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COVID-19: Mid-Market CEOs Speak 

Mid-Market businesses are a vital part of 
Canada’s economy.
These companies provides an estimated 70% of all jobs in Canada, make up 

more than 3/4 of businesses in the country and provide a significant portion 

of the gross domestic product (GDP) in Canada’s economy. Mid-size businesses 

fuel innovation, provide opportunity and continue to play an important role in 

improving local communities. These companies have significant influence on the 

economy as a whole.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every company in Canada. But it has been 

Canada’s mid-market companies, that have borne the brunt of the economic crisis. 

To find out how these companies are dealing with the crisis – and what lessons they 

have learned from the experience – we sat down with a large cross section of CEOs, 

Founders and Leaders of Canadian mid-market companies. The highlights of those 

conversations are outlined below. 

At Houser Henry & Syron LLP, we are focused on helping mid-market companies rebuild and 
thrive in the new, post-COVID reality. We hope this article provides some insights to help you 
navigate the complexity of today’s environment. 
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RESPONSE PHASE: How did Canada’s mid-
market companies respond to the pandemic?
As Canadians went into lockdown and all but essential 

services were permitted to stay open, Canada’s mid-market 

companies scrambled to adjust. Depending on the industry 

and sector, the impact was significant. Yet most organizations 

agree their businesses and people held up well, despite lacking 

response plans. 

Some sectors up, some sectors down
Our conversations suggest those in the hospitality and healthcare 
sectors saw demand plummet. Trucking and logistics companies 
reported an initial drop in activity, but have since seen a strong 
return to growth. Most manufacturers told us their facilities never 
fully shut; many were deemed essential services. At the other end 
of the scale, those companies involved in the home improvement 
sector and in the technology sector, saw significant increases in 
their businesses. 

Business continuity planning strained
As many of our surveyed participants noted, nobody was expecting 
a pandemic. Those with existing business continuity plans (BCPs) 
tended to be more confident in their initial response to the crisis. 
Some were able to leverage their existing BCP communications 
processes and plans. However, most mid-market companies admit 
they were entirely unprepared for this type of ‘black swan’ event. 

Relief helps keep businesses afloat 
Uptake of various government and tenant relief 
programs seems to have been strong amongst 
Canada’s mid-market businesses. Many noted 
participating in the Extended Work Share 
Program, the Canadian Emergency Wage Subsidy 
Program and various federal and provincial tax 
deferral schemes. Many also noted tapping the 
Canada Emergency Business Account interest-
free loans. Some also found rent relief from 
landlords (though not all). 
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Rolling out new ways of working
All participants we interviewed noted they were forced to make changes to their work 
environment in response to COVID-19. Those manufacturers that were able to continue 
operations, for example, quickly instituted new safety measures and protocols. Some also 
offered ‘hero pay’ for employees continuing to work. Those able to ‘virtualise’ their operations 
did so. However, a significant number of businesses were also forced to reduce staffing 
(particularly in areas such as field sales).

Employees rise to the challenge
What carried most mid-market enterprises through the initial phase of the pandemic was their 
people. Almost all the CEOs and Founders we interviewed were astounded at the resilience, agility, 
camaraderie and dedication of their people. Indeed, many respondents noted that this experience 
may have brought their teams closer together and strengthened their corporate culture. 

All told, our interviews suggest Canada’s mid-sized 
companies responded well to the immediate crisis. 
What is clear from our conversations is that Canada’s 
business leaders took the crisis seriously and undertook 
immediate steps to protect their people and their 
customers. For the most part, this has positioned them 
well for recovery. 

Most mid-market companies 
admit they were entirely 
unprepared for this type of 
‘black swan’ event.

What carried most  
mid-market enterprises  
through the initial phase  
of the pandemic was  
their people.

www.houserhenry.com

http://www.houserhenry.com


RECOVERY PHASE: What are Canada’s  
mid-market companies doing to rebuild? 
With the economy now gradually reopening, Canada’s  

mid-market companies are taking stock of what has 

changed. They are working to adjust their businesses, 

engage their employees and reconnect with customers  

to drive their recovery. 

Rethinking the business fundamentals 
Most CEOs and Founders report they are now realigning their 
business and operating models to respond to clear market trends 
and changes in demand. Cost structures, in particular, are coming 
under significant scrutiny. Many leaders note they will be looking to 
diversify either their revenue streams, their customer bases or both. 
A handful indicate they may buy a competitor in the near future to 
take advantage of scale opportunities and new customer segments. 

Reconnecting with customers
With storefronts closed, face-to-face sales meetings cancelled,  
and trade shows postponed, many CEOs and Founders are working 
with their sales and marketing teams to rethink how they engage 
with customers. Many have been rather innovative, conducting 
virtualised trade shows and customer meetings, increasing their 
communications outreach, enhancing customer segmentation and 
prioritising digital channels, for example. 

Improving office health and safety
While some mid-market leaders say their 
employees have now largely returned to the 
office, our interviews indicate that most are 
implementing new processes and procedures to 
ensure the return to work is as safe as possible. 
Improved cleaning practices, rotating shifts and 
staggered line changes, considerations for older 
employees and staged return policies are all 
being tested. However, some suggest employees 
may not return until later this year (while others 
may work from home permanently). 
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Keeping employees engaged 
Most CEOs and Founders are taking a very personal role in employee communications and 
engagement through the pandemic. Most say they regularly ‘walk the floor’ (either physically  
or virtually) to keep in touch with employees’ concerns. Others are focusing on maintaining 
culture, sometimes through events such as Friday Afternoon Zoom Socials. With many employees 
noting a feeling of camaraderie with colleagues, some companies have seen employee 
engagement scores rise. 

Staying on top of the crisis
All of the CEOs and Founders we interviewed are 
working hard to stay informed of changes in the 
environment. The vast majority are monitoring 
updates from Canadian Public Health authorities. 
Many are also leveraging service providers and 
tapping into industry associations and network groups in order to uncover important insights. 
While most are looking for indicators and signals of change in Canada, some are also looking 
overseas to assess supplier risk, demand changes and best practices. 

Looking to advisors’ for guidance
CEO’s and Founders look to advisors such as their banks, suppliers, accountants and legal  
counsel for quick, helpful information. They require advisors who share insights and provide 
educated guidance on making decisions. They also indicated that they want advisors who can 
interpret information into simple, easy to understand language. Most importantly and as one 
respondent noted, “ultimately, we are looking for thoughtful, extraordinary customer service 
from our advisors”.

Overall, Canada’s mid-market CEOs and Founders seem fairly confident about their efforts to 
stabilise and rebuild their business in the face of ongoing challenges. Much, of course, will depend 
on the course of the virus and the long-term impact on the national and global economy. However, 
Canada’s mid-market CEOs and Founders seem ready to move into the new environment. 

Some companies have seen  
employee engagement rise.
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RETURN TO A NEW NORMAL: What are  
the lasting impacts on Canada’s mid-market 
companies?
Everybody agrees there is no returning to the world of 2019. 

Many of the changes catalysed by COVID-19 are indelible; 

they have forever changed the fabric of Canadian society 

and business. Yet change is not always bad. Many of our 

respondents believe their businesses will be stronger as a 

result of the COVID-19 experience. 

Improved risk management
The vast majority of mid-market CEOs and Founders voiced a clear 
intention to enhance and expand their Business Continuity Planning 
and risk management efforts. In some cases, interviewed participants 
suggested they would move towards more real-time risk reporting 
and KPI monitoring. Others are looking for ways to enhance Board 
oversight and improve controls. Ultimately, most believe they will be 
better placed to predict, mitigate and manage risk in the future. 

More productive organisation 
For better or worse, the COVID-19 experience highlighted which roles 
and processes were adding value and which were not. That has allowed 
many CEOs and Founders to rethink their organisational structure. 
This includes redefining roles and responsibilities to streamline their 
operations and refocus on what makes their businesses unique. Now 
that operational costs have been reduced, few CEOs or Founders want 
to go back to pre-COVID scenarios.

Greater diversification 
Many mid-market enterprises – 
particularly those with lean supply chains 
and finite customer bases – are keen 
to enhance diversification across their 

organisation. Supply chain diversification has become a top agenda 
item for many manufacturers. Customer diversification is key to 
those that had been reliant on foot traffic or physical face-to-face 
sales. With few exceptions, mid-market businesses are looking for 
greater diversification as a hedge against the ‘next’ crisis. 
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Accelerated innovation 
Many companies are making the switch to digital and employees are forced to re-imagine their 
workflows and interactions. Also, mid-market businesses expect to see continued innovation 
and creativity from their workforces. Some are working to become leaders in Virtual Expos and 
virtual sales pitches. Others are looking for new technologies that may help their organisations 
become more agile in the future. 

Exceptionally engaged employees
While some companies voiced some concerns about engagement within 
lower-paying job roles, most noted that engagement has remained strong 
and – if anything – increased during the crisis. Mid-market CEOs and 
Founders seem to recognise that the way they treat their employees today 
will have a significant influence on their loyalty and engagement in the 
future. As one respondent quoted, “Without my team, I’m just a building”. 

Final Synopsis
Our conversations suggest that Canada’s mid-market companies have 
demonstrated surprising resilience through the initial phases of the 
COVID-19 crisis. Most have now managed to stabilise their operations 
and are working to restructure their organisations to compete in the new 
reality that is emerging. 

At the same time, they recognise the new environment will be significantly different. As for the 
future – particularly the next 12 months – remains uncertain. Much will depend on the trajectory 
of the pandemic, both across Canada and overseas. 

Yet our conversations indicate that most Canadian mid-market companies are ready for the 
challenge. They are confident they are prepared to thrive in the new normal. 

At Houser Henry & Syron, we are entirely focused on serving 
the mid-market. We recognise that the mid-market is the engine 
of Canada’s economy and we are dedicated to helping this vital 
segment succeed. Our professionals work hand-in-hand with  

mid-market decision-makers to help them plan the best future for their organisation. That is  
why our firm is increasingly viewed as the Champion of the Mid-Market in Canada. 
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To learn more about the issues facing mid-market organisations, or to discuss your own unique market 
challenges and opportunities, we encourage you to contact Michael Henry, Managing Partner at  
(416) 860-8021 or Lisa Hegedus, Director of Client Development and Marketing at (416) 860-8032.

Canadian mid-market companies are confident 
they are prepared to thrive in the new normal.
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About HHS

Since 1934, Houser Henry & Syron LLP has provided legal services to Canadian and foreign  
private businesses, helping them deal with complex legal challenges to grow and to manage  
risk successfully. We help our clients with mergers and acquisitions, commercial real estate,  
reorganizations, shareholders disputes and agreements, commercial agreements, employment 
issues and financing. We also pride ourselves in practising in Plain English.
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