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NEW REALITY:
Mid-Market CEOs speak

F

or Canadian mid-market companies, there
will be no return to business as usual after

COVID ends. COVID has taught enduring lessons to
mid-market business leaders. They are deepening
their focus on employee safety and engagement,
enhancing digital interactions with customers and
building more secure supply chains. Resilience
has become an essential mind-set and demands
a rethinking of how business leaders spend time,

To find out how Canada’s
mid-market leaders are
preparing to thrive in the
new post-COVID reality, we
interviewed a large crosssection of mid-market CEOs,
Founders and Executives
across various business
sectors and in city centres
from several provinces. We
heard about their responses
to the crisis, discussed
their current priorities and
explored their plans for
their businesses. This report
reflects the highlights of
those conversations.

money and resources. Canada’s mid-market leaders
have big plans for a future beyond COVID.
As the Canadian economy starts to rebound and rebuild,
Canada’s mid-market companies will be at the heart of
the recovery. Before the crisis, mid-market businesses
made up a large percentage of Canadian businesses,
providing the vast majority of jobs in Canada. The
economic recovery, therefore, will be founded on the
success and resilience of Canada’s mid-market companies
and business leaders.

www.houserhenry.com

For many, the impact of
COVID-19 has meant
rethinking how business
leaders spend time, money
and resources. At Houser
Henry & Syron LLP, we focus
on helping mid-market
companies survive, rebuild
and thrive in the current and
new, post-COVID reality.
We hope this report provides
some insights to help you
navigate the complexity of
today’s environment.
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A YEAR OF CRISIS:
Canada’s mid-market reflects

W

ith government restrictions
continuously evolving, health
recommendations changing and customer
expectations rapidly shifting, Canada’s
mid-market leaders have faced continued
uncertainty and complexity over the past year.
Resilience has been the key.

Worst of times; the best of times
The impact of the economic crisis broke along
sectoral lines. Those in industries related
to home improvement, IT, food processing,
construction or essential services, for example,
saw demand skyrocket. Some reported order
increases of 80% or more, often from new
markets that had not existed prior to the
pandemic. Those in hospitality, live events
and personal services (like spas) faced an
unprecedented drop in demand and foot
traffic. Some have been forced to rethink
their business model entirely.
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Resilience has
become an
essential mind-set
and demands a
rethinking of how
business leaders
spend time, money
and resources.
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Agility won the day
The vast majority of Canada’s mid-market leaders credit their organisation’s
agility for helping them through the economic crisis. Leaders talked about
their efforts to manage rapidly escalating costs and to stabilise cash flow
during the initial outbreak. A number of retailers and manufacturers noted
their ability to return, shift or procure inventory during periods of supply and
demand fluctuations. Almost all mid-market leaders discussed the rapid shift
in customer channels and interaction.

Creating supply chain resilience
Inventory, supply and resource challenges kept the leaders of many midmarket organisations awake at night. Agility was key in the initial phases; but
it quickly became clear that supply chain resilience and diversification would
be critical for the near-term. Interviewees noted their efforts to diversify their
supply chains (many focusing on increasing the localisation of their supply
network). Those with multiple sites improved their inventory management
and procurement.

Protecting the employees
“It used to be that the customer was #1. Now our employees are #1 – their
safety and wellbeing come first.” Whether it is investing into new PPE, virtual
work technologies and employee transit to keep employees physically safe,
or helping employees access government programs and community resources
to keep them financially safe, mid-market leaders placed a particular focus on
keeping their employees employed, engaged and healthy.

Taking a measured response
While agility was clearly critical, mid-market leaders were also careful not to
over- or under-react to the evolving crisis. Many noted they were able to avoid
unnecessary costs by avoiding impulse reactions. But they also told us they were
taking a measured approach to their ‘return to normal’ and office reopening.
Ultimately, the leaders with whom we talked wanted to develop an agile and
practical short-term plan based on real intelligence and smart predictions.

It used to be that the customer was #1. Now our employees
are #1 – their safety and wellbeing come first.

T

hroughout the crisis, our team at Houser Henry & Syron LLP have been working closely
with mid-market leaders to help create agility, enhance resilience and drive intelligent
strategies. What we have noticed most is the passion, determination and innovation of Canada’s
mid-market companies. More than anything, it is that entrepreneurial culture and leadership
vision that is driving the success of these companies.
www.houserhenry.com
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TODAY AND TOMORROW: The status quo evolves
Deep uncertainty still remains. But as the future gradually becomes clearer,
Canada’s mid-market leaders continue to evolve their operations, strategies and
long-term plans. Many are finding significant opportunities to create new value
for their organisations. For example, leaders are building value through partners,
customers and their employee relationships.

Predicting the new
normal

Driving operational
efficiency

Given the near-term and
mid-term uncertainties in
consumer and financial markets,
it is not surprising that most
mid-market leaders are facing
significant challenges in their
forecasting and long-term
planning. Many are trying to
understand which COVID-inspired
changes are temporary and which
are indelible. They are looking
to their advisors, government
sources and – increasingly –
business networks to improve
their understanding of how
they will create value in the
new normal.

Technology was a consistent
theme in our discussions with
mid-market leaders. From new
Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP) systems and billing systems
through to technologies to
automate the factory floor and the
call centre, mid-market leaders
are now investing into a range of
technologies and processes. These
investments will drive operational
efficiency, enhance productivity and
reduce costs. Having virtualised as
many roles as possible, many are
also rethinking their operational
processes to find opportunities for
long-term improvement.

Keeping employees engaged
With employees, customers and partners still largely physically distanced, mid-market
leaders are shifting their focus towards keeping employees engaged, motivated and
productive in their new or adapted work environments. For some, it’s about keeping
the culture alive through a plexiglass barrier; for others, the barrier is more digital.
Our interviewees discussed a wide range of activities focused on employee engagement,
from ongoing Zoom coffee breaks through to physical interactions and incentives for
on-site employees. Many have set up regular group discussions to ensure
employees have a network of support.

Technology was a consistent theme in our
discussions with mid-market leaders.
www.houserhenry.com
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Adjusting the business and operating models
Based on intelligence and sound advice, many mid-market leaders
are recognising that their markets have changed forever. In response,
they are taking steps to adapt their business and operating models.
Some are making acquisitions – at least two interviewees were in the
middle of an acquisition when we spoke. Others are looking at ‘market
adjacencies’ where they can use their capabilities to create new revenue
streams. A handful said they were now in the process of ‘completely
reinventing’ themselves.

Exploring new channels and customer interactions
It is widely thought that the pandemic accelerated digital adoption by
years. That has led most mid-market leaders to rethink the channels
they use to interact with their stakeholders – customers, suppliers,
advisors and employees (amongst others). We heard many leaders
talk about ‘doubling down’ on their investments into virtual sales
pitches and marketing. While some clearly expect that the opening
of borders will revive some face-to-face activities, it is also clear that
digital will remain a key part of the customer and partner interaction.

For some, it’s about keeping the culture alive through a plexiglass barrier;
for others, the barrier is more digital.

O

ur current work with Canada’s mid-market leaders suggests that most organisations are
now gearing up for growth. At Houser Henry & Syron LLP, we have been helping shift
their thinking from reactive to proactive, leveraging our intelligence and network to help clients
prepare to drive sustainable growth in the face of ongoing uncertainty.
www.houserhenry.com
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE: Emerging into the new normal
Canada’s mid-market leaders have big plans for the future. With only one or two
exceptions, nobody expects business to return to the ‘normal’ of 2019. Most are
therefore starting to plan major changes to emerge stronger into the new reality.

Shifting to growth
All the leaders we interviewed see 2021 as a year of
growth. For those hard-hit by the health crisis, the uptake
of vaccines suggests a return of foot-traffic later this year
– many expect more rapid growth as consumers release
their pent-up demand for activities, experiences and
services they were unable to access during the pandemic.
Those who reduced their product range during the
supply crisis are starting to expand their offerings again.
Restaurants, tourism and hotel businesses and personal
services organisations are preparing their facilities for a
pent-up demand by customers.

Institutionalising the best bits
The forced virtualisation of some business processes
and activities has unlocked unexpected opportunities
for operational efficiency, enhanced productivity and
improved customer experiences. The leading mid-market
organisations are keen to ensure that those benefits are
not lost when the business returns to ‘normal’. Many
leaders we interviewed noted that they were trying to
institutionalise new ways of working and new processes
to sustain them over the long-term.

Restaurants, tourism and hotel businesses and personal services organisations
are preparing their facilities for a pent-up demand by customers.

www.houserhenry.com
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Growing suppliers into partners
Having had their supply chain relationships tested over the past year, many midmarket leaders suggest they are now looking to develop closer relationships with
suppliers and vendors, particularly those that remained loyal during the crisis.
We are seeing mid-market firms start to build more collaborative relationships up
and down the supply chain, allowing them to better manage demand, inventory
and assets as the market evolves.

Integrating the channels
Mid-market firms are looking to establish an ‘omni-channel’ approach to customer
interactions, creating more seamless collaboration between customers, sales,
customer service and marketing. Many suggest they will be focusing their spend
on building their social media presence (even some B2B businesses noted the
importance of social). Those with large sales forces in the field are exploring how
to best integrate virtual activities with in-person once travel returns.

Rethinking the ‘office’
Most mid-market organisations agreed that some staff will likely never return to
the office. Others are planning for hybrid models (some where employees choose
their own in-office workdays). That has led many leaders to start to plan for their
office requirements in the future. Leases are coming under scrutiny and work
contracts are being revised. The ongoing priority will be to keep employees safe and
healthy. The leaders are thinking critically about what that means in the long-term.

O

ur recent work with many of Canada’s mid-market leaders indicates that a majority are
now starting to gear up for near-term growth. But they recognise their organisation has
fundamentally changed and that they will need to reassess their business and operating models
if they hope to grow without adding unnecessary costs and risks.

www.houserhenry.com
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At Houser Henry & Syron, our entire focus is 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.
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
at (416) 860-8021 or Lisa Hegedus at (416) 860-8032.
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,
reorganisations, shareholders disputes and agreements, commercial agreements, employment
issues and financing. We also pride ourselves on practising in Plain English.
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