: TEA related data for Alberta and Canada

  TEA TEAmale TEAfem TEAopp TEAnec Est Bus

 Canada 2016 16.7 20.3 13.3 13.4 2.4 6.8

 Alberta 2016 17.3 19 15.5 13.1 2.8 7.0
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The Alberta TEA rate is slightly higher than that for Canada overall. 
As well, there is a closer balance between men and women as 
entrepreneurs, with Alberta female/male ratio at 0.8 where the 
national ratio is 0.65. The national ratio is a value typical for countries 
in the innovation driven economy category. One feature of the 2016 
data is perhaps a slightly higher value of the necessity motivation, but 
the small number of respondents makes this quite uncertain. 

Figure 2.4 reports the Alberta data in comparison to Quebec, 
Ontario, and BC. This comparison shows that Alberta shares within 
measurement error Ontario’s national lead in TEA. It does emphasize 
that Alberta has a more balanced female/male ratio than the others in 
the group.

Figure 2.4: TEA related variables for four larger provinces

For BC the gender ratio data was based on too few responses to 
give reliable data, but qualitatively it is not in the category of the 
Alberta ratio. BC and Alberta are the leaders in reporting established 
businesses (EB).
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TEA is a composite of two stages, the nascent stage where the start-
up is just getting underway and owner remuneration is yet to come, 
and a baby business (Baby Bus.) stage where ownership has been 
compensated for less than 3.5 years. The percentage of respondents 
reporting each stage varies and is compared in Figure 2.5 with the 
reports of established businesses (Est. Bus.) included. In addition, 
a key need of start-up is informal investment (i.e. not through stock 
purchase or mutual funds, etc.) and the percent of respondents 
reporting having made such an informal investment in the last three 
years is also shown in the figure as business angels.

Figure 2.5: The stages of start-up in relation to 
established business and angels

In all cases, nascent venture rates exceed baby business rates.  This is 
a reminder of the challenges of entrepreneurship. Alberta (along with 
BC) has a high level of nascent ventures compared to baby businesses. 
Canadian informal investor rates are competitive in international 
comparison, but Ontario is the leader among Canadian provinces.
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2.2.2 THE PHASES OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
As observed in the introduction, GEM views entrepreneurship as a 
process in an ecosystem. Data in Figure 2.6 trace the phases from the 
expression of a future intention (Futsup) within the next three years to 
the nascent (Nasc) entrepreneurial activity of the current year and the 
reports of young businesses (Babybus) that have paid benefit to owners 
for less than 3.5 years. These phases are compared to the reports 
of the older established business Estbus), and finally, there is the 
termination phase either as discontinuance of the business (Disc) or its 
continuation after the exit of the entrepreneur (Exit).   
 

Figure 2.6: Phases of Alberta entrepreneurship (% of respondents)

The sequence is as expected to reflect the challenges of 
entrepreneurship. However, it is important to point out that the 
discontinuance and exit rates are reports on businesses of various 
ages and not measuring the usual measures of business churn such as 
three year survival rates. The remaining question is how Alberta firms’ 
evolution compares to that in other parts of Canada. 
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Figure 2.7: Discontinuance and exit percentages in 
four provinces in 2016

Because the number of respondents is small for these small 
percentages, there is considerable year to year fluctuation in these 
numbers. However, the current pattern suggest that Quebec businesses 
are more successful in exit and both rates overall are low for both in 
BC.

2.2.3 MOTIVATIONS FOR ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY.
A final issue concerns the motivations of Alberta entrepreneurs. It is 
statistically impossible to dig deeply into the variety of specific motives 
that drive entrepreneurship in particular directions, but it is possible 
to evaluate some basic economic motivations. This is a complex area 
in which each entrepreneur may mix various influences so several 
questions are constructed to elaborate on the simple division above 
into those recognizing opportunity as a key factor and others reporting 
necessity. These deeper probes of motive include the five that follow 
with percentage of respondents.

 1. Within TEA opportunity motivation, an improvement driven 
  motive with either independence or increase of income drew 
  46%.

 2. Within TEA opportunity driven, 29% report increase of income.

 3. Within TEA opportunity driven, 21% report independence.
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 4. In either opportunity or necessity driven categories, 31% report 
  mixed motives.
 5. Among non-opportunity respondents, only 19% report increase 
  of income.

2.3 Entrepreneurship by Employees for an 
 Employer – EEA.

In contrast to the TEA, which measures new independent business 
formation, there is a measure of the activity of employees involved in 
the start-up of a new venture or activity for their principal employer 
firm. These initiators are sometimes called ‘intrapreneurs’, but are 
designated here as ‘entrepreneurial employees.’ The shorthand term 
is EEA, paralleling TEA. (EEA and TEA populations can overlap.) 
One important point is that opportunities are under the control of 
established firms, and consequently dependent on firm strategies. This 
is one reason why TEA and EEA do not necessarily correlate. 

The EEA survey items are based on questions that ask about a leading 
role in development of new activities for a principle employer over the 
last three years. Figure 2.8 shows data for percentage of respondents’ 
active out of the base of all interviewees (all), or out of the base of only 
those (emp) reporting being currently employed full time. Secondarily, 
it reports on taking a lead role in such development over the last three 
years in comparison to those who are active in this (2016) year. The 
four reporting parameters are the following.

 1. Based on the population of all interviewees, those reporting 
  taking a lead role in such development over the last three 
  years (All).  

 2. Calculation limiting the population base to only those who are 
  now employed (Emp) – not self-employed or unemployed.

 3. Calculation is based on those who report this lead role and it is 
  underway now (Now), and

 4. among group (3), those employed and active now (Emp. now).
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Figure 2.8: EEA - a lead role in an entrepreneurial activity for a 
principal employer

The difference of the population base used to set the EEA percentage 
arises because those who are not now employed may have lacked 
the opportunity to participate in employee entrepreneurship. From 
this point of view, the most interesting data may be those using the 
employed based (second and fourth).

The percentage of employed respondents reporting EEA over the last 
three years is significantly smaller than the fraction of respondents 
reporting early stages of firm formation. Alberta is not a leader. The 
higher EEA values are reported from the mature manufacturing 
economies of Quebec and Ontario. Canada as a whole is not a leader 
internationally in EEA. 

It is important to recognize that the opportunity to participate in EEA 
activity depends on the firms’ innovation strategies.    Policy might be 
directed to this aspect.

2.4 Aspirations

The aspirations of the entrepreneurs include growth reflected in jobs 
added, in export revenue increases, in creation of products and services 
that are new or unfamiliar to customers and are differentiated from 
competitors. All of these are important to the role of the entrepreneurs 
in the economy. The economic impact of entrepreneurship is the 
subject of the next chapter and the aspirations will be presented there. 
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The entrepreneur who was introduced to us by Joseph Schumpeter8 
in ‘The Theory of Economic Development’ in 1911 is the committed 
agent of economic change, moving the economy onto a new cycle. 
Entrepreneurial action can lead to job creation and innovation that can 
stimulate economic growth and, in favorable cases, sustainability. The 
entrepreneur acts in various contexts, as the agent launching a new 
enterprise, the champion of a new direction for an established firm, (as 
well as launching an initiative delivering social impact). Thus, analysis 
of the role of the entrepreneur in the economy lays a critical foundation 
for development of economic and social policy. The GEM survey 
identifies and profiles these actors in their variety.

It is always important to remember that not all entrepreneurial efforts 
are constructive. William Baumol’s4 categories distinguish productive 
from non-productive entrepreneurial initiatives, where the first are 
seen as economically creative and the second simply re-arranging the 
distribution of economic benefits (money). Clearly, the productive 
category is closely tied to innovation. The total entrepreneurship 
measures do not give indications of the degree to which a given effort 
has productive content. (It was noted above that the less ‘productive’ 
may still have positive aspects, as for example, in job creation.) Finally, 
of course productive character does not guarantee socially beneficial 
outcomes. 

Shane9 in an award winning paper, shows that ‘non-productive’ 
entrepreneurship may even be economically negative, e.g. for growth 
when too much local competition is generated. He recommends that 
policy instruments be carefully designed to focus start-up support 
to those new businesses that have clear growth plans, and observes 
that picking ‘winners’ may be hard, but in many cases, identifying the 
non-productive is much more straightforward.  “Policy… should stop 
subsidizing the formation of the typical start-up [and] focus on the 
subset… with growth potential.  It does not require “picking winners” 
(Shane). 

The aspects of economic roles considered here include:
 • Sectoral focus,
 • Jobs created and job creation aspirations,
 • Export orientation,
 • Indicators of innovation.
 • Uses of technology
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3.1 Sectors 

The subdivision of initiatives by sector in GEM is achieved by asking 
each respondent to describe the new business. These descriptions are 
then used to code to the four digit level of the international industry 
codes (ISIC). These are then grouped into four sectors which have 
statistically significant numbers of firms. These are: extractive (Extr), 
including mining and agriculture; transformative (Transf), mainly 
manufacturing; business oriented services (Bus Serv); and consumer 
oriented services (Cons Serv). As might be expected, the last of these is 
commonly the most populated. 

Data for 2016 activity in Alberta and three other provinces are shown 
in Figure 3.1 for the new initiatives of TEA. Unfortunately, only a 
minority of respondent descriptions were successfully coded in ISIC so 
that the results for 2016 are subject to rather large margins of error. It 
would be dangerous to attach any significance to smaller differences. 
Figure 3.1 is constructed to exhibit similarities and reveal a few large 
differences. 
 

Figure 3.1: Distribution of activity over four sectors

With respect to most sectors three or four of the provinces report levels 
that are within error of measurement from each other. Consumer 
services are about 50% in all cases except Quebec. Quebec reports 
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a high level of business services. The surprise is the low level of 
business services reported in Alberta. This has not been the case in the 
previous three years.  It is difficult to decide whether this is a trend or 
a statistical fluctuation.  The 2013 through 2015 three-year TEA trend 
in Alberta has been for a slight increase in consumer services share 
with a small loss in the share of business services. It is important in 
interpreting the significance of the sector distribution of TEA activity 
to keep in mind that data for EB (established firms over 3.5 years 
old). These are also collected, and since most businesses encountered 
in the survey are small, representing ‘graduates’ of the TEA stage, 
relevant. The distribution is quite different. Consumer services do not 
dominate. For Alberta EB in 2016 the distribution is: extractive, 13%; 
transformative, 11%; business services, 54%; and consumer services, 
22%.

If it is a challenge to extract statistically significant information on data 
for four sectors, it is obvious that using twelve sectors created by using 
the most significant digit (1 digit) of the ISIC codes is not feasible. 
However, identifying the most populated among these offers some 
additional insight into what the four sectors include. From the twelve 
sector of the 1 digit ISIC the two leading sectors for TEA entrepreneurs 
are: retail, hotel, and restaurant; and health, social services, and 
education. The first is a part of consumer oriented services and the 
second is a part of business services. The first is an obvious part of 
consumer services, but the second is not immediately apparent as 
a part of business services. Among established business, the most 
populated “1 digit” ISIC sector is real estate and financial services, 
again not an obvious part of business services.

3.2 Job Creation and Aspirations

Job creation is a key target for entrepreneurship policy, yet a significant 
number of initiatives are for self-employment. These latter are not 
necessarily unproductive. For example, the sector described above 
as business services can include self-employment where the services 
support innovation and growth of other firms.  Still the focus here will 
be on jobs created at start-up and, especially the aspirations for job 
levels to be reached after five years. 
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Key questions ask TEA respondents for the number of jobs in the new 
firm now, and for the number expected after five years. Unfortunately 
there were too few Alberta responses in the national survey to report on 
these for Alberta. However, there are good data for the question asking 
how many anticipate reaching ten or more employees in the process 
of growing 50% or more. This parameter characterizes that fraction 
of start-up population with serious growth aspirations.  The contrast 
between the ambitions of current entrepreneurs (TEA) and the owners 
of established firms (EB) illustrates the importance of entrepreneurial 
activity and provides some indications of which firms aspire to become 
medium or large firms.
First, Table 3.1 reports the fraction of TEA respondents who express 
the general intent to achieve high growth as compared to the 
incidence of that aspiration among the established businesses (EB) 
surveyed. Figure 3.2 reports the more specific challenge to achieve 
the combination of employment equal or above ten accompanied by 
growth of 50% or more.

Table 3.1: High growth aspirations

  AB QC ON BC

 TEA 10% 12% 14% 14%

 EB 1.7% 1.7% 2.4% 1.4%

 
Figure 3.2: Percentage setting a five year goal of 50% or more growth 

and a >10 employees goal
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The differences among start-up firms in the four provinces are small 
but the positon of Alberta is not positive. The final test of job growth 
ambition is the percentage of TEA reporting the goal of twenty or more 
employees. Alberta reports 1.7%, Quebec, 1.7% also. Ontario reports 
2.4% and BC 1. 4%. The BC and Ontario values are probably a reflection 
of optimism about the economy. 

3.3 Export Orientation

Export ambitions are an indication of engagement with activities that 
reach beyond the immediate environment. Activity involving wide 
impact goods or services is probably correlated with innovation, and 
even more strongly productive entrepreneurship. Export revenue 
ambitions are reported by approximately three quarters on TEA 
respondents. The minimum is expecting one percent or more of 
revenue (blue bars in Figure 3.3). As export orientation increases, those 
respondents anticipating 25% or more are considered firms with strong 
expert orientation (red bars in Figure 3.3). 

Figure 3.3: Degree of export orientation as a percent of revenue
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Only one-quarter, or fewer, of the new firms lack interest in exports. 
Within measurement error there is little significant in difference 
among the provinces.  Strong export orientation is somewhat higher in 
Quebec and BC, but it is quite significant across the country, including 
Alberta. 

3.4 Innovation

The most widely recognized evidence of an innovation is introduction 
of a novel product (service) into a relevant context (the world, the 
country, or the market).  The most direct indications of innovation 
available in the data are measures of the uniqueness of products or 
services. These are measured by asking if the offerings are viewed as 
novel or unfamiliar to customers and whether other firms offer similar 
products (services).   Detailed inquiry divides answers to novelty in 
terms of novelty and unfamiliarity to all, some, or no customers. In 
Alberta data for the claim of all is scarce (and imprecise) at about 10% 
of firms. The claim of novelty to some adds about one-third of firms, 
and recognizing that none will find novelty is admitted by nearly 50% 
of firms. As to presence of competitors to Alberta firms, almost 15% of 
firms claim none, almost half claim few, leaving about 40% for many 
competitors.  

Aggregating novelty into the narrow category of all or some yields the 
more precise results shown in Table 3.2.
 

Table 3.2: Percent of firms offering novelty to all or some customers

  AB QC ON BC

 All or some 58% 67% 37% 49%

3.5 Use of Contemporary Technology

Use of up to date technology is considered to be correlated with 
innovation. The technology adoption by new firms was documented 
as: users of technology introduced in the last year (latest), users of 
technology introduced in the preceding five years (1-5), and users of 
older technology only (older). The results are shown in Figure 3.4.
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Figure 3.4: Use of up to date data technology by new firms

There is no significant difference among the users of up to date 
technology across Canada with the possible exception of BC. The share 
of firm using the latest is similar to other indicators of productive and 
innovative entrepreneurship. 
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4.1 Age

There are two aspects to the age distribution of entrepreneurs. First 
there is the entrepreneurship rate in each age bracket. Second there 
is the question of the share of total entrepreneurial activity provided 
by each age bracket. Internationally, entrepreneurship is reported for 
the ‘working age’ population, ages 18 to 64 years. The age brackets 
reported are 18 – 24, 25 – 34, 45 – 54, and 55 – 64. In Canada the 
survey includes seniors but the TEA entrepreneurship rate for them is 
only 4% compared to over 5% in 2013 and 2014.  Here the data for the 
18 – 64 age range will be analyzed.  Figure 4.1 shows the rate of early 
stage entrepreneurship in each of the age brackets. Figure 4.1 shows 
the trends with age  in participation in entrepreneurial activity. 

Figure 4.1: Percent of participants in entrepreneurship 
within each age group

These levels tend to vary from year to year but call attention the 
engagement of younger people with entrepreneurship. In many 
countries the highest rates of participation occur in the 36 to 54 age 
range.   Alberta continues to show high rates in the younger groups, 
including having the highest overall rate shared by both the 18 – 24 
group and the 25 – 34 group. (The peak in the 45 – 54 group in BC data 
has a larger error as a consequence of a smaller sample.)
 To appraise overall impact it is important to examine the alternate 
approach - the share of total entrepreneurship that was supplied by 
each age group. This is shown in Figure 4.2.

4. DEMOGRAPHICS
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Figure 4.2: Percent share of total entrepreneurship from each age group

The first observation is that the high level of activity of the youngest 
group is balanced somewhat by the six year span covered instead 
of ten. The largest share of Alberta activity (as it is for the group of 
four provinces) is the 25 – 34 age group. The next largest share of 
entrepreneurship in Alberta comes from the 45 – 54 age group. Given 
the small contribution of the older group, the 50% point comes before 
the age of forty.  (Note that the sum from left to right for each province 
(color) in the figure must be 100 %.)  

Seniors.  GEM Canada has included entrepreneurship in the senior 
population by including citizens up to age 99 in survey. As could be 
predicted from the decrease in TEA as we deal with older age cohorts, 
the surveys over the period 2013 through 2015 show the TEA rates 
below those for the 55 - 64 age cohort at approximately 3- 4%. This 
means dealing with small samples with very limited precision in 
further analysis. The present report will use data collected from several 
different samples to attempt to achieve more insight. This was not 
successful. Assembling a sample just over one hundred seniors, the 
result was a rate as high as 6% by emphasizing urban centers. The 
sample was still small, but it is probably significant that the male rate 
was approximately twice the female rate.  Nevertheless, we recognize 
the growing role of the senior population. 
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The GEM consortium introduced questions about the older 
entrepreneurs (over age 50) in the survey of expert opinion on the 
framework conditions that create the entrepreneurship climate.  This 
provincial survey of expert opinion about conditions is the in Alberta is 
the subject of Chapter 5, but  the evaluation of the conditions for older 
entrepreneurs are included here to add insight and policy implications 
to reporting on senior activity. 

The provincial expert survey presents statements that reflect good 
conditions for entrepreneurship. High scores (truth) reflect agreement, 
and good support in most cases. Low scores (falsity) reflect lack of 
entrepreneurship support. The   means and modes (central tendency) 
are reported. To begin from the left of Figure 4.3, data reflect that 
experts agree that people over fifty have a difficult task finding a good 
job. However, the second reports agreement that older people are living 
longer and healthier lives. These facts indicate why study of seniors 
is important. The small bar in the middle (score 2.5) signifies that 
there aren’t programs that older entrepreneurs can access for support 
for state up (su).  The result was a bimodal distribution where the 
average corresponds to the reported 2.5 - ‘moderately false’. However, 
the experts agree that these older people have good experience 
providing tools for successful entrepreneurship. They also agree older 
entrepreneurs are more concerned with increased income than growth. 
Finally, the experts are asked whether general popular opinion is that 
these older people should be focusing on planning for retirement.   
Responses were, again, bimodal with a mean just on the “true” side of 
neutral.  These mixed results and the low TEA rates in this increasingly 
important age cohort suggest an opportunity for carefully constructed 
policy to encourage senior entrepreneurships. 
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Figure 4.3: Expert appraisal of entrepreneurship for those over age 50

4.2 Education

The four categories of education used in GEM Canada are: 1) some 
secondary (Some sec), 2) a secondary diploma (Sec dip),3) a post-
secondary degree or certificate (PS degree), and 4) some post 
graduate experience (Some grad). Figure 4.4 shows the distribution of 
educational background for the early stage entrepreneurs from those 
with some secondary experience, to holders of secondary diplomas, 
to post-secondary graduates, to those with some post-secondary 
educational experience.  Alberta exhibits a striking trend of increase 
in rate of entrepreneurship with increased level of education from 
secondary diploma to graduate school. This certainly indicates that 
Albert’s entrepreneurial population has the educational background 
to engage in sophisticated and complex initiatives. (This trend was 
also seen in the 2015 data.) One might hypothesize a link between 
the entrepreneurial propensity of well-educated Albertans and the 
prominence of Albertans in the 24 to 35 age group.  
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Figure 4.4: Rate of early stage entrepreneurship as a 
function of educational level

In contrast there is no such trend with education in ownership 
of established businesses. Despite the fact that the respondents 
who reported established businesses had a low response rate to 
the education question, the responses (Table 4.1) underlines the 
significance of the trend for early stage entrepreneurs and the 
opportunity to reverse the distribution of educational backgrounds 
among established business owners.

Table 4.1: Reports of educational level of 
established business owners (EB)

 % Some sec Sec dip PS degree Some grad

 AB 6.6 8.3 8.2 3.9

 ON 7.6 5.5 6.8 4.6

Data are reported in the table for Alberta and Ontario, which are 
representative of the other provinces. Alberta is not an outlier on the 
EB parameter.
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4.3 Gender

In Chapter 2 the greater rate of entrepreneurial activity by men was 
reported. It was noted that the gender gap in Canada is on the low side 
among comparable economies. In exploring gender differences a first 
issue might be found in different attitudes in the whole population. 
Table 4.1 reports the gender differences in the key attitudes that 
measured public orientation toward entrepreneurship (Chap 2). 
Table 4.2 contrasts male and female general population responses to 
question about knowing an entrepreneur in the last two years, seeing 
opportunity for start-up in the next six (Opport) months, having the 
skill and knowledge to start a business (Su skil), and being  inhibited by 
fear of failure (Ffail).

Table 4.2: General population attitudes toward entrepreneurial activity

 % Know ent Opporrt Su skil Ffail

 Male 45.9 50.2 70.9 42.4

 Female 38.6 42.5 49.8 43

Across the items male percentages of positive responses are higher.  
Differences are not large for three of the four and statistically 
insignificant on inhibition by fear of failure. The exception is 
confidence in having the skills and knowledge to start a business. This 
seems a major factor. It is, perhaps, influenced by fewer contacts with 
entrepreneurs and, if lack of skills inhibits, it is not too important 
that there is low fear of failure. All this suggests the continuing 
need for efforts to ensure women have access to information about 
entrepreneurship and opportunities to acquire skills. These points have 
been incorporated in recommendations in all of the last three GEM 
Canada and Alberta reports.

3. ENTREPRENEURS IN 
THE ECONOMY



GEM Alberta Report 2016

40

Do women, with less confidence, undertake entrepreneurship from 
necessity (no alternative) more often than men? In recent surveys the 
necessity motivation has been so rare that comparison would not be 
significant. In 2016 data the larger group, those reporting activity in 
response to an opportunity, report values of 13.6% for men and 13.0% 
for women. However those reporting activity from necessity is 4.0% 
for men and 1.5% for women. Values in the 1% -2% range have been 
reported for both genders in recent years so the observed difference is 
not only in the reverse direction but somewhat suspect. In any case, it 
does not support the hypothesis in the above question. 

There are also some gender differences that fit stereotypes. For 
example, there is a significantly higher share of women active in 
consumer services over business services. Among men, business 
services compete with consumer services. 

4. DEMOGRAPHICS
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The Alberta conditions that create the environment for 
entrepreneurship are probed by the Provincial Experts Survey (PES), 
which is the version of the expert survey used for participating 
countries known as the National Expert Survey (NES). Thirty-eight 
Alberta experts from nine entrepreneurship related professional 
perspectives responded to a series of statements used in the global NES 
study. These statements express GEM‘s formulations of circumstances 
judged favourable to entrepreneurship. The experts identify how 
favourable conditions in Alberta are by rating the statements for being 
true to Alberta conditions on nine point scale:

 1. Completely false 
 2. False 
 3. Moderately false
 4. Somewhat false,
 5. Neither true nor false
 6. Somewhat true 
 7. Moderately true  
 8. True  
 9. Completely true

These are coded on the 1-9 scale. Higher values indicate higher 
agreement that the statements favorable to entrepreneurship apply. 
Discussion here will report the mode, the most probable value, which 
treats the options as ordered categories, and the means that assume 
a quasi-continuous underlying variable (e.g. expert satisfaction) with 
equal intervals. Mean scores above 5 indicate some satisfaction with 
the affirmatively worded statement on one of the conditions favourable 
to entrepreneurship. An alternative view is given by the modes that 
identify the evaluation of the statement given by the largest number 
of experts, a convergent group (central tendency) within the panel. In 
this report where topics are multi-modal (more than one evaluation 
with the same largest support), modes will commonly not be reported 
on figures. In other GEM publications the lower value is shown with 
an identifying mark. This is informative if the two modes are adjacent, 
but misleading if they are separated more. The survey instrument has 
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been carefully validated for quantitative significance and international 
comparability by statisticians in the GEM consortium. 

Finally, the experts provided open ended comments that were coded 
into categories. These will be analyzed in Chapter 6. 

5.1 Finance

The first area explored in questions to the experts was finance. Some 
other documents in recent years have suggested that Canada ranks 
well in international comparisons and find that the cost of starting a 
business has fallen significantly in Canada. Moreover, the population 
survey rates the role of informal investor participation in Alberta has 
at a good level.  Still, financing is always a key challenge for young and 
growing firms. (This recurs as an indirect concern in other categories 
below where finance impinges.) 

The questions posed to the experts concern: sufficiency of equity 
funding (equity), adequacy of debt funding (debt), sufficiency of 
government subsidies (gov fund), role of informal investors and 
adequacy of private ‘angel’ funding (angel), sufficiency of venture 
capital (VC),  availability of IPO funding for new and growing firms, 
and finally private funds such as crowd funding. The responses are 
on the above nine point scale ranging from ‘completely true’ (9) to 
‘completely false’ (1), with ‘neither false nor true’ (5). [The modifier 
‘moderately’ can be read as (‘+ or –‘), and the modifier ‘somewhat’ as 
(‘– or +’).] 

Figure 5.1: Finance
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Overall, the experts appear to be moderately negative and not satisfied 
with the funding environment. This is in contrast to the panel last year, 
who found the finance environment moderately positive. The view of 
government’s role is the most positive, but still suggests room for policy 
creativity, perhaps for example, by considering goals for procurement 
from small and growing firms by several departments. The negative 
view of venture capital and IPO sources may have less significance for 
the TEA population since they would be at a stage where such sources 
may be premature.  

5.2 Government Policy

A set of seven questions about Alberta and national government policy 
starts with: (1) do various policies, e.g. procurement, favour small 
and growing firms (Procure etc) consistently? The next two concern 
whether small and growing firms are a high priority at both (2) Federal 
(Fed priority) and (3) Provincial/local levels (Prov local). Other issues 
are as follows. (4) Are necessary permits and licenses available within 
about one week ( 1 week)? (5) In Alberta, taxes are NOT a burden 
(tax not burden). (6) Are taxes and other government regulations 
applied to small and growing firms in a predictable and consistent 
way (predictable)? Finally, (7) in Alberta, coping with government 
bureaucracy, regulation, and licensing is not difficult for small and 
growing firms (Easy admin). Responses on the same scale as above are 
shown in the left half of Figure 5.2, using the terms in italics above as 
labels. (Note: the second and fourth are bimodal.)

Figure 5.2: Government policies and programs
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5.3 Government Programs

The right side of Figure 5.2 shows the expert responses to six 
statements about government programs for small and growing 
businesses.  Similarly to policy, response scores are varied.   The first 
(1), deals with programs being accessible through one agency. Experts 
find this false, mode = two. (2) The question of whether science parks 
(sic parks) and incubators are effective draws a mode of moderately 
true. Is there an adequate number of government (3) programs? This 
receives a mode of only somewhat true. Both show neutral means. (4) 
Are officers of government agencies competent and effective? This is 
rated positively. (5) Can someone from a small and growing business 
find what they need? As might be expected, this is viewed as leaning 
to false like the question of a single agency. The last question (6) deals 
with effectiveness of programs. This gains ratings near neutral. 

Overall the experts find policies on the right track, but reinforce the 
common concern about bureaucratic complexity. The response on a 
single agency reiterates concerns expressed before about the difficulty 
of navigating the government program array. This is repeated in the 
lack of positives about ease of finding what is needed. The government 
efforts to support parks and incubators in initiatives such at Tech 
Edmonton and Innovate Calgary are appreciated, but perhaps not 
yet reaching an optimum level. Nevertheless, the experts regard the 
programs as reasonably effective. 

5.4 Education for Entrepreneurship 

Education is an area where the experts on entrepreneurship have 
consistently identified serious gaps. Education is a very broad topic 
covering primary, secondary, and post-secondary across all disciples 
including business and management programs, and finally programs 
for professionals and continuing education. Expert opinion tends 
to be negative across this spectrum with the exception of the last. 
Professional and continuing programs (cont ed) earn neutral to mildly 
positive evaluations.
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At the other end of the scale, comment about primary and secondary 
education focuses, at the earlier grades, on education for creativity and 
self-sufficiency (creat self suf) accompanied by concern for introducing 
students to the fundamentals of the economic system. Despite the fact 
that many educators promote these values; the expert opinion indicates 
that the school systems do not reach the desired goal.  For later stages, 
notably secondary, the concern is for understanding of markets and 
economic principles crowned with study of firm formation is desired. 
The experts recommend increase of attention to all these dimensions. 
The appraisal is consistent across the primary- secondary levels. 
At the post-secondary level, the first issue is for entrepreneurship 
education across the broad range of programs (gen’l univ), at least 
to promote entrepreneurial thinking. Despite the recent discussions 
going on in the Alberta universities, the area is still seen as needing 
increased attention. Programs in business and management (bus mgt), 
and especially professional and continuing education, are seen as 
‘somewhat’ successful.

Figure 5.3: Education
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5.5 Research and Development (R&D) Transfer

The first two issues have to do with effectiveness of R&D knowledge 
transfer from public agencies to small and growing firms (R&D trans) 
and the degree to which small and growing firms have knowledge 
access equal to that of large firms (Eq acc). The third and fourth 
consider affordability (finance again) of technology for small and 
growing firms (afford) and the extent to which government subsidizes 
R&D for small and growing firms (gov sub). These four address issues 
of overall access to research knowledge. The last two address somewhat 
different issues; first asks if the science and technology base in Alberta 
is sufficient to support the emergence of a world class company in at 
least one area of technology (world class). The final asks if support that 
allows scientists and engineers to commercialize technology through 
new and growing firms (comm) is present.    
 

Figure 5.4: R&D transfer

The expert evaluation is clearly pessimistic about small and growing 
companies having access to sophisticated scientific and technical 
knowledge. This is consistent with evidence in the TEA data that most 
start-up companies do not make use of the latest technology. There is 
a small fraction of cases where novel technology is used and it is likely 
that the entrepreneurs have personal reserves of knowledge that puts 
them in a competitive position with respect to larger firms. Even in that 
case there is probably value in government assistance to help young 
firms to afford full access. Firms that can benefit from such assistance 
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are likely to be providers of the highly productive entrepreneurship. 
The experts see more promise that Alberta can develop a technology 
based venture that can become world class (as has already happened). 
The experts are neutral on availability of adequate support for scientist 
and engineers to commercialize their accomplishments. Examples of 
past success do exist, but creative policy attention to the area is still 
worthwhile.

5.6 Commercial Infrastructure

Commercial infrastructure includes; suppliers, subcontractors, 
consultants, professional services, accounting, law, and banking for 
small and growing firms. The issues for expert opinion are: (1) enough 
subcontractors, etc. (Subcontract), (2) affordability of subcontractors, 
etc. (Afford), (3) ease of obtaining subcontractors, etc. (Ease), (4) 
ease of obtaining good professional services (Prof serv.), (5) ease of 
acquiring good banking services (Bank). 
 

Figure 5.5: Commercial infrastructure

Figure 5.5 shows the expert opinion profile. Subcontractors and other 
support services are available. The services needed are of appropriate 
quality. Cost is an (finance again) issue since start-up firms usually 
have limited resources and Alberta is not an inexpensive jurisdiction. 
Professional services such as accountants and attorneys are similarly 
accessible. Banking is also not a problem. Overall commercial 
infrastructure is one of the relatively strong areas evaluated by the 
expert panel.
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5.7 Internal Market Openness

The issues in market openness include the volatility of markets, 
ease and cost of market entry, blockage by established firms, and 
effectiveness of anti-trust legislation. Issues specifically addressed are: 
(1) extent of consumer market (cons mkt) change from year to year, 
(2) extent of business to business (B to B) market change from year to 
year, (3) ease of new firm entry (ease entry) (4) affordability (afford) of 
new firm entry, (5) lack of unfair blocks (block) imposed by established 
(often much larger) firms, and (6) effectiveness and enforcement of 
anti-trust (anti-trust) legislation.
 

Figure 5.6: Internal market openness

On balance, the expert panel took a fairly neutral view of four of these 
issues with convergence of modes and means. The exception was over 
market volatility. Here there was a central tendency of a group around 
low market volatility with others disagreeing, producing a higher mean. 
This is an interesting division in the context of the present situation in 
Alberta with low oil prices. It suggests one group who do not see this 
creating uncertainty (good or bad) in contrast to the others who expect 
higher volatility. Figure 5.7 shows the full histogram of the responses 
to consumer market volatility. It reveals the wide distribution of expert 
opinion, underlining an ‘uncertainty’ interpretation of the reactions to 
the current economic situation.   
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Figure 5.7: Histogram of responses concerning 
consumer market volatility

5.8 Physical Infrastructure

Physical infrastructure is the most favourably viewed category. Means 
are at least 6 for all issues and modes are 8 for all but one. This is 
consistent with the national survey and the survey of Alberta last 
year. Issues are: (1) physical infrastructure provides good support for 
new and growing firms, (2) communication is not too expensive, (3) 
communication can be accessed in about a week, (4) firms can afford 
basic utilities, and (5) firms can access utilities in about a month.

Table 5.1: Physical infrastructure

  Good infrastructure  afford communication afford utilities
  support communication in a week  utilities  in a month

 Mean 7.1 6.4 7.2 6.6 7.6

 Mode 8 8 8 Bi modal 8
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The experts regard basic communication and utility infrastructure as 
available at reasonable costs and can be obtained promptly. This is an 
important expression of confidence in young and growing firms that 
are strong despite the controversy around the costs of mobile phone 
and internet infrastructure in Canada.

5.9 Culture and Social Norms

This is a second area where the expert panel rates Alberta highly. 
Consistently with the general population positive attitudes toward 
entrepreneurship found in the adult population survey, the experts find 
a culture of entrepreneurship. Aspects are: (1) Alberta culture is highly 
supportive of success achieved through personal effort, (2) the culture 
emphasizes self-sufficiency and personal initiative, (3) the culture 
encourages risk-taking, (4) the culture encourages creativity and 
innovativeness, (5) the culture emphasizes individual responsibility 
over the collective.

Figure 5.8: Cultural and social norms
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5.10 Overall Evaluation of Framework Conditions 
 by the Expert Panel

The final section of this chapter undertakes an overview of the expert 
appraisal of the framework conditions for entrepreneurship in Alberta. 
For example, given the provincial responsibilities for education, 
can we compare the expert opinion of effectiveness of education for 
entrepreneurship in Alberta to that of the national expert panel?  The 
basis for such comparison will be the average of the means scores and 
the overall evaluation of mode for each of the above topic categories 
from Finance to Social and cultural norms.  The figures compare 
Alberta section scores (Fig. 5.9) to those from the national panel (Fig. 
5.10).
 

Figure 5.9: Overall expert ranking of Alberta framework conditions
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Figure 5.10: Overall expert ranking of National framework conditions

Source: C.H Langford, P. Josty, and C. Saunders, The GEM Canada Report, 
THECIS Calgary (2017) Ch. 6. 
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The last task for the expert panel was to offer open ended responses 
in three categories: constraining factors limiting entrepreneurship, 
fostering factors promoting entrepreneurship, and finally 
recommendations. In each category, three responses were requested, 
given in priority order. The responses were rich and varied. They 
played a significant role in the formulating the recommendations 
made in this report. In an effort to allow summarizing their thrust, the 
responses were coded into fourteen categories. The leading categories 
identified in responses are summarized below for each category.
 
6.1 Constraining Factors

It is not a surprise in the light of the numerous indications in Chapter 
five that the experts were sensitive to the difficulty that young 
and growing firms face with finance. Challenges firms face with 
financing were the highest priority issue of open ended comment.  
However, the next area in overall priority was aspects of the 
capacity for entrepreneurship. As seen in comment on education for 
entrepreneurship in Chapter five, the experts are not in agreement with 
the adult population survey (Chapter two) that knowledge and skills for 
start-up are widely distributes in the population. Either respondents 
to the population survey are ill-informed about the requirements for 
start-up, or the experts underrate the value of everyday knowledge. 
That government policy comes next and that government programs 
get mention is unsurprising, but the comments are diverse. The 
presence here of comments on constraining factors in the community 
political and social norms clarifies some of the specifics that limited 
the generally favorable expert impressions of cultural and social norms 
described in Chapter five.
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Figure 6.1: Constraining factors

6.2 Fostering Factors

In agreement with the balance of expert opinion in Chapter five and 
the indications of public attitudes in Chapter 2, experts were able to 
identify a number of factors contributing to the social and cultural 
climate in Alberta as a positive for entrepreneurship. Specifics cited 
included; the open and free business climate, the culture of the 
province, and the respect for entrepreneurs. In contrast to the generally 
negative expert opinion about entrepreneurship education in Chapter 
five, university programs and the post-secondary system were viewed 
positively among fostering factors. The community and business 
climate and the role of a Chamber of Commerce were cited as fostering.  

Figure 6.2: Fostering factors
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6.3 Recommendations.

The largest number of recommendations is in the most constraining 
area, finance. For reporting here, the count of recommendations about 
the policies and programs of government are combined and form the 
second major recommendation area. The area, education, seen as 
quit problematic by the experts (Chapter five) is third in number of 
recommendations.  

Figure 6.3: Recommendations

Financing recommendation span a considerable range. This is 
illustrated by two examples:

 “Create and fund ‘grand Challenges’ critical to provincial 
 well-being,”

 “Absolutely must get early stage equity funding.”

These may be ‘representative’, but that doesn’t imply that others 
capture closely related ideas.
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6. OPEN ENDED 
RESPONSES: 

CONSTRAINTS, 
FOSTERING FACTORS, 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Examples from the topic of government programs and policy include 
the following.

 “Policy focused on ‘scale up’ rather than purely ‘start up’ - let’s 
 see more serious support for small proven businesses that have the 
 potential to scale.”

 “Develop AB government technology initiatives that exploit the 
 great successes of smaller nations in leading technology 
 successes - Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, Taiwan, 
 South Korea, …”

 “Encourage more collaboration amongst agencies supporting 
 innovation.”

Again, these examples capture the scope of recommendations 
without capturing the breadth of the scope of ideas found among the 
recommendations.
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CULTURE
 In common with the rest of Canada and other reference countries, 
the APS data continue to demonstrate wide public recognition of 
the opportunities for entrepreneurship, except that this year the 
Alberta rate is below the Canada report value and that for Ontarion. 
In contrast, the Alberta percentage reporting the knowledge and 
skills to start a business is above the Canada value. It is important to 
understand the positive public sense of capacity in the context of  the 
expert opinion that education for entrepreneurship needs significant 
improvement. If expert opinion is sound, it would appear that the 
broad population underestimates the challenges of firm formation. 

Entrepreneurship is seen as a good career choice and success delivers 
high social status. There is little reason for policy to further encourage 
an overall culture of entrepreneurship. Rather attention should be 
directed to high impact, quality initiatives, encouraging productive 
entrepreneurship and innovation. 

ACTIVITY
This year, Canada enjoys a small edge in TEA (early stage 
entrepreneurship) rate over all similar economies. Alberta shares 
the national value, but it is not alone. Ontario exceeds Alberta by a 
margin that is probably statistically insignificant. The data indicate a 
small, but possibly significant, increase in TEA. This present overall 
level is perhaps as high as is needed in a developed market economy.  
However, the TEA includes a higher number of nascent entrepreneurs 
than new young businesses. The TEA components strongly reflect 
the high risk,highly  vulnerable phase first phase.  Some other 
industrialized countries not so high in TEA sustain parallel levels of 
established businesses to our TEA leaders. This may imply higher 
survival in the earliest stage.

The entrepreneurship (TEA) rate for women in Alberta is 0.8 that for 
men. Although this gap deserves continued effort to reduce it, this 
value is more favourable  than a value near 2/3, which is observed 
for Canada as a whole and for many other innovation driven group 
countries. This is the second year for the 0.8 ratio in the  Alberta 
report, 

7. CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS 



GEM Alberta Report 2016

58

The analysis of the distribution of activity over the four sectors that 
are the key GEM indicator finds Alberta shares he common case that 
consumer oriented services are the most active area, and business 
oriented services are the second most active. In last three years, 
business oriented services has  been a sector quite competitive with 
consumer services. In 2016 data this is only true for Ontario in Canada.  
As is the case for Canada, in Alberta employee entrepreneurship (EEA) 
is lower than TEA. Differences among provinces are not large, but the 
manufacturing economies of Ontario and Quebec seem to be more EEA 
oriented. 

FINANCE 
The open ended responses clarify that expert opinion clusters around 
what is needed for Alberta to achieve some economic re-direction 
and whether firms command sufficient resources.  This was seen as 
one of the two weakest framework conditions and the Alberta panel 
gave a lower rating to thee framework conditions than the national 
panel did. This is a downward shift from the last two years. The 
open ended  comments offer some explanation for the change. Many 
comments address concern for major initiatives that can contribute 
to diversification and set new strategic directions for Alberta. Finance 
is also in a fluid era with, the emergence of such phenomena as crowd 
financing through  social media. 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING
Despite the high confidence in knowledge and skills expressed by 
respondents in the adult population survey, expert opinion suggests 
that training for entrepreneurship needs substantial enhancement. 
Gaps identified start from increasing attention on creativity and self-
reliance in early grades to improving instruction on business processes 
and market economics at later stages and even attention specifically 
to entrepreneurship education in secondary schools. At the post-
secondary level business and management education was seen as more 
satisfactory than a still weak level of attention for students in other 
specialties. We read this as a call for entrepreneurial thinking across  
the curriculum.  A quick scan of six Alberta university websites reveals 
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all have well defined entrepreneurship programs in their business 
faculties. Broader across campus activity is more varied, and perhaps 
less systematic, but evident in all. 

GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS AND POLICY
Experts offer a variety of suggestions accompanying  a marginally 
favourable rating to programs. However, it is interesting that the 
Alberta panel ranks government policy lower than the national panel 
does. Again the concern over Alberta’s direction is probably a factor. 
Perhaps the most important aspect for policy  is  assimilation of the 
consequences of the recent research showing that governments play 
a crucial role in accepting the early phase risks of transformative 
innovation. For example, Policy could shift to  promote the rapidly 
emerging green technology industry in Alberta as a transformative 
sector. Model programs include the US DARPA and DARPA-E and 
Alberta experience is found in the cases of AOSTRA.  
Start-up businesses are not the only focus that government policy 
should include. Employee entrepreneurship is an important 
contributor identified in the GEM survey. Alberta did not achieve EEA 
levels as high as those of Ontario and Quebec.  

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
The problems identified around the R&D topic are three fold. Young 
and growing firms are not judged to be effective in accessing the output 
of public R&D, nor do they have equitable access when compared to 
large firms. Finally they are judges in difficulty to afford contemporary 
R&D knowledge. There are some positives not discussed above. A 
notable one is the National Research Council’s IRAP (Industrial 
research assistance program), which is often able to facilitate the 
critical step of introducing advanced R&D talent into young and 
growing firms. Another is a result of the first GEM study of a university 
community  that identified both a significant level of ‘pseudo EEA’ from 
new developments arising out of contract and related  work with the 
university and the strong technological tendency of university affiliated 
TEA, regardless of the university disciplines involved.  

7. CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS 



GEM Alberta Report 2016

60

The moderately positive elements of the expert evaluation involved 
both the capacity of Albert talent to develop a world class technology 
firm, and the opportuniy for Alberta scientists and engineers to 
commercialize acheivement. It is not hard to identify examples that 
support this.

INNOVATION
The available metrics of innovation in a GEM study are indirect. 
The correlates of innovation include the use of newer technology in 
operations, export orientation, and (the most direct) product novelty 
and absence of competitoin. As reported above, Alberta has positives 
with respect to expoert orientation and significant activity where the 
report concerns products or services new to all or some customers and 
a reasonable numbers not reporting large numbers of competitors. 
Finally, it is a fairly small number of firms that report using the latest 
technolgy. As in other jurisdictions, the majority of entrepreneurs 
report that their technolgoy has been available for at least five years. 
In these metrics, there are not large differences among the Canada and 
the provinces.

CONCLUDING REMARK
The considerations above are reflected in part by the recommendations 
found at the head of the report.
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THECIS (The Centre for Innovation Studies) is a not for profit 
organization devoted to study and promotion of innovation. Based 
in Calgary, Alberta, and Incorporated in 2001, it operates through a 
network of 35-40 THECIS Fellows.

THECIS has three core functions – research, networking and education.
  • Research. Creating new knowledge and building insights into 
   how the innovation systems functions and policies that can 
   improve it.
  • Networking. Providing opportunities for exchange of ideas 
   through breakfast meetings, workshops and conferences.
  • Education. Dissemination of information through Newsletters, 
   events and other informal education activities, particularly for 
   graduate students.

For more information about THECIS go to www.thecis.ca

The Centre for Innovation Studies (THECIS)
#125, Alastair Ross Technology Centre
3553 31 Street NW
Calgary, Alberta, Canada T2L 2K7

More information
For more information on the GEM Canada 2016 report, please contact 
Peter Josty, p.josty@thecis.ca 

For more information on the GEM global reports and on GEM, 
please contact the GEM Executive Director, Mike Herrington, at 
MHerrington@gemconsortium.org

The 2016 GEM Canada report is available at www.gemcanada.org

The 2016 GEM Global report is available at 
www.gemconsortium.org

Although GEM data were used in the preparation of this report, their 
interpretation and use are the sole responsibility of the authors and the 
GEM Canada team.

In addition to the 2016 GEM Canada report, there will be provincial 
reports published for Alberta, Ontario and Quebec. These will be 
available at www.gemcanada.org in due course.
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The GEM Alberta project would not be possible without the support 
and encouragement of many supporters and funders. We would like to 
thank the following as funders for the GEM Alberta 2016 report.
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REPORT AUTHORSCooper H. Langford, PhD, FRS(Can.)

Dr. Langford is Faculty Professor in Chemistry and in Communication 
and Culture (Science and Technology Studies) at the University of 
Calgary. He is a Fellow and member of the board THECIS. He is a 
former Vice-President (Research) at U of C and a former Director 
of Physical and Mathematical Sciences at NSERC. He has published 
on university/industry/ government relations, strategic research 
funding, evaluation of the outcomes of university research, Canadian 
participation in megascience, regional clusters in innovation and 
knowledge flows. His current research includes study of the social 
dynamics of innovation in the city as an innovation system.

Peter Josty, PhD, MBA

Peter  Josty has been Executive Director of THECIS since 2001. 
THECIS is a not for profit research company that specializes in 
innovation research. THECIS carries out three main activities: 
research projects for clients relating to innovation; it organizes events 
such as breakfast meetings, workshops and conferences, to promote 
networking in the innovation community; and it educates graduate 
students in science, engineering in medicine about the fundamentals 
of innovation and the basics of starting a business. Before this he had a 
diversified career in the chemical industry in Canada.
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