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OVERCOMING CONSTRAINTS AND
SEIZING OPPORTUNITIES: Mid-Market
CEOs speak
Canada’s mid-market companies remain
the engine of Canada’s economy. Yet the
environment for mid-market businesses has
become increasingly complex and uncertain.
Facing significant new market constraints
and challenges, a number of Canadian midmarket firms are finding opportunities to
build resilience, explore new opportunities
and grow their business. This report explains
how they are doing it.
As the health crisis recedes, an economic
crisis has emerged – fueled by supply
constraints, rising inflation and economic
turbulence. Canada’s mid-market CEOs
are coping with the instability. In fact, this
year’s survey of Canadian mid-market
CEOs suggests the balance sheet is only
one way to measure success. More often,
CEOs and leaders are focusing on the less
tangible considerations and opportunities
– the recruitment and retention of talent,
the formalization of new workplace norms,
the re-establishment of corporate culture,
and the enhancement of the employee
experience, to name a few.

Employees are leaving
current positions for
inflated salaries. In some
cases 60% higher.

60%
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PIVOT TO
PERFORMANCE:
Managing uncertainty
Once again, our
annual Mid-Market
CEO Survey included
a large cross-section
of mid-market
CEOs, Founders and
Executives across
virtually every
business sector and
in city centers from
several provinces.
This report provides
a synopsis of their
responses including
comments on pivoting
business models,
supply and demand,
inflation, and
technology. However,
the main focus of this
report is on the fight
for talent, and the
Future of Work.
At Houser Henry
& Syron LLP, our
focus is on helping
mid-market
companies manage
and overcome
their constraints
while seizing the
opportunities
in this complex
and uncertain
marketplace. We
hope this report
provides some
insights to help
you navigate the
big issues over the
coming year.

Canada’s mid-market CEOs and leaders note a
range of complexities and challenges affecting
their business today and threatening their futures.
But our survey suggests most have found ways to
pivot their businesses to take advantage of new
growth opportunities.

Growth despite uncertainty
Canadian mid-market businesses worked hard
to pivot their models to adjust to the ongoing
uncertainty of COVID last year. And their
resilience and flexibility seem to have paid off.
The vast majority of the leaders we interviewed
indicated that sales and revenues had increased
in the last fiscal year.
Leaders also noted however, that they have
struggled with significant supply chain and
logistics challenges. Most respondents from
non-service industry sectors noted challenges
finding stock and – when stock was available –
paying up to 20 times previous years’ costs for
transportation.
In most cases, our interviewees note they have
adjusted their inventory and stock levels to both
manage costs and secure supply, and that they
are looking at finding alternative suppliers with
more consistent service in closer markets.

All industries are faced with the
challenge of rising costs, supply chain
shortages and most importantly
staffing.
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Managing inflation

Embracing technology

Inflation is riding at its highest level in
decades. The Bank of Canada has made
it very clear that interest rates are going
to rise. That is putting pressure on many
Canadian mid-market businesses in
different ways.

Zoom and Teams won ‘employee of the
year’ in 2020 and 2021. This year, we
are seeing mid-market companies start
to institutionalize these technologies
and that is leading to wider adoption of
technology across the enterprise.

Many worry about the impact of rising
interest rates on borrowing costs,
particularly those that took on new
debt to sustain their businesses through
the pandemic. Higher interest rates are
also causing concern for those reliant
on consumer spending – real estate
and home improvement companies, for
example. Most simply recognize that
rising inflation and rising interest rates
mean higher business costs and are
considering how they will manage the
impact on margins.

A number of respondents talked about
investments into systems designed to
connect employees to key business
processes such as CRM systems and
the adoption of digital signatures and
digital work orders. Many said they were
now making better use of the features
included in existing tools like Teams and
Zoom to drive productivity.

Inflation and interest rates are largely
external risks – there is little an
individual company can do to change the
dynamics of these trends. However, a
number did note they were strategically
planning for continued uncertainty on
price and rates in the future.

Interestingly, the adoption of technology
was not limited to ‘hybrid’ office spaces
and workflows. Even those who report
a complete return to the office postCOVID suggest increased focus on
technology, particularly to help ensure
future business continuity and to help
address data security concerns.

Hybrid models
are not going
away. Employers
are working on
developing the
model to benefit
their company.
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Dealing with talent constraints
As markets across Canada started to reopen,
there was an increased competition for talent.
In the next section, we explore some of the
big implications of this fight for talent for
mid-market businesses. However, at a high
level, our survey clearly indicated that many
companies needed to curtail their growth plans
due to insufficient staffing levels and gaps in
talent or capabilities.
We heard from restauranteurs and events
companies which had to turn down business
because of talent gaps. We talked to hotel
and spa owners who lost talent due to
employees moving back home overseas and
were now struggling to find highly-skilled staff.
Manufacturers worried they might not be able
to replace now-retiring workers.
Many respondents noted that it would require
significant changes to government policy,
particularly around immigration, to alleviate
the long-term talent shortage. As a result,
they tend to anticipate this will be an ongoing
challenge to their business and growth over
the coming years.

If Canada’s mid-market companies have
demonstrated resilience in the face of
uncertainty, much of the credit belongs to
the leaders that led their companies through
challenging times. The CEOs and executives
at the most successful companies were those

We have engaged experts to
coach on mindfulness and
to focus on managing the
culture and employee needs.

that took a very personal role in leading their
organizations – not just strategically and
financially, but also culturally.
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THE FIGHT FOR TALENT: The challenge of hiring
and retaining

Talent constraints are depressing growth
and many mid-market CEOs are deeply
concerned about their ability to attract
and retain the talent they need not only
to grow but – in many cases –simply to
replace those workers now retiring. The
leading CEOs are taking a broad view of
the challenge.

The Great Realization

Leaders are looking to
reduce floor space due to
hybrid models. Offices will
be used for collaborative,
activity based meetings.
Focused work will be done
in the home.

Being locked down for a few years certainly
gave people time to think about life. That has
triggered a ‘Great Realization’ around individual
quality of life. Indeed, more than one business
owner admitted they had recently decided to
speed up their exit from the business due to new
life goals.
This has translated into two big trends noted by
our respondents: first, many senior employees are
moving their retirement plans forward, creating
a gap in experience and leadership; secondly, new
employees now expect much more than just a
paycheck from their employers, forcing mid-market
businesses to rethink their employee experience.
With experienced staff leaving and few loyal
employees ready to inherit their knowledge, many
mid-market business leaders are rightly worried
about succession planning. However, many also
admit that their skills transfer
processes and practices are not
where they need them to be,
suggesting succession planning
requires more than just an ‘heir
designate’ and a timeline.
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Competing on salary – or not
With talent gaps now impacting growth
targets and plans, companies across
Canada (and around the world) are
using money as a solution. Salaries in
some capability groups and geographies
are rising quickly. That is creating big
challenges for Canadian mid-market
businesses as they battle against deeppocketed corporations to romance
new talent.

One interviewee noted that the going
salary for a payroll manager in their
market had more than doubled from

$70,000 per year to upwards of
$170,000. As she pointed out, this is
not only unsustainable from a business
perspective, it also creates conflict within
the organization as seasoned employees
start to see new recruits hired at
multiples of their current salary.

Overall, our respondents seem to
believe that the current salary inflation
is widely unsustainable and that –
eventually – salaries will start to reset
to market norms. Most are avoiding this
competition wherever possible.

Attracting the right talent
As many respondents noted, high
salaries don’t necessarily guarantee
loyalty or longevity. That is why many of
the leaders we interviewed are competing
for talent based on the strength of their
culture, purpose and reputation. Perks
and workplaces are also becoming key
differentiators for some (see the next
section for more on this).
Canadian mid-market businesses
employ a variety of – often grassroots –
approaches to attracting and recruiting
new talent. Some told us they had
hired agencies or search companies.
However, most reported being much
more network-focused – pumping
their business and social networks for
contacts and building relationships
within the industry to find new talent.
Interestingly, those reliant on foreign
workers for part of their labor pool
voiced particular concern. Many of their
foreign workers returned to their home
countries during the pandemic and
finding replacements from overseas has
become increasingly complex.

Employees do not want an
interruption to the work/life
balance they have achieved
over COVID.
www.houserhenry.com
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Growing your people
Canadian mid-market business leaders seem keen to help their
employees grow and take on increased responsibilities. In part, this
is being driven by concerns about succession planning. But many
also noted a desire to upskill the workforce and modernize the
capabilities of the organization.

However, few are investing the time, resources or money required
to achieve their goals. A number talked about their employee
development allocations (often set at around

5% of salary). Many

recognise the importance of on-the-job training, mentoring and
job-shadowing. Some said they would fund employee development
when the opportunity seemed right.

There were also a number of organizations that had no plans for
employee development. Those in the restaurant industry, for
example, have little need to ‘upskill’ their employees. Nor do some
manufacturing operations. For these organizations, being open and
transparent about the lack of upward mobility in the role has been
key to building transparency and retaining talent.

People had time to evaluate their future and
what was important. Some needed a career
shift, while others wanted to work from home
permanently or not at all.
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Keeping employees
Every executive we interviewed admitted they
had lost some employees over the course of
the pandemic. In some cases, the losses proved
beneficial – many noted that those leaving were
often the least-engaged employees. Others
found that those vacant positions could be
redistributed within the existing team, thereby
reducing headcount overall.
Retention is a big problem for our interviewees,
however. In part, the focus is on keeping the
senior employees with long tenures (and
lived experience) in the businesses. But many
also noted challenges in retaining young new
recruits (many complained that the new cohort
of employees seem unable to engage in one
position for any significant time).
More often than not, the secret to success has
been found in the culture. Those leaders who
say they maintain ‘open door’ policies, focus
on transparency, reward and recognize their
employees, and focus on employee experience
say they face fewer challenges retaining skilled
workers.

Today’s generation does not
have the same work ethic as past
generations. Young employees
chase the money, while those
who are established appreciate
loyalty and longevity.

As our interviewees rightly noted, the
talent and skills gap does not look likely to
measurably close any time soon. Many of the
CEOs we interviewed seem to be starting to
think differently about their talent strategy,
both as a way to drive their succession plans
and as a channel through which to grow and
expand their business.
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WORKPLACE
The response to the pandemic forced many Canadian mid-market
companies to rethink rapidly the shape and construct of their workforce
and their workplace. Today’s debates largely focus on whether or not
employees will return to the office and – if not – what leaders must do in
order to retain the culture and employee engagement.

Virtual, physical or hybrid?
The jury remains split. Some Canadian mid-market leaders are so
committed to hybrid working that they have moved hundreds of
kilometers away from the office. Others say they brought employees
back into the office as quickly as possible (if they ever left). The big
question of whether Canadian businesses will return to the office or go
hybrid remains unanswered.
Obviously, much depends on a company’s industry sector. Our
respondents from hospitality, manufacturing, restaurants and event
planning, for example, were adamant that their business requires all
employees in the office on workdays. Those in the banking industry,
professional services and entertainment, on the other hand, are
currently trialing new hybrid models.
According to most respondents, employee concerns about returning to
the office have shifted from health concerns to those related to worklife balance. Having worked virtually for more than two years now,
some employees seem reluctant to go back to the daily commute and
the rigidity of a 9-to-5 workplace.

Creating a culture of trust
and understanding is key
in today’s competitive
employment environment.
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Cultivating the culture
Not surprisingly, our respondents are putting
significant weight on their culture as they seek
to recruit and retain their talent and grow their
business. As mid-market organizations, most
remain under the control of their founders – a
strong catalyst to forming a business culture.
And many suggest their ‘second family’ culture
is what bound their employees together during
the pandemic.
Maintaining culture in a virtual or hybrid
environment is challenging. Indeed, many of our
respondents noted that their biggest motivation
for bringing their teams back into the office has
been their concerns about waning office culture.
A number note that their new recruits – those
hired during the pandemic – are struggling to fit
into the corporate culture.
Transparency has emerged as a powerful tool
for reinforcing corporate culture amongst
mid-market Canadian firms. Many noted
extraordinary measures to remain transparent
– from allowing employees to sit in on decisionmaking meetings through to sharing the sales
and revenue forecasts across the organization.
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Formalizing work-life balance
With legislators and rights groups now increasingly focused on preserving an
individual’s ‘Right to Disconnect’, many Canadian mid-market companies are now
starting to formalize their policies and culture around their employees availability
outside of the office.
Some of our respondents wryly noted that, for some functions (like on-call service
techs), the policy simply states there is NO right to disconnect. But for most others
and most positions, our respondents largely seem engaged in the debate. Generally
speaking, those who say they are moving to hybrid models are often more evolved in
their thinking on this topic than those with large in-place employee groups.
Articulating a Right to Disconnect is seen as being central to setting a framework
for work-life balance in many firms. That can be key to not only retaining employees
who are now returning to the office, but also in recruiting new talent who are often
suspicious of employers work-life balance claims.

Focusing on well-being
The pandemic changed the frame of reference for employee well-being and benefits.
Many of our respondents noted that they offer ‘competitive’ benefits packages for
health and dental. Some said they offer significant RRSP-matching contributions.
A handful of employers hired a part-time or full-time health and safety manager.
However, our respondents say their focus on
employee well-being has broadened since the
pandemic. We heard from many leaders who say
they now offer mental health services (either in
person or virtually) to their employees. Most have
talked to their employees about their workplace
health and safety concerns. One has hired a
specialist solely focused on health and culture.
It is worth noting that most leaders say they take
a very personal interest in ensuring employee
moral, health and well-being. We spoke with many
leaders who conduct daily walkabouts to engage
with employees directly in their place of work.
Many also talked of feeling personally responsible
for their employees’ well-being.

www.houserhenry.com
11

BALANCING PEOPLE AND PROFITS
What happens when business objectives don’t line up with employee expectations or
demands? For the most part, our respondents would prefer to adjust business objectives
rather than risk their employees’ health or erode their working culture.
As one respondent noted, this is the first time in her career where the employee comes
before the customer. More often, respondents simply voiced their view that ‘our employees
are our business’, suggesting that retaining talent in today’s marketplace came at a necessary
price. However, there are limitations – few seem keen to relent on employee demands for
higher salaries, for example.
Ultimately, our respondents seem to believe that the balance between business objectives
and employee experience will continue to shift and change over the next year. Most say they
remain flexible and engaged on the issue in order to carefully manage it.
We heard from a lot of executives and CEOs interested in understanding how other mid-market
companies are dealing with similar challenges and complexities. As a trusted advisor to CEOs and
decision-makers at many of Canada’s top mid-market companies, we have a unique view on the
issues facing the market – and we can explain the legal implications to you in plain English.
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
Houser Henry & Syron LLP provides legal services to Canadian and foreign private businesses, helping
them deal with complex legal challenges to grow and to manage risk successfully. Our growth and
success has been achieved by providing our clients with superior legal representation and unparalleled
service. Achieving results and client-centric service is part of our DNA. We help clients with mergers
and acquisitions, commercial real estate, reorganisations, shareholders disputes and agreements,
commercial agreements, employment issues and financing. We also pride ourselves on practicing in
Plain English.
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