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Researching your business 
Information resources guide to business planning 

Why a business plan? 
Success in today’s complex economy requires a 
solid foundation of knowledge from which 
sound business decisions can be made. For 
most people considering or involved in creat-
ing a new business venture, this foundation is 
built from a formal business plan. Even if you 
believe your business does not require a for-
mal plan, most business experts highly 
recommend that you conduct at least some 
preliminary research prior to committing 
yourself legally or financially to your business 
enterprise. 

The strategic value of a business plan is de-
rived from the information you collect and the 
knowledge you acquire during this process. 
That is, the exercise of preparing a business 
plan is critical in helping you gain an under-
standing of how your business venture will 
operate in the marketplace. Financial lenders 
and other potential investors and advisors will 
use your business plan as a tool to assess their 
level of support for your enterprise. As such, it 
is important to ensure your plan is as com-
plete, reliable and timely as possible. 

Although it may seem an intimidating or even an 
impossible task at first, a plan that does not cap-
ture the most relevant and appropriate data for 
your venture will only serve to undermine your 
efforts. This is not to say, however, that there will 
always be the kind of information available that 
your business plan requires, just that an effective 
business plan will make the best use of what is 
available at the time your plan is prepared. At 
present, there are a number of organizations, 

both government sponsored and private, operat-
ing in BC, who are prepared to assist you in the 
creation of your business. 

The role of BC STATS 
BC STATS is the statistical agency for the 
Province of British Columbia. We are a service-
driven organization providing timely and reli-
able statistical information and analysis to 
provincial government departments on the 
economic, social and demographic conditions 
of the province and its people. Often this out-
put can serve a wider audience and purpose. 
Our broad client group also includes Crown 
corporations, public agencies, the business 
community, investors, media, the public and 
students. We have developed various informa-
tion products and services to ‘fill in’ gaps and 
extend resources developed by others. Some-
times this means creating the missing bits but 
it may be no more than reorganizing or associ-
ating existing items on a web site. While we 
are not in the business of preparing or instruct-
ing people on how to create a business plan, 
our data services staff are available to assist 
people in their search for data sources. This 
document is intended as a tool to help guide 
you to the relevant sources and kinds of data 
that are available through BC STATS and other 
agencies as you research and prepare for your 
new business venture. 

What kind of information to look for 
Your business plan is designed for two pur-
poses: first, to demonstrate the feasibility of 
your business venture, and second, to serve as 
a strategic planning tool for your current and 
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future business development. It ultimately 
must answer the following question: is there or 
will there be sufficient demand for the product 
or service you will supply? Your research must 
demonstrate support for your belief there is a 
share for you in the marketplace. 

It is important for you to gain an understand-
ing of the general economic conditions that 
will affect your chosen business. This will re-
quire an examination of the industry your 
product or service falls into, and the market 
you will access.  

All business within the general economy is de-
scribed within at least one industry sector. 
Once you have determined your sector you 
can undertake sector analysis. This will pro-
vide information ranging from the 
performance of this sector within the overall 
economy, as well as information on the kinds 
of products/services that are extracted, manu-
factured, imported/exported, etc. You can also 
research current industry conditions, includ-
ing overall market analysis, forecasts and 
growth trends. This kind of information will 
give you a broad understanding of how your 
business may fit into the economy in general 
over time. It can also give you a sense of how 
developed or populated the business market 
might be that you are preparing to enter.  

Once you have gained a general understand-
ing it is time to focus more specifically on your 
market. This will include both business and 
clients. The business market you need to re-
search includes business competitors and 
suppliers. You will need to know who your 
competitors are, their location, and their cur-
rent market share. This will require 
information on their customer size, number of 
employees, the products they produce, their 
profitability, etc. You will need to know who 
your suppliers are, their location, how long 
they have been established, their distribution 
and other operating methods. An understand-
ing of the business market will allow you to 
gain some perspective on how your business 

may or should develop, and how to manipu-
late the existing market to your best 
advantage. 

The most critical information you will require 
concerns the potential clients of your business. 
You will need to know who they are, where 
they are located, what they buy, and why they 
might utilize your products/services. To find 
who they are requires demographic (popula-
tion counts, age/sex breakdown, languages, 
etc.) and socio-economic information (em-
ployment levels, income, occupation, 
education). You will want to know where 
these prospective clients live, work, and play, 
and what they buy now or have bought in the 
past. Finally, you need to research consumer 
characteristics such as spending habits, and 
other consumer profile data to help you un-
derstand why they might want your product. 
With this information you will be able to de-
velop a more precise picture of the target 
market you need to attract to support your 
business. Note that the clients for some busi-
nesses are not final consumers but other 
businesses. 

Where to find information 
There are many federal and provincial pro-
grams available to help you establish 
commercial ventures at home or abroad. Some 
agencies, such as Business Development Can-
ada, and the Canada-BC Business Service 
Centre, will offer active help in researching 
and preparing your business plan. Many agen-
cies offer extensive information through their 
internet web sites (Industry Canada, Human 
Resources Development Canada) or by pro-
ducing publications and maintaining libraries 
of information that can be accessed through 
inter-library loans (Canadian Tourism Com-
mission, etc.). BC STATS maintains a reference 
library in Victoria as well as providing data 
through telephone, e-mail and web services. A 
table below lists some of the agencies and or-
ganizations that may contain the information 
you require to research your business. 
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You cannot reasonably expect to find your 
business plan written somewhere, just waiting 
to be unearthed. Some parts of the economy 
are well documented and tracked. To find 
these you will have to familiarize yourself 
with the jargon and coding schemes of statisti-
cians and economists. However, many ideas 
fall outside the normal codification of the 
economy (or are lumped in with so many oth-
ers that the information is without value for 
your specific need). In either case, through 
thoroughness or necessity, you should reach 
for other sources from which you can infer in-
formation. 

To get started you should go to a library that 
contains a complete range of catalogued Statis-
tics Canada materials. The libraries of 
community colleges and universities, as well 

as the Legislative and BC STATS libraries, are 
just such depository libraries. You should start 
with the industry classification now known as 
the North American Industry Classification 
System (NAICS). Note that different countries 
have different classification schemes and that 
they evolve over time. From the industry 
manual you will soon know if your “industry” 
is exclusively described by, say, a five digit 
industrial classification. If so, you are fortu-
nate. If not, then your detective skills will be 
more seriously tested. 

A number of other classification schemes may 
also prove important. The SGC or Standard 
Geographic Classification may be important to 
the correct use of regional data in determining 
your market size. You may have to appreciate 
the differences between Vancouver City and 

Organization Location Contact Internet 
BC STATS Victoria 250-387-0327 

bc.stats@gems8.gov.bc.ca 
www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca 

Statistics Canada Ottawa  www.statcan.ca 

Small Business BC Vancouver 604-775-5525/1-800-667-2272 www.sb.gov.bc.ca 

Interactive business planner   www.cbsc.org/ibp 

Industry Canada  Blue pages www.ic.gc.ca 

Business Development Canada Local Blue pages www.bdc.ca 

Canada Mortgage & Housing 
Corporation 

Vancouver Blue pages www.cmhc.ca 

Revenue Canada  Blue pages www.cra-arc.gc.ca/agency/stats 

Canadian Tourism Commission Ottawa 613-954-3943 www.canadatourism.com 

Government Agents Offices Local Blue pages www.governmentagents.gov.bc.ca 

Regional and local libraries Local Blue pages  

University & college libraries Local White pages  

Chambers of commerce Local White pages  

Regional economic development 
offices 

Local Blue pages www.civicinfo.bc.ca 

Regional district & municipal 
offices 

Local Blue pages www.civicinfo.bc.ca 

Trade & industry magazines & 
newspapers 

Library Business/reference  

Industry & trade associations  Yellow pages/Canadian Almanac  
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Greater Vancouver Regional District and other 
similar entities. Also note that boundary 
changes occur from time to time. Dig for this 
information. It is unlikely that it will be auto-
matically provided in response to questions 
that do not probe for this sort occurrence. 

In short, to correctly use the data available, you 
must understand how statisticians and econo-
mists divvy up the economy and the geography. 
And you will have to learn some of the jargon 
they use; the “shorthand” so that a set of stan-
dardized concepts can be taken for granted.  

Finally, when you actually go to look up the 
data for the industry and area, you are 
strongly advised to read the notes and appen-
dices that may reveal important clarifications 
about the information. Don’t assume anything. 

Most commonly referenced resources 
  One of the best resources for researching a 

small business is the series of Small Business 
Profiles prepared by Statistics Canada and 
freely downloadable from Industry Canada’s 
Strategis site. First of all we are talking about 
small business: the Profiles are limited to those 
business that reported between $30,000 and $5 
million in annual revenue. Many thousands of 
business tax returns are sampled and ana-
lyzed. Within each industry and province the 
firms are ranked by their revenues and further 
grouped into quartiles for which the top and 
bottom revenue limits are published. Quartiles 
is just a concise way of saying that a quarter of 
the firms are in each group: the top grossing 
25% of the sample, the next 25% and so on. 
Within each quartile the data are aggregated 
so that information is provided for the 
group—not individual firms. For each of the 
quartiles the Profiles publish a selection of ex-
pense items, such as rent and advertising, as a 
percent of revenues. You will also find the av-
erage number of paid employees, some 
financial ratios (interest coverage, gross mar-
gin) and a comparison of profitable vs. non-
profitable businesses in terms of total revenues 
and expenses. Older data sets (years) are based 

on the Standard Industrial Classification 
(SIC80) while newer years are released based on 
the NAICS. 

�http://strategis.ic.gc.ca/epic/internet/ 
inpp-pp.nsf/en/h_pm00059e.html 

  Many businesses have a customer profile 
that they target. Their message, products, and 
often their very location are chosen to increase 
their effectiveness in reaching the target mar-
ket. Without a doubt the best source of 
demographic information is the Census of 
Population and Housing, which is conducted 
at 5 year intervals. No other survey matches its 
scope. Every household is included. If you can 
improve your business by knowing the age, 
sex, family structure, ethnic origin, education, 
occupation, income, etc. of the population in a 
particular area, then Census data is the way to 
go. At BC STATS we can generate numerous 
reports across any or all regions in the prov-
ince. We can easily tabulate data in relation to 
pinpoint geographic locations—say in concen-
tric circles from some business’ address. For 
example, one of our customers is a financial 
institution that, on examining such a report, 
came to realize that a large number of people 
in its target area spoke a certain language at 
home. They recruited someone fluent in this 
language and reported great success in making 
inroads into this community within a commu-
nity. Almost any business can benefit from this 
sort of knowledge. 

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/census.htm 

  Another area where we have positive re-
sponse from the business community is for our 
regional profiles. BC STATS has developed a 
range of regional profile products: from a 28-
volume series based on regional districts and 
their communities; to two-page summaries 
available freely on our site; with several ‘fla-
vours’ in between. We even have a web site 
devoted to making regional data accessible. 

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/regions.htm 

�www.regionalindex.gov.bc.ca 
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  Our perennial bestseller is the British Colum-
bia Manufacturers’ Directory (BCMD) which is 
published annually. It is a 600-page cross-
classified directory of approximately 4,600 
manufacturing firms. It is an invaluable tool if 
you purchase from, or sell to, manufacturing 
firms. Many of the firms listed are small, so 
there is a high level of turnover each year. As 
we make perhaps 2,000 revisions each year 
you should ensure that you always have the 
latest issue. We have anecdotal evidence from 
firms that their listing resulted in increased 
export sales and testimony from individuals 
that they found their employer through the 
directory. For some years now we have had 
the entire database on-line and searchable. We 
are not aware of a similar free product with the 
same range of powerful filtering capabilities 
available anywhere else. Continuing financial 
support from the Ministry of Small Business 
and Economic Development combined with 
recoveries from sales of the book and the data-
base have preserved this invaluable resource 
to date. 

�www.made-in-bc.ca 

  One of the most important areas for busi-
ness planning is gaining a sense of consumer 
behaviour and the consequent potential mar-
ket. Statistics Canada’s Survey of Household 
Spending (SHS) goes a long way to providing a 
rich data set with annual provincial level 
spending patterns since 1997. The main print 
publication is catalogue number 62-202, 
Spending Patterns in Canada, but users with 
a specific line of inquiry are perhaps better 
served by contacting BC STATS or using Sta-
tistics Canada’s CANSIM database and 
downloading results at $3 per time series. 
Hint: CANSIM defaults to only the latest year, 
but choosing all time periods (usually last line 
of the query) does not increase the cost and 
gives you the benefit of a time-series revealing 
changes in consumer behaviour over time. 

�www.statcan.ca/english/services/ 
                  (choose CANSIM) 

Other useful sources described 
Look here for an overview of various industry, 
product, occupational and geographic coding 
schemes: 

�www.statcan.ca/english/concepts/index.htm 

North American Industry Classification Sys-
tem (Statistics Canada): Introduced in 1997 
and revised in 2002, this is the current system 
of industry classification. This classification 
structure now provides the basis for most Sta-
tistics Canada industry data tabulations. 

Standard Industrial Classification (Statistics 
Canada): A previous system of classifying 
companies and enterprises according to the 
activity in which they are engaged. 

Standard Classification of Goods (Statistics 
Canada): A system that classifies commodities 
based on an eight digit harmonized commod-
ity description and coding system. This 
classification identifies commodity classes for 
imports, exports, and manufactured goods. 
Critical for most product analysis.  

Standard Geographic Classification (Statistics 
Canada): A system of names and codes repre-
senting areas in Canada. Identifies all 
Provinces, Regional Districts (Census Divi-
sions), and municipalities (Census 
Subdivisions) in Canada. Knowing how geo-
graphic areas are structured will help you 
determine which area to select for your target 
market.  

Small Business Quarterly (BC STATS): A va-
riety of data series on small business in BC. 
Provides information on business counts, in-
corporations and bankruptcies, number of 
businesses by employee size, manufacturers 
outlook for business conditions. Includes some 
analysis. (Paid subscription or single issue 
through our WebStore.) 

Business Indicators (BC STATS): A range of 
up-to-date economic and financial data, in-
cluding production and shipments for British 
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Columbia’s major industries. Some time series 
and analysis. (Paid subscription or single issue 
through our WebStore.) 

Quarterly Regional Statistics (BC STATS): 
Organized by region, and features current 
monthly and quarterly economic data. In-
cludes charts and tables. Areas covered 
include British Columbia, Development Re-
gions and Regional Districts. (Paid 
subscription or single issue through our Web-
Store.) 

Census of Population & Housing (Statistics 
Canada): Conducted every 10 years from 1851, 
and every 5 years from 1956, the Census is the 
most comprehensive coverage of demographic 
and socio-economic information on Canadians. 
Published information is available down to the 
neighbourhood (Census Tract) level. Some 
non-standard provincial areas (i.e. Local 
Health Area, School Districts, Forest Regions, 
etc.) available at cost from BC STATS.  

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/cen01/ 
profiles/csd_txt.htm 

�www12.statcan.ca/english/profil01/ 
PlaceSearchForm1.cfm 

Socio-economic Statistical Profiles (BC 
STATS): Individual profiles are available for 
Development Regions, Regional Districts, Lo-
cal Health Areas and College Regions. 
Includes tables and charts covering population 
growth, ethnic origin, migration, family struc-
ture, labour market, income, unemployment, 
social assistance, crime, child care, education 
and health. Produced once a year.  

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/sep/index.htm 

Community Profiles (BC STATS): Contains a 
variety of statistical information for each Re-
gional District & corresponding municipal 
areas. 

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/pubs/pr_compr.htm 

Community Facts (BC STATS): A two-page 
summary for regional districts and municipali-
ties. 

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/dd/facsheet/ 
facsheet.htm 

PCensus (Tetrad Computer Applications Inc.): 
Utilizing Census data, PCensus is a program 
that allows area profile data to be developed 
for non-standard geographic areas, such as 
polygons and radii. Available at cost through 
BC STATS. Useful for determining immediate 
market size based on a specified location. 

Business Register (Statistics Canada): Records 
the number and distribution of business estab-
lishments based on the industrial classification 
in Canada and BC. Data at a sub-provincial 
level of detail is only available through Statis-
tics Canada. This information is useful to gain 
an understanding of the number of competi-
tors or suppliers within your selected area. 

Population Projections (BC STATS): Detailed 
statistical tables providing historical and fore-
cast populations by age and sex for Regional 
Districts, Local Health Areas, and other non-
standard geography. Critical for determining 
present and potential future market size for 
years not covered by Census data. Much of the 
data is free on our site. The most detailed ta-
bles are available through our WebStore. 

�www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/data/pop/pop/ 
popproj.htm 

Major Projects Inventory (BC STATS): Infor-
mation on major capital projects, listed by 
development region and status (proposed, un-
der construction, on hold, or completed) for 
projects costing 15 million or more. 

�www.gov.bc.ca/sbed/down/ 
major_projects_inventory.pdf 
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Worth considering as you search 
When conducting research on any subject it is 
often useful to ask yourself the following ques-
tion: how would the kind of information I 
need be collected? If you understand how 
something is done you will begin to under-
stand where the information you need might 
be available. For instance, it is more likely a 
government agency will have income informa-
tion than product sales since individuals and 
business must file income tax returns but do 
not need to file specific sales information other 
than total sales and taxes collected. Research 
for marketing purposes, consumer characteris-
tics and preferences, and other more subjective 
personal data is, for the most part, not con-
ducted by government ministries or agencies. 
The exceptions are Statistics Canada, Health 
Canada, and Tourism BC. Some ministries will 
sponsor research like this, but the information 
generally is used for internal purposes only. 

Most statistics gathered by government agen-
cies are done through survey and 
administrative files. These surveys are usually 
sample only, which means that not all indi-
viduals or businesses are polled. As a result, 
information at lower levels of geography will 
often be suppressed by law for respondent con-
fidentiality requirements. Data from 
administrative records is usually related to fi-
nancial transactions and/or other forms 
required of individuals and business operations 
by law for governments, agencies and Crown 
corporations. Administrative data is often con-
fidential. Names and information on 
individuals and/or companies will almost 
never be available from government data 
sources. A notable exception is our Manufactur-
ers’ Directory where the information is collected 
solely for the purpose of dissemination. 

Most libraries will keep business and market 
oriented data in their reference sections. Check 
with the Business or Reference Librarian. Local 
college and University libraries will carry most 
of Statistics Canada publications, particularly 
Census data. 

Back issues of newspapers like the Financial 
Post, and the Globe and Mail, are important 
sources for data on businesses and industry 
sectors. They may also contain references to 
market research or other documents that may 
be available on the subject. Industry and trade 
magazines are often important sources for ‘in-
sider’ information.  

Sometimes the most effective and relevant 
market research data is done by personal sur-
vey. This means either direct or indirect 
contact with other businesses in the sector you 
are researching. Do not hesitate to visit their 
stores, call up business owners, talk to the 
wholesalers and distributors, or talk to your 
friends about the products or services you are 
thinking of offering. The kind of information 
gathered this way is often as indicative of the 
market as any other statistic.  

Data dissemination activities and personnel 
are often the first cuts to be made by organiza-
tions faced with pressure to decrease costs. Be 
prepared to spend time researching for your-
self at the reference centres and libraries in 
your area. More and more information is made 
available through government web sites, either 
federal, provincial and/or local. Many libraries 
will provide limited internet access to their pa-
trons.  

Many of the statistics available may seem too 
dated to be of use. Time lags between data col-
lection and dissemination are an inherent 
product of the high level of data quality de-
manded by most federal and provincial 
agencies. Canadian statistics organizations are 
highly regarded throughout the world. Data 
that seems out of date is still the best available, 
and recognized as such by most people.  
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Some people who can help 
There are many people who are more than 
willing to help you develop a business plan. 
The bottom line is, however, that the true 
value of a business plan is what you put into 
it. Use your research skills to locate informa-
tion on how to write a business plan. 
Following are a few of the places you might 
get some help. 

•   Chartered Banks/Credit Unions 
•   Accountants 
•   Lawyers 
•   Business Development Canada 
•   Canada-BC Business Service Centre 
•   Chambers of Commerce/Boards of Trade 
•   Community Colleges/Night school courses 
•   Business Consultants 
•   Internet 
 

 


