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Abstract
Immigrants and small and medium-sized enterprises are critical to the Canadian and provincial economies and 
communities today, and will continue to be well into our future. This research examines how agencies support 
business start-ups led by immigrant entrepreneurs. The Aurora Project, established in Brandon, Manitoba, 
is one such agency assisting immigrants in the early stages of their start-up. Our qualitative approach uses 
triangulation from a literature scan and interviews with seven support agencies to compare with the Aurora 
Project. Three concepts frame the comparison in terms of process or activities over time of the business support 
agency (BSA), content or materials provided to entrepreneur clients to advance their business idea to a launch, 
and practices of the business support advisors when interacting with clients. Across all sources, while heuristic 
models with multiple stages exist, we found that the only common stage is at the beginning, when advisors meet 
with their clients. The most significant difference related to content is that the Aurora Project uses the Business 
Model Canvas to clarify the business idea with the client, whereas other agencies utilize a well-established 
basic business plan with financial aspects. Two important practices all agencies share: they ask clients for a 
commitment of time and energy to move an idea to launch; and as the business idea takes shape, it is continually 
assessed, and in cases where it is not feasible, the advisors support the client to move on. One agency with only 
immigrant clients ensures that they are aware of basic business laws and practices, local cultural customs, and 
more. Research from the literature also reports that immigrant entrepreneurs face discrimination, identifying 
another opportunity for BSAs to support their clients and be proactive in addressing this issue in their 
community.
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This report offers key insights for business support agencies (BSAs) and other stakeholders involved in supporting 
early-stage start-ups, especially new start-up ventures led by immigrant entrepreneurs. This research is timely, 
as approximately 5.8% of Canada’s immigrants turn to entrepreneurship to support themselves and their families 
within four to 10 years of their arrival (Statistics Canada, 2018). Moreover, as the federal government aims to 
grow the economy by increasing immigration over the next few years (Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada, 2020), the potential economic and social value that immigrant entrepreneurs generate is important 
(Momani, 2016). Therefore, federal and provincial governments have launched multi-faceted programs to support 
entrepreneurial immigrants and small businesses (Momani, 2016; Sim, 2015). In October 2019, one such program 
launched in Brandon, Manitoba: the Aurora Project (AP) (Laychuk, 2021).  

The Aurora Project’s mission is to “create economic prosperity by empowering newcomer entrepreneurs” (T. 
Zazalak, personal communication, January 25, 2021). The AP guides immigrant clients with a process, relevant 
business materials, and practices geared toward a launch of their business idea. Since its inception, the AP team 
has specialized in assisting permanent residents in the Brandon and Westman region (T. Zazalak, personal 
communication, March 1, 2021). There is no charge or fee for their services. The AP is government-funded.

This research examines how business support agencies like the Aurora Project assist start-up businesses, and if 
their practices can be improved. This research begins with summary of recent work that the Rural Development 
Institute assembled on the success of small businesses in small places in Canada (McNeeley, 2020). This effort and 
a literature scan helped to define key terms such as start-ups, business support agencies, and services including 
relevant processes, content, and practices, and a description of immigrant entrepreneurs in Canada. We then 
describe the research design, including processes used for data collection, the analyses, and a listing of the 
limitations of this project. 

A case study of the Aurora Project is then presented, along with the findings from advisors representing a variety 
of other business support agencies. A comparison clarifies what, if anything, is unique about the AP and what 
it has in common with the other BSAs surveyed. In closing, several recommendations are offered aimed at 
enhancing the AP’s business-advising model for immigrant entrepreneurs.

COVID-19 had a significant impact on how the Aurora Project provides its services to clients. The pandemic also 
impacted all data collection, which took place remotely during the provincial lockdowns and restrictions. Almost 
50 people were involved at some stage in this project, and no two people were in the same place at the same time. 

Introduction
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Literature Scan
Search terms for the scan of the literature used included ‘start-up’, ‘business support agencies (BSAs)’, and 
‘services’, and we clarified BSA terminology in relation to their processes, content or related materials and 
templates, and how staff interact with their clients, which this report refers to as practices. It is also vital to 
understand what is known about the immigrant entrepreneur in Canada. This scan covered materials accessed 
from the Brandon University library or online.

Start-ups
One of the earliest uses of the word ‘start-up’ occurred in the late 1970s referencing up-and-coming tech-based 
companies (Startup Commons, n.d.). Since then, this term has become popular and ubiquitous to describe any 
new venture (Robehmed, 2013a; Robehmed, 2013b). Startup Commons (n.d.), a think tank dedicated to scaling 
innovation in the field of entrepreneurship, offers a comprehensive model. It visually represents multiple 
dimensions of the start-up’s evolution (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: From idea to business and talent to organization of start-ups

Source Image: www.startupcommons.org

The trained advisors from Startup Commons use this six-stage heuristic or model to assess the strength of 
a business idea and the abilities of the entrepreneur. As the number increases from -2 to +3, the idea (on the 
margin of the top left of the diagram) over time and with significant efforts turns into a business (see margin on 
the top right). As the business grows, the talent (see margin, bottom left) will evolve into an organization (see 
margin on the bottom right). 
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A start-up business begins with Ideation (-2) which has no validation of being viable, in that the entrepreneur at 
this stage is simply developing ideas for the business, with no proof that the ideas will work.

Concepting is the next stage (-1) and is where the entrepreneur is determining the mission and vision of the 
business venture. This stage is placed at -1 on the scale as there is still no proof that the concept is valid. 

The following stage is Committing (0). This is when the entrepreneur launches the business and has the initial 
products or services in place. This stage is rated 0 because there is still no validation for the business idea, but it 
is operational. 

Next, in the Validating stage (+1), the business becomes operational and is validated with sales and investment of 
more resources into the business. 

The next two stages are growth-related. First Scaling is +2 and uses growth (e.g. revenues) as an indicator of 
increased confidence in the business idea. 

The last stage, Establishing (+3), is the highest level for a business and indicates that it is well established, with 
continued growth expected. 

Figure 1 visually represents a typical start-up cycle; however, the timing and activities might not follow linear 
or sequential stages. Nevertheless, this model makes clear there are activities that a start-up will undertake; 
and in order to advance, both the idea and the entrepreneur must grow and evolve to become a business and an 
organization. 

Business Support Agencies (BSAs)
Designed to support the creation and growth of businesses and the development of the entrepreneurs behind 
them, BSAs offer an array of services. The demand for this advice and support has increased dramatically in 
the last few decades (Łobacz et al., 2016), and so too has the number of service providers involved, along with 
their range of expertise (Dyer & Ross, 2007; Lundström et al., 2014). Representing fields such as research and 
development, accounting, law, marketing, technology, and banking, these business advisors can be certified 
professionals or self-appointed experts, operating as part of public, private, or nonprofit organizations or 
independently in the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Arshed et al., 2020; Dyer & Ross, 2007; Kutzhanova et al., 
2009; Lambrecht & Pirnay, 2005). 

A similar finding was confirmed by Hopp and Sonderegger (2014), in which they recommend the following for 
BSA advisors: 

Focusing on the progress entrepreneurs make, helping them to realize early milestones, advising them 
to increase commitment to the venture when these are met and to engage in subsequent activities—these 
might provide guidance for how to best carry out tasks and how to split time and effort among them… 
Building momentum is important when founding a new venture successfully (p. 1,092).

Dyer and Ross (2007) also comment on the failure of BSA advisors to fully explore the demand for the product 
or service early in the ideation stage. Without full financial analysis, projections will be inaccurate and can lead 
to venture failure—especially when record-keeping and financial control processes are not in place—and thus 
the entrepreneur may not be aware of financial problems until it is too late. 

Looking at publicly funded BSAs specifically, an article by Arshed, Knox, Chalmers, and Matthews (2020) 
highlights the many multi-faceted pressures that the publicly funded BSAs in the UK have to navigate, namely 
institutional demands, client demands, and intrinsic demands (p. 2). These multiple demands affect the BSAs’ 
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advice and service to start-ups and entrepreneurs. Institutional demands on the advisor can include establishing 
specific funding parameters, measuring activities, and meeting targets to create accountability (Arshed et al., 
2020, p. 9). A client may expect that the BSA has money to “give away” or the BSA advisor is there to “do the 
work for them” (Arshed et al., 2020, p. 10). An advisor’s personal and professional reasons for being involved 
with the BSA may be related to the role of advice-giving, in part because of their intrinsic motivations (e.g. 
“I want to help others”). The work that Arshed et al. have put forth identifies confounding tensions among 
institutional goals, personal motivations, and the client’s outcomes. These multiple demands affect the advice 
and services that BSAs provide to clients and start-ups because some of the demands may compete with each 
other. For example, if the BSA’s numbers were below targets, the advisor may blur the boundaries and provide 
service to a client who does not meet the funding parameters, in an effort to meet the targets. Further research 
into these demands and the tensions they create for BSAs, advisors, clients, and start-ups is beyond the scope of 
this study but could be explored in the future. 

Another form of BSA is a business incubator (BI). Within an entrepreneurial ecosystem, BIs are organizations 
that provide targeted assistance over a predetermined period to entrepreneurs at a specific stage of their venture 
(Kitts, 2010; Mian et al., 2016). Intending to help entrepreneurs launch viable businesses, BI programs are diverse 
in their services, and include services for start-ups (Busch & Barkema, 2020; Lewis et al., 2011; Mrkajic, 2017; 
Pauwels et al., 2016). BIs serve early-stage start-ups by providing “infrastructure” such as co-working spaces and 
“developing business capabilities” of the entrepreneur, whereas BIs focused on “business ventures and ideas” or 
“market research development” serve start-ups that are at a more advanced stage of development (Mrkajic, 2017, 
pp. 48-49). Much can be learned about business incubators from the emerging body of research—in particular, 
common practices that lead to BI success.

Common practices of BIs include the following: 

• A BI usually has a clear goal and mandate, which extends to their client recruitment and selection processes. 
This ensures alignment between a client and the program and services offered (Airdrie Economic 
Development, 2016; Kitts, 2010; Lewis et al., 2011). BIs often operate on a break-even basis, requiring them to 
offer limited free services and charge a fee for others.

• A BI serves both the entrepreneur and their start-up venture (Kitts, 2010; Wayland et al., 2012). Furthermore, 
responsive and flexible programming is needed to match changing needs of the entrepreneur and the 
emerging enterprise (Fukugawa, 2018; Lewis et al., 2011; Wayland et al., 2012).

• A BI should include measurable outcomes and be focused on continuous improvement (Ismail, 2020). Data 
should be collected regarding the outcomes of programs and clients (Lewis et al., 2011), as well as thorough 
regular measurement of effectiveness and impact during programming (Kitts, 2010).

• Leveraging subject-matter experts for their knowledge and know-how helps diversify the voices and insights 
for entrepreneurs in an incubator. These experts can be resources during coaching (Fukugawa, 2018), for 
external and internal networking (Busch & Barkema, 2020; Immigrant Services Association of Nova Scotia, 
2018; Lewis et al., 2011; Rubin et al., 2015), and for connecting to expertise early on and later, after their 
start-up (Ismail, 2020). This diversity of people in various roles involved in the BI creates access to people in 
the business community (Lewis et al., 2011), while simultaneously providing a range of support services and 
opportunities for start-up entrepreneurs and the experts themselves (Airdrie Economic Development, 2016).

This research focuses on publicly funded BSAs, leaving incubators to a future study effort.
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Business Advising Process

Startup Commons joins others in examining business advising (Arshed et al., 2020; Dyer & Ross, 2007; Hopp 
& Sonderegger, 2014; Kutzhanova et al., 2009; Łobacz et al., 2016; Lundström et al., 2014). This type of research 
typically showcases multiple stages in advising a start-up, from  assessing the client and the business idea, to 
determining next steps, to exploring the provision of additional supports. While these stages are presented 
sequentially, they are not mutually exclusive and instead likely overlap. Yet they all expect entrepreneurs to grow 
in knowledge and abilities as the business idea develops, so these stages may be revisited multiple times, over 
time during the business-advising relationship.

Assessing the Client

A particular interest of the BSAs is assessing the client’s level of skill early in the process and identifying start-up 
activities that the client has attempted, that are in progress, or that may be completed. 

Kutzhanova et al.’s (2009) research brings attention to skill-building development for entrepreneurs, specific to 
a rural BSA in the central Appalachian region of the USA. This study recommended that BSAs should “assess 
the current skill level unique to each client so that coaching can be tailored to their needs, which evolve as they 
move from idea to start-up” (p. 208). 

The Canadian study conducted by Diochon, Menzies, and Gasse (2005) surveyed 151 nascent entrepreneurs over 
two years. The authors examined the outcomes and individual influences on new-business continuity. They 
found “there was no evidence to indicate that [entrepreneurial] efforts were discontinued because of deficiencies 
in business or technical skill or abilities. Indeed, those who continued their efforts and those who did not have 
remarkably similar profiles” (p. 70). Though the authors admit their findings are preliminary and more research 
needs to be done to better understand the implications (p. 71), they stress that an entrepreneur’s skill, knowledge, 
education, and experience do not indicate entrepreneurial potential or serve to forecast a new venture’s success.

Many personal characteristics have been advanced for an individual’s success as an entrepreneur; and though 
the research is mixed, some themes have emerged. The work of Diochon et al. (2005) identifies two personal 
predispositions associated with engagement in the entrepreneurial process, namely decision-making style and 
goal orientation. A recent study by Hatt (2019) uses thematic coding and a Delphi-style survey process to identify 
five threshold concepts that could be distinctive to entrepreneurship: focus, self-efficacy, risk, opportunity, and 
impact. Research based on various samples of American, Chinese, and Singaporean entrepreneurs singles out 
other characteristics of successful entrepreneurship, including persistence and passion (Baum & Locke, 2004), a 
high tolerance for risk and ambiguity (Teoh & Foo, 1997), and a personal drive for success (Lee & Tsang, 2001). 
These characteristics are likely the ones that also lead nascent entrepreneurs to research agencies and resources 
that can support them during the start-up phase; in other words, they can bring new entrepreneurs to the doors 
of BSAs.

Decisions are a part of planning, and planning is essential to new-venture success. In Lussier’s 1996 study of 
the retail industry, using a discriminant analysis allowed him to accurately predict, up to 80% of the time, the 
success or failure of 48 firms surveyed in the US. He identified success factors including record keeping, financial 
control, and planning, all correlated. Carter et al. (1996) caution that if entrepreneurs take longer than a year in 
the planning stage, they are not likely to move forward with their business idea. This suggests the need to impart 
a sense of urgency to entrepreneurs in order to propel them into making decisions and implementing them. 
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Assessing a client’s skills, knowledge, education, experience, and characteristics should be tempered by the 
Kruger-Dunning effect. Their research (Kruger & Dunning, 1999) found that an individual is ill-equipped 
to accurately self-assess his or her skills and abilities. This suggests that information about the entrepreneur 
collected by the BSA is simply about getting to know them and such information is neither diagnostic nor 
predictive in determining a person’s likelihood to engage in the entrepreneurial process, nor anticipating his or 
her entrepreneurial success. 

Assessing the Business Idea 

There is a growing number of ‘how-to’ books for aspiring entrepreneurs to assess their business idea (Bygrave 
et al., 2014; Cohan, 2019; Osterwalder et al., 2014; Vyge & Buckner, 2012). In large part, they emphasize making 
decisions and operationalizing a business. This aligns with the ground-breaking longitudinal study by Carter 
et al. (1996), which identified specific start-up activities undertaken by 71 nascent entrepreneurs based on two 
representative samples from the United States. These researchers conducted ‘before’ and ‘after’ interviews to 
pinpoint the precise actions undertaken by new entrepreneurs. They identified the number of actions and when 
they were attempted, in terms of being in progress or completed. As a result, they constructed three nascent 
entrepreneur profiles: started a business, gave up, and still trying. Through these profiles, Carter et al. (1996) 
found that nascent entrepreneurs who made their businesses ‘real’ by moving assertively through their start-up 
activities were more likely to generate sales and a positive cash-flow within 18 months of starting their business 
(pp. 151-152). Those that gave up showed a similar intensity in moving through the start-up activities as the 
previous group; however, in testing their business idea they determined that it would not work according to 
their expectations and they gave up (p. 152). In some ways, this reflects the notion of “fail fast to get to success” 
(Babineaux & Krumboltz, 2013). 

The third profile identified as ‘still trying’ varied dramatically from the other two. The entrepreneurs did not 
move through the start-up activities. Instead, they were stuck in a perpetual state of indecision and inactivity 
rather than testing and iterating their idea to determine success or failure (Carter et al., 1996, p. 152). 

Determining Next Steps and Pathfinding 

There is no single way to launch a start-up or become an entrepreneur (Kariv et al., 2018; LeBrasseur et al., 
2003; Liao et al., 2008). Activities in launching a start-up are never the same, since each entrepreneur and his or 
her business idea is unique. This means the BSA supports them with programs, tools, and pathways based on 
the advisors’ experience. Pathways include support to improve management skills, carry out financial analysis, 
identify financing, develop a business plan, price equipment, locate facilities, conduct market research, plan 
marketing activities, start a business organization structure, and identify regulatory and licensing issues. 

Entrepreneurs are formed, over time, by the symbiotic relationship with their business. As expressed by Morris 
(2015), “in this sense, the entrepreneur forms the venture as he or she is being formed by the venture” (p.1). 
Compounding this identity formation are external factors such as market feedback, as well as input from trusted 
sources such as BSAs. Put another way, entrepreneurial success does not result from a single fully mature leader 
who knows it all from the beginning; rather, entrepreneurial success is pursued through learning, reflection, 
failing quickly, trying again, and involving the expertise of others at strategic points along the way.
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Exploring the Provision of Additional Supports 

Over time, entrepreneurs change as their business moves toward a launch. The path is often more circular 
than linear, one that is repeated as many times as necessary. For example, during the preliminary conversations 
in the BSA/entrepreneur relationship, all discussions may revolve around one thing (e.g. licensing), and later, 
once the regulatory measures are in place, additional supports for other business aspects such as marketing 
are considered. Sections of a business plan describe key aspects of a business idea, where each requires specific 
data and decisions. The advisor introduces these aspects gradually as a way to making the development of 
the business idea manageable, since discussing all aspects of the business at one time can be cognitively and 
emotionally overwhelming (Hopp & Sonderegger, 2014). 

Additional support for the entrepreneur may involve building capacity in a particular skillset such as management 
knowledge and skills and financial analysis. For example, Dyer and Ross (2007) confirm that some small 
businesses fail because of limited management knowledge and skills. They go on to say that studies have shown 
a positive effect in business growth with entrepreneurs who seek advice from a BSA, although it is not certain if 
this is because of the advice provided, or because of the type of entrepreneur who is willing to seek advice. 

Summary of Business Advising Process

Knowing that as a business idea it evolves requires advisors and entrepreneurs to cycle back through one or 
more stages, possibly multiple times. Each time they do, they deepen their understanding of the business idea 
and build trust in their BSA/entrepreneur relationship. For example, as entrepreneurs develop new awareness 
about their skills, new paths can be explored. As new decisions are made about the business, new supports can be 
provided. 

Business Advising Content

Created by Swiss business theorist Alexander Osterwalder (Strategyzer AG), the Business Model Canvas (BMC) 
has helped millions of people worldwide to describe their business idea or concept using four questions to align 
nine essential aspects of their idea.

• What is the value (Value Proposition)?

• What is the relationship between the business and people (Customer Segment, Channels, Customer 
Relationships, and Key Partners)? 

• What does the business do (Key Activities and Key Resources)? 

• What are the financial aspects (Revenue Stream and Cost Structure)?

Others have suggested modifications or improvements to the BMC for creative work (M. Carter & Carter, 2020), 
lean start-ups (Onken & Campeau, 2016), business sustainability (Joyce & Paquin, 2016), and university campus 
management (Rytkönen & Nenonen, 2013), just to name a few. 

The BMC does have shortcomings, namely: the absence of external factors (competition, market demands), 
the lack of distinctions between several of the building blocks (Key Activities, Key Resources, Channels, and 
Customer Relationships), and the impact of the team (Human Resources) (Coes, 2014). 
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Business Advising Practices

All start-ups, by the very nature that they are starting up, are constrained to the internal resources of the 
entrepreneur; as such, the start-up is likely to benefit from a wide range of external expertise to fill the gaps in 
resources, knowledge, or skills (Hinton & Hamilton, 2013; Hurmerinta-Peltomäki & Nummela, 2004; Ramsden 
& Bennett, 2005). This leads to an exchange of information between the advisor and the entrepreneur, which 
creates both a transactional and an interpersonal relationship (Bennett & Robson, 2005).  

To foster that information exchange, BSAs use a range of practices such as advising, coaching, and training, and 
they provide information that stretches from the generic to specific (Łobacz & Głodek, 2015). This range is what 
North et al. (2011) referred to as moving from transactional to transformational. 

Business Advising

Entrepreneurs need information ‘just in time’ not ‘just in case’ and that is why the advising relationship 
between the advisor and the entrepreneur needs to be responsive and flexible. For example, in 2011, North et 
al. surveyed more than 1,200 SMEs (1 to 249 employees) in the UK and found that over 80% of advice sought 
by entrepreneurs of SMEs was related to a specific area of business, usually stemming from an operational 
problem. For example, SMEs wanted specific guidance around bookkeeping, taxation and legal advice related to 
compliance issues, sales and marketing, banking and finance, survival and growth challenges, human resources, 
information technology systems, and websites (North et al., 2011). Though that study does not pertain to start-
ups specifically, much is garnered for BSAs to center their information on practical day-to-day challenges that 
entrepreneurs face. As the entrepreneur questions and the advisor responds, this dialogue is an entry point for a 
working relationship. An effective advising process emerges when both are experts and together they co-create 
knowledge to respond to unique challenges of start-up (Łobacz et al., 2016). This relationship builds trust and 
tacit knowledge. 

Business Coaching

Even though not enough is known about business coaching—its methods or effectiveness (Audet & Couteret, 
2012; Kutzhanova et al. 2009); there are some initial findings worthy of exploration that are relevant to this 
project.  

Audet and Couteret (2012) interviewed six entrepreneurs and coaches who were engaged in a virtual Business 
Incubator, based in the Maurice region of Quebec. From observations, they identified multiple elements that 
they deem as essential to a successful advisor/entrepreneur relationship: 

• The selection/matching process between the entrepreneur and the coach

• The frequency of the meetings

• The entrepreneur’s impressions of the coach’s credibility, listening skills, empathy, and familiarity with the 
business context

• The entrepreneur’s receptivity to coaching and commitment to the relationship, including their moral 
contract and oral communication

The study by Kutzhanova et al. (2009) focused on entrepreneur skill-building through coaching in a 
BSA program located in the Appalachian region of the United States. They sampled a cross-section of 17 
entrepreneurs. Using a pre- and post-model of self-assessments and a triangulated set of in-depth interviews  
(i.e., with entrepreneurs, coaches, and managers), they concluded that “personal and peer coaching are found 
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to hold promise as effective and transformative tools that systemically enhance the entrepreneurs’ business 
capabilities” (p. 208). Mansoori et al. (2019) add that coaching fosters self-confidence and self-efficacy in the 
entrepreneur. This study also claims that coaching that encourages flexibility and openness can change an 
entrepreneur’s behavior, attitude, knowledge base, and adaptability—to benefit their entrepreneurship  
(Mansoori et al., 2019).

Business Training 

Multiple studies find the traditional one-directional teacher-to-student business training methods with books, 
brochures, consultations, and formal sessions both problematic and ineffective (De Faoite et al., 2003; Diochon 
et al., 2005; Sullivan, 2000). This is the case, in part, because of a lack of alignment between the needs of the 
entrepreneur and the perceptions of those needs by the advisor (Boter & Lundström, 2005; De Faoite et al., 2003; 
Wyckham et al., 2001). 

For the advisor, sharing important topics is foundational, but equally important is the delivery to the 
entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs prefer to learn by doing and would rather learn through experience, be it good 
or bad. Such a process is often said to be ‘lessons from the school of hard knocks’ (Dalley & Hamilton, 2000; 
Diochon et al., 2005; Dyer & Ross, 2007; Ismail, 2020; Kariv et al., 2018; Parker, 2006). “If they don’t have the 
practical things on the table in front of them, they don’t see where it is going and that will frustrate them” (Dyer 
& Ross, 2007, p. 138). Diochon et al. (2005) also found that exposing new entrepreneurs to different, real-life 
decision-making situations could provide them with greater flexibility in their attitudes and behaviours, and 
improve their effectiveness in responding to a situation later in their own business. 

Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Canada
A 2010 Industry Canada report generally defined Entrepreneurship as “a process that starts with someone—the 
entrepreneur—recognizing an opportunity to create something new” (p. 5).1 Though the term ‘immigrant 
entrepreneur’ is not formally defined, by extension it would be a person, not born in Canada, who recognizes the 
opportunity to create something new. 

To enter Canada, there is a distinct immigration group for entrepreneurial individuals, known as business class. 
However, when it comes to starting a business, “there is no discernible difference between immigrants who 
entered in the economic class (includes skilled-worker class), family class or refugee class”; immigrants from all 
classes may be entrepreneurial (Momani, 2016, p. 8). 

Additionally, based on 2016 Statistics Canada data, Green et al. (2016) found that immigrants who have been in 
Canada for a few years were more likely than their Canadian-born counterparts to own a private incorporated 
business or to be unincorporated self-employed (p. 6). The businesses that immigrants operate varied from 
“small-scale businesses on Main Street to the corporate giants on Bay Street” (Momani, 2016, p. 3) and are in 
many sectors: professional, scientific, and technical services; retail trade; accommodation and food services; 
transportation and warehousing; construction; real estate and rental and leasing; administrative and support; 
waste management and remediation services; and health care and social assistance (Green et al., 2016, pp. 6-7). 
These sectors, as Momani (2016) found, “… tend to have lower barriers to entry, including fewer regulations and 
lower start-up costs” (p. 11). For example, for 54% of unincorporated self-employed immigrants, self-employment 
is their main source of earnings (Green et al., 2016, p. 6), whereas for the other 46% of immigrants, their 
business in the unincorporated self-employment category is secondary to a paid job (Green et al., 2016, p. 6). The 

1 The Industry Canada Report went on to use the OECD definition of an entrepreneur: a person engaged in “the enterprising human 
action in pursuit of the generation of value, through the creation or expansion of economic activity, by identifying and exploiting new 
products, processes or markets” (OECD, 2015, p. 12).
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immigrants who engage in this category do so to create a job for themselves, or to enhance their main income.

In the private incorporated business category, Green et al. (2016) found that for immigrant-owned businesses, 
average firm size was smaller and the firms were younger compared to similar firms owned by Canadian-born 
entrepreneurs (p. 6). Building upon this, they determined that “80% of all immigrant business owners (in this 
category) were still owners two years afterwards … and 56% were still owners after seven years”. The enduring 
businesses had a similar record of accomplishment to their Canadian-born counterparts (Ostrovsky et al., 2018, 
p. 6). Yet, immigrant-owned businesses in the private incorporated business category exit more quickly, which 
may allow the entrepreneur to start again sooner. This was especially evident for “recent immigrants (those in 
Canada for less than 10 years) who had had higher exit rates from ownership and shorter durations than did the 
Canadian-born or longer-term immigrants” (p. 6).2  

Demographics of Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Canada

Beyond those creating a job for themselves and incorporated businesses, Green et al. (2016) found:

• Country of Origin: Immigrants from English-speaking countries and Western Europe registered the highest 
rate of business ownership and usually started businesses soon after their arrival (p. 6 and p. 20). Immigrants 
from China and India initiated business ownership sooner than those from Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin 
America (p. 6). 

• Age of Entrepreneur: Immigrants in the age group of 45 to 54 years old were most likely to be owners of 
private incorporated businesses (p. 13); immigrants who engaged in self-employment skewed slightly lower 
at age 35 (p. 18). Acquiring familiarity with business culture and experience, along with securing capital, may 
play a part in this delay in starting a business.

• Gender: About 60% of immigrant business owners were men, which is similar to the Canadian-born 
counterparts.

Leung et al. (2018) found that immigrant entrepreneurs in Canada fund their own start-ups or use family loans 
at a higher rate than their Canadian-born counterparts. An entrepreneur may avoid accessing funds from 
financial institutions for multiple reasons, but by doing so, they miss an opportunity to do a more thorough 
financial analysis early on. Without accurate financial projections, it is difficult to assess the viability of a 
business operation. Developing a financial projection allows the entrepreneur to consider all known expenses 
and potential expenses that a business might incur, as well as to examine the potential income. This can help the 
entrepreneur determine financial goals such as identifying the amount of income needed to break even or make 
a profit in a venture. A financial projection in the form of a cash-flow analysis is also essential in that it provides 
the entrepreneur with the timing of when money will potentially flow in and out of a business. The timing of 
cash inflows and outflows is as important as the projected income and expenses. These are used to gauge when a 
business might need a cash infusion to purchase inventory and when it can use profits to bolster its operations by 
purchasing additional equipment.  

When considering the work of BSAs with an immigrant population, understanding the type of business they 
want to start (unincorporated self-employed or private incorporated) and how recently they arrived, their 
country of origin, and the age of the entrepreneur and how they plan to fund their enterprise, may inform and 
ultimately drive services from BSAs. 

Challenges Facing Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Canada

2 For a comprehensive review of the success rates of small businesses in Canada, including insights related to immigrant-owned businesses, please 
refer to G. McNeeley’s Report available here: https://www.brandonu.ca/rdi/files/2020/07/Aurora-Brief-Small-Business-07.10.20-1.pdf
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Unfamiliarity with business laws and practices, as well as a lack of local cultural understanding and language 
fluency, came up repeatedly in multiple Canadian examples as challenges for immigrant entrepreneurs 
(Momani, 2016; Neville et al., 2014; Sim, 2015; Teixeira, 2001; Wayland, 2011). The problems with language 
fluency and awareness of local customs also meant that immigrants found it difficult to engage in networking 
opportunities (Sim, 2015; Wayland, 2011; Wayland et al., 2012). An inability to gain access to finances was 
pronounced (Momani, 2016; Neville et al., 2014; Sim, 2015; Teixeira, 2001; Wayland, 2011). 

Also, there were references to discrimination as a challenge in the entrepreneurship journey. In Momani’s work, 
which asked 21 successful immigrant entrepreneurs from across all sectors if they had faced discrimination in 
business because they are an immigrant, almost half agreed or strongly agreed. 

The immigrants in the Momani (2016) study reported that discrimination exists widely in communities and 
has a negative influence on the immigrant themselves and their businesses. In some cases, immigrants found 
discrimination from their suppliers, other businesses, and from customers. As others have championed, there are 
techniques, practices, and programs for spotting discrimination and equipping workers to call it out, in efforts to 
help small businesses thrive in a more equitable community (American Psychological Association, 2019). 

Summary of the Literature Scan
For this project, a literature scan draws from other experiences and studies to inform the presentation 
of what BSAs generally do to support starting a business. The reviewed literature provides details about 
processes to start a business, along with materials and practices, and about immigrants as new entrepreneurs 
starting a business. We pay particular attention to studies including business service agencies and immigrant 
entrepreneurs. There is considerable material available on starting up a business, somewhat less on BSAs, and 
limited studies on immigrant entrepreneurs. 

There is no fixed process or defined set of stages dictating how to take a business idea, test its validity, and launch 
it. Instead, what we found was that the advisors pursue a dual objective to meaningfully support their client: to 
clarify the business idea, and to assess and promote the client’s skills and knowledge in relation to their business 
idea. In many ways advisors help clients see what they do not yet know; and then resources are brought in to 
assist the clients in gaining knowledge applicable to their needs and know-how resulting from taking action.

From this literature scan we concluded that the success of a start-up is more likely when involving a BSA. The 
services, knowledge, and shared materials are geared to support and respond to the needs of the entrepreneur. 
The advantage to the start-up is greatest when there is trust and rapport between the advisor and entrepreneur. 
Advisors bring significant experience from their many different clients who have various and wide-ranging 
business ideas. Plus, advisors learn ways to incrementally support the build-out of a business idea to a launch-
ready state, all the while interacting with many types of entrepreneurial personalities. As a result, the advisor’s 
experience grows and so does his or her ability to support the needs of various clients while accessing additional 
resources through pathfinding. 

Entrepreneurs have a bias or propensity for action. This can mean they favour learning through experience, be 
it a good or bad. Entrepreneurs, regardless of how good their intentions are, will have to work with some degree 
of uncertainty surrounding the business idea as they seek support from an advisor. This emboldens both of them 
to reach a ‘go’ or ‘no-go’ decision. With the latter, the business idea is flawed, the advisor can support the client as 
he or she moves on to other ideas. 

When the client is an immigrant, the advice may well be the same as for other clients in many ways. For 
example, advisors will suggest that the entrepreneur gain additional knowledge and skills regarding topics 
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they may be unfamiliar with. Advisors also assess the development of the business idea for success and 
suggest completing the various sections of a business plan. This plan is not only for seeking funding, it is 
equally valuable in ensuring the business has prospects of succeeding. Where the advice may be unique for an 
immigrant entrepreneur is when there is insufficient awareness of the relevant laws and practices, a lack of 
local cultural understanding along with language fluency, and/or an underdeveloped sense of the local business 
community. Moreover, there is an opportunity for the advisor to support their immigrant client as they face 
with strategies on how to address it. 

In short, this scan suggests that the BSA advisor with previous experience contributes to the client’s start-up. 
Advisors also can contribute to acclimatizing an immigrant entrepreneur by boosting familiarity with the local 
customs and regulations. 
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Research Design & Methods
The primary research question is: 

- How do business support agencies (BSAs) support immigrants starting up a business?

Several secondary questions follow on: Are there unique business advising supports when the entrepreneur is an 
immigrant with a business idea? What BSA supports could change in terms of process, content and/or practice? 

Research Design
Based in qualitative methods, a comparative case study draws on data triangulation from a literature scan, 
the existing Aurora Project (AP) approach, and from existing business support agencies (BSAs). This section 
explains our sampling and data collection, presents the subsequent analysis, and identifies limitations of this 
research. 

The Aurora Project forms a base case that is compared with the literature scan and data from other business 
support agencies. With multiple information sources, an analysis using triangulation informs recommended 
improvements. 

Three themes emerged to aid in organizing the data and findings, namely process, content, and practices. 
Process means activities over time, often described as stages or turning points. Content refers to materials 
used by or introduced by the BSA to aid in clarifying or better understanding a challenge and finding a suitable 
response when the advisor is interacting with the immigrant client. Such materials can include workbooks on 
specific topics, a template for a business plan, or content for the various sections of the Business Model Canvas. 
Table 1 details data collection, methods, and categories of data.
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Table 1: Research method details of the purpose and data collection*

Purpose of  
Data Collection Qualitative Method Data Categories &  

Data Collection
The Aurora Project Model

Understand the Aurora 
Project model for 
supporting business 
start-ups by immigrant 
entrepreneurs 

(The Base Case)

Purposeful sample Process: Website 

Thematic analysis Content: Onboarding from nine 
learning module workbooks, 
Business Model Canvas

Observation of coaching 
client 
Thematic analysis

Practice: 16 coaching meetings 
with four clients, totaling over 
10 hours of video

Purposeful sampling 
Thematic analysis

In-depth semi-structured 
interview with the Director of 
the Aurora Project

Other business service 
agencies 
See what other Business 
Service Agencies (BSA) 
do in supporting start-up 
businesses

Purposeful sampling for 
BSAs operating in the 
region and semi-structured 
interviews  
Thematic analysis

Six Manitoba BSAs;  
One BSA supporting only 
immigrant entrepreneurs; 
Data collected in relation to 
process, content, and practice

Literature scan about 
support start-ups 
Business supports from a 
literature scan

Thematic analysis Organized by business support 
processes, content, and 
practices

*Before data collection, this research was approved by Brandon University’s Ethics Review Committee.

Data Collection

As noted in Table 1, data are collected for two purposes. First, we aim to better understand the Aurora Project’s 
business support approach in terms of processes (activities over time), materials, and content for the client, and 
to detail practices of the Aurora Project (AP) when interacting with the client. Second, we want to learn what 
other BSAs offer in terms of supporting business start-ups. Primarily, the data collection draws from a literature 
scan of recent articles, books, and online sources, all within the last five years, though a few date back 20 years. 
The key search words include: ‘business advising services’, ‘early-stage start-ups’, and ‘immigrant entrepreneurs’. 

Key informants were identified through a web search of services and programs that support clients engaged 
in early-stage start-ups in Manitoba. The selection of advisors was based on their job title (e.g. senior advisor, 
founder, coach). In the absence of a staff directory, general contact information was used. The invitation to 
participate was sent via email, along with the interview questions (Appendix A). Of those who were identified, 
we first connected with organizations that do this work in Manitoba, and then, based on the recommendation of 
the AP Director, we connected with BSAs outside Manitoba, because they too serve immigrant entrepreneurs. 

Seven advisors from different BSAs agreed to be part of this study, and all interact with entrepreneurial 
immigrants. Six BSAs operate in the same region as the AP, and one is outside Manitoba but within Canada; the 
latter was included because it serves immigrants exclusively. All provide their services for free. 
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Data Analysis 

Three phases characterize the data analyses (Table 2). The first phase uses thematic analysis to describe the 
Aurora business program based on purposeful sampling of its website, thematic analysis, and a semi-structured 
interview with the director of the AP. Also based on thematic analysis are data about other BSAs and their 
services/programs by drawing on the interview data. Thematic analysis examines data from the literature scan 
about business services. The second phase compares similarities and differences using the Aurora Program as a 
base case in relation to the other BSAs and what emerged from the literature scan. The third phase results from 
a synthesis of the comparisons, expressed as recommendations to enhance the AP approach.

Table 2: Overview of the data analysis sequence incorporating multiple data sources

Data Analysis Sequence The Aurora Project Other Businesses BSA Literature Scan
1. Triangulation of 

multiple data sources
Thematic analysis Thematic analysis Thematic analysis

2. Comparative 
analyses

Base Case Compare to  
Base Case

Compare to  
Base Case

3. Synthesis Synthesis to improve the Aurora Project’s Model.  
Expressed as recommendations.

Study Limitations 

The most significant limitation pertains to the data, namely the limited sample of only seven BSAs and a scan of 
literature (which was not a comprehensive review). In addition, there are only four records of clients in coaching 
sessions. All three limit findings to address the Aurora Project, and this shortcoming does not enable us to 
generalize our findings to all BSAs. Equally important, while immigrants are recipients of business service, they 
are not examined in this research in any particular way. While each immigrant client is unique, this research 
treats them as a group.

Looking longer term, a common end-goal of business support agencies is to positively affect economic prosperity 
of both the client and the region. This research project did not examine economic impact of advising start-
ups, as it was beyond the scope. Furthermore, this research is not an evaluation of the Aurora Project business 
advising program in terms of its success or effectiveness. Finally, and equally important, this research did not 
engage immigrant entrepreneurs outside their interactions with Aurora staff during recorded meetings. We 
had access to limited hours of recorded meetings, and this data pertained to only four clients. Further research 
with immigrant clients about services they need from a business service agency like the Aurora Project would 
be important to ensure that any revisions result in an enhanced relationship and a more effective service toward 
launching a start-up.
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Research Findings
The findings are grouped initially into three sets beginning with the Aurora Project, followed by findings for 
the interview with BSAs, and finally a comparison of the AP with the other BSAs while drawing from the above 
literature scan.

The Aurora Project Base Case
The findings of the Aurora Project (AP) include an overview and their results to date on supporting start-ups 
by immigrants. This is followed by findings of the AP processes, content, and practices used to achieve their 
results. The data are based on a web search and an in-depth interview with the Aurora Project Director, Trenton 
Zazalak, along with further personal communications. Also, observations were analyzed from 10 hours of 
recorded coaching meetings between clients of four entrepreneurs and the AP staff team. 

Overview of the Aurora Project

Started in 2019, the Aurora Project’s objective is to guide immigrants through the early stages of their business 
start-up using an appraisal process, coupled with learning modules and a coaching practice with an ultimate 
goal of “creating economic prosperity in Southwest Manitoba’’ (Zazalak, T., interview). To date, the AP team has 
interacted with more than 150 permanent residents. 

As of March 1, 2021, the Aurora Project has been part of 17 business launches3 (Table 3). At this time, 15 other 
businesses are ‘in development’ or pre-launch. Of the 17, all businesses are owner/operator, sole proprietorships, 
and 100% self-funded. Though three were operating from commercial spaces, the others operate from their 
homes. About 14 of 17 (82%) of the immigrant entrepreneurs do not have previous experience starting a 
business, and the other three of 17 brought “some experience” because they ran a business before they came 
to Canada. Of the 17, two clients considered themselves equipped with “a decent amount” of start-up capital, 
and one client applied for financing, through Futurepreneur4 with Aurora’s support (T. Zazalak, personal 
communication, March 1, 2021).

Self-financing or bootstrapping their business is common among entrepreneurs and can be more pronounced 
among immigrants since many financial programs are not available to them due to a lack of credit history in 
Canada or lack of substantial collateral to underwrite a loan (Momani, 2016; Neville et al., 2014; Sim, 2015; 
Teixeira, 2001; Wayland, 2011). Equally important, many cultures are debt-adverse; they are accustomed to 
living within their incomes, and debt is perceived as a negative.

3 A launch is defined by the client getting a business registration number.
4 Futurepreneur, a non-profit, provides aspiring business owners, ages 18-39, with financing, mentoring, and 

coaching. See: https://www.futurpreneur.ca/en/about/
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Table 3:  Businesses started with Aurora Project assistance

Business Name – alphabetically Product or Service
Alif Photography Service – Photo and Video Production
Boreal Canadian Immigration Service – Immigration Advising
Cherish Creations Product – Fashions & Service – Alterations
Dottie & Grace Product – Baby go-bags, sold online
Handmade Leather Product – Handmade Leather products
Intritech Service – Digital Marketing
Khan Foods Service – Food and Beverage
Mobile (franchise) Product – Cell phones 
Online Winnipeg Service – Delivery of products from Winnipeg
Pick-up and Delivery Service Service – Delivery in Westman
RCL Flooring Installation Company Service – Floor Installation
Send-us Cleaning service Service – Cleaning 
Sew Happy Social Enterprise – Hand-sewn products
True Vine Immigration Service – Immigration Advising
Toronuco Autos Product – Used Cars
Vegos Kitchenette Service – Food and Beverage
Woman Fashion Product – Women’s Fashions

Success in the AP means “guiding newcomer businesses to optimal success”, which Trenton Zazalak (Director of 
Aurora) further clarified as either starting a new business or putting a stop to bad decisions. He went on to say: 

Our measure of success is making sure that the client is comfortable with their business idea, whether it is 
a good one or a bad one. We lay out the pros and cons, and [look at] the chances of your business success/
viability. (Zazalak, T., interview).

Helping an immigrant entrepreneur become comfortable with his or her business idea is central to the aims of 
the AP; therefore, for the AP team to be effective, there needs to be a shared understanding of both the client 
and the business idea. 
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Four Stages of the Aurora Project’s Process

The AP process has four stages of activities: (1) an introduction, (2) an assessment, (3) a plan development, and 
(4) a business launch with evaluation (Table 4). 

Table 4: Aurora Project process for business development and start-up

Stage One – An introduction
•	 Meet	and	greet	with	a	member	of	our	team	to	discuss	your	ideas	and	to	begin	to	create	a	

picture of what it is you are trying to achieve

Stage Two – An Assessment
•	 Feasibility	assessment	to	determine	if	your	business	idea	will	work	in	the	current	market
•	 Determining	if	outside	resources	are	available
•	 If	your	idea	is	accepted,	we	will	provide	you	with	an	overview	of	how	we	will	work	with	you	

to develop your plan

Stage Three – Development of Plan
•	 Business	planning	and	creation	of	a	business	plan
•	 Determining	if	outside	sources	of	funding	are	available	and	which	sources	to	pursue
•	 Obtain	any	necessary	permits	or	licenses

Stage Four – A Business Launch with Evaluation
•	 Business	launch!
•	 Evaluation	and	reassessment	to	determine	if	any	changes	are	required
•	 Ongoing	assistance	and	mentor-ship	[sic]

Source:  (http://aurora-project.ca/new-business-development/)

The Aurora Project’s Content (Tools)

The content of the tools is the basis of the discussion with clients. Such conversations about the topics create 
a shared understanding between the advisor and client. Four tools are used to explore and record the clients’ 
evolving business ideas: the Client Profile, the Business Development Workbooks, the Business Model Canvas 
(BMC), and business plan from Liveplan.com. 

Client Profile

To initiate the relationship and begin the AP process, prospective clients fill out a Client Profile. By answering 
questions, clients provide demographic information about themselves, country of origin, language benchmark, 
previous business experience, and answers to four probing questions:

• What does success mean to you?

• What are you willing to sacrifice to succeed?

• What hours are you available to work on your business development? 

• Is your family supporting you in this endeavour? Y/N
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Clients assess their business knowledge as beginner, intermediate, or expert on several key business topics such 
as idea generation, customer identification, creating value, and advertising. 

Business Development Workbooks

Three business development workbooks are shared with each client. Topics include worksheets to reinforce the 
self-guided learning and reconfirm the client’s knowledge. 

The topics of the nine learning modules, within the three workbooks, include:

Workbook 1.

• Module 1: What is your business idea?

• Module 2: Getting to know your customer

• Module 3: Value proposition

Workbook 2.

• Module 4: Reaching your customer

• Module 5: Managing your customer relationships

• Module 6: Where does your money come from?

Workbook 3.

• Module 7: What are your Key Resources?

• Module 8: What are your Key Partners?

• Module 9: What are your Key Activities?

Despite the available business development workbooks, the AP team found that “it is a lot more challenging 
to get them [immigrant clients] to go through an education process” (Zazalak, T., interview). In an earlier 
(pilot) of observations of three clients, one accessed two workbooks and two clients accessed one workbook. 
None of them completed any of the worksheets. Knowing that the first several immigrant entrepreneurs shied 
away from the workbooks, the AP team pivoted “to scheduling Zoom meetings and guiding them [immigrant 
entrepreneurs] through the modules as the topics came up in conversations, rather than getting them to do it as 
homework” (Zazalak, T., interview). This change in delivery responded to the clients’ needs. No further feedback 
about the usefulness of the workbooks was gathered from clients.

Business Model Canvas (BMC) 

The BMC is a one-page template with nine sections that when completed provide an overview of the start-up 
business idea. The sections are: Value Proposition, Customer Segments, Customer Relationships and Channels, 
Key Activities, Key Resources, Key Partners, Costs and Revenues. In the interview, Mr. Zazalak claimed the 
Business Model Canvas helps clients to extrapolate the whole concept of their business idea, one piece at a time, 
while exploring alternatives and enabling quick revisions driven by new or additional ideas. Once completed, the 
BMC can be a segue to preparing a business plan. 

Based on the recorded meetings with clients, AP staff consistently referenced section of the BMC to guide their 
conversations with clients. However, none of the meetings provided evidence of the client using or completing 
the BMC worksheet on their own, nor was there any mention of what work was completed between follow-up 
meetings with the AP staff team. 
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Business Plan

With a sketch of the business idea on the BMC, AP staff suggested creating a business plan using liveplan.com. 
Based on the recorded coaching meetings, none of the clients expressed interest in developing a business plan. By 
self-financing their business, they did not see the need for one at this point. 

Summary of the Aurora Project’s Content (Tools)

The AP advisors access four content tools to drive business discussions with the clients. The tools are: the Client 
Profile, the Business Development Workbooks, the Business Model Canvas (BMC), and a specific business plan. 

Each tool requires specific and concrete information about the business idea from the client. The Client Profile is 
a self-assessment of one’s abilities. The Workbooks explain aspects then ask the client to define precisely another 
aspect of their business idea. The BMC brings the various aspects of the business together, though briefly stated, 
while a business plan adds more details, including financial considerations. 

The Aurora Project’s Practices 

The practices are where the AP approach comes alive with interactions with the client and where stages of the 
process coupled with the tools and other content are used to meet the client’s needs, all free of charge. The result 
is a dynamic and flexible set of practices involving coaching meetings, suggesting referrals to specialists, and 
online learning with webinars. With much of the AP staff time dedicated to coaching meetings, and with no 
information on referrals or webinars, these last two practices are not examined in the current paper but remain 
opportunities for further research. 

Business Coaching Meetings

Coaching meetings with AP staff and clients have three goals in each one: to assist in co-developing sections 
of the BMC, to assess the business idea, and to assess the entrepreneur. Open-ended questions and discussions 
enable an interactive dialogue, where both are adding to the evolving ideas and gaining an update on the client’s 
actions taken to date. AP staff offer suggestions and guidance to further develop the emerging business idea. 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns, these meetings were most often in person at 
the AP office. Starting in March 2020, the AP team used Zoom to host meetings with clients. Both AP staff and 
clients comment on the ease of meeting online. The coaching conversations lasted about 40 minutes and took 
place at a time most convenient to the client. These meetings also involved the AP Director and one or two staff, 
depending on the expertise needed. This meant four or five people participated in the coaching meetings. 

For this study, four coaching meetings with four different entrepreneurs were recorded on Zoom and later we 
analyzed them. All the entrepreneurs were male. Three of the entrepreneurs spoke fluent English, whereas 
one entrepreneur had a family member translate from Spanish to English. At the end of most calls, AP staff 
mentioned sending additional tools/materials to the client related to their discussion. 

In the first meeting with the client, AP staff focused on appraising the business idea as a foundation for the 
‘go’ or ‘no-go’ determination of business viability. Of the four sets of recordings we observed, there was little 
explanation of what was involved in that ‘go’ or ‘no-go’ assessment. For example, in the first interaction with a 
client who wanted to start a mobile car-washing service, the AP staff assessed viability by saying: “This process 
is designed to look at the feasibility of your idea. Right off the top, it has good feasibility…if we can put all the 
steps to get it working, all the components will fit together”. This was followed by three other coaching meetings 
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where they discussed and documented the client’s ideas for each section of the BMC. In the recorded meetings, it 
was often the case that the client talked about several BMC blocks at the same time, although the AP team tried 
to pay attention to only one or two sections of the BMC in each call.

Figure 2 is an image of the Business Model Canvas (BMC). Following that, are examples from the recorded 
meetings of clients and AP staff to help illustrate the typical conversations about completing the BMC. 

Figure 2: Business Model Canvas template divided into nine sections

Source: https://www.emergn.com/blog/business-model-canvas-lean-canvas/

Value Proposition  

While this term was not explained to the client, the AP team asked questions in an attempt to prompt him 
to describe the value that he would deliver to his proposed customer, including how he might solve customer 
problems or cater to customer needs. Questions included: 

• How different are you from others?  

• Why would someone choose you?  

• Why are you better than someone else?  

• What is it about your services that people value?

In the recorded meetings, the clients appear confused about the question or jargon. In one instance, the AP team 
member explained Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to connect people’s buying decisions with the value of a business’ 
product or service—with little success. The client in most cases remained steadfast, and simply described the 
type of customer they originally had described, along with the original idea for products or services that they 
intended to sell, repeatedly. 
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Customer Segments 

Questions included:  

• Who are your primary customers? 

• Who will be the main group of people using your business?

• Who are your other customers? 

• Who are you targeting as your customers?  

The clients’ answers described the product or service they intend to provide in their business, as well as the type 
of customer they had in mind. In one instance, a client named the type of service in their target customer idea. 
In another recording, this client named a few additional types of clients. This suggests a gap in understanding of 
these business terms by the client, which may also come about from a lack of information from the AP staff.   

Customer Relationships 

The AP team asked the following questions:

• How do you build relationships with customers? 

• How will customers learn about you?

• What are your channels?  

• How will you reach your clients with your product or service?

In response, clients identified a variety of ways that they intended to contact potential customers, although they 
hesitated with the term. For example, one client responded that he “would find customers” as a way to develop 
his channel.  

Key Activities 

Key activities include all the actions or steps that need to be taken in a business to make money. This includes 
the operations of the business as well as actions that must be carried out to produce a product or service—such as 
purchasing, completing manufacturing or product development steps, negotiating input costs, and marketing. 

The AP team asked questions to elicit responses in regard to Key Activities such as:

• Summarize your key activities. 

• Why are you including the key activities that you have? Are there other ways to approach or other key 
activities that you could include?  

• What key activities will you be undertaking?

• How are your marketing services?

After hearing the question “What key activity will you be undertaking?” one client described two of the services 
his business would be providing but did not identify activities involved in delivering these services. Another 
client, however, was able to discuss this question in great detail, which helped the client to consider the services 
he was thinking of providing in terms of which took the most time compared to which ones would bring in the 
most profit. 

All clients expressed some confusion when asked to describe their key activities. AP staff rephrased the 
questions to help clients describe their business idea in terms of the products or services they intended to sell 
and the actions they needed to take to do this. After asking “are there other key activities you could include?” 
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only one client identified additional activities he might consider. It may be that these clients are very focused on 
their initial idea and may need more prompting to consider other activities within a new business, or that the 
questions are not clear enough and need to be worded differently to improve the client’s understanding. 

Resources 

The AP Team asked the following questions:

- What is needed in your new business?

- What equipment and supplies do you have already?

- What are your priority purchases? Buying used versus new?

All clients stated general types of equipment they needed, but it was not apparent if clients or staff made a 
complete list of needed resources or a tally of the cost of these resources during this conversation. 

Key Partners 

Compared to other components of the BMC, there were relatively few questions regarding partners or 
what partners might expect from a relationship. One client misunderstood the intent of the question, but 
after prompting from the AP team, he provided an answer similar to the others. The other clients described 
partnerships with other businesses that supplied job referrals, or other businesses to gain wholesale prices for 
supplies.

Cost Structure 

While costs are critical to the BMC, three of the four clients were not asked to consider what their fixed and 
variable costs might be or to identify the cost for any inputs, wages, or rental of facilities. In the one discussion 
about cost structure, the AP team asked (at least during the recorded meetings):

• What are your main costs?

• How do you calculate fixed costs?

Revenue Stream 

The only question asked by the AP team is 

• How they might generate revenue and ideas for additional revenue streams. 

All clients described what product or service they would sell, with two stating specifics on cost per service. AP 
staff discussed how the client might generate additional revenue. The discussion was very general. For example, 
rather than asking the client to list potential costs and revenues to determine a potential profit or loss, one client 
was simply asked, “Will you be happy with the profit you’ll get?” The client then responded that he would still 
have to go over the finances more carefully to answer this. Later on, the client also expressed concern that “there 
is still some doubt because these are just assumptions”, and noted that he had not been to the market yet to test 
his assumptions. The Aurora staff then agrees that “we would have to spreadsheet it to see if the profit is how it 
looks”. 

In another brief discussion about the types of expenses that a client described, the AP team commented, “The 
amount that you are charging seems realistic, and that it can cover your expenses”. In the recorded interviews, 
clients were asked for their opinions or ideas of what costs and/or revenues might be, with no apparent 
discussion to complete a pro forma income and expense statement or cash-flow forecast based on research.  
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In only one interview, the staff asked the client to send their budget for review at the next meeting, although this 
was not discussed in the follow-up interview that was recorded.

This may speak to one of the main criticisms of the BMC model, which is that there is no business history for 
new clients to be able to judge their assumptions. This may also indicate a need for the AP team to include more 
detailed queries on projected expenses and revenues to identify where accurate estimates have been done and 
when estimates are just guesses. With a more detailed query on projected revenues and expenses, the client may 
feel more confident in the cost, revenue, and financial projections of his or her business. It is possible that the 
client and the AP staff conducted a more detailed revenue and expense list in other interactions that were not 
recorded, and not shared with this research team. 

Summary of the Aurora Project’s Practices

Practice is the coming together of the process and the content; it should be dynamic and flexible for each client, 
and yet structured enough to ensure that all parts of the process are completed. In this instance, the AP practice 
is the interaction between the AP staff and the client, and it was observed through the recorded meetings that 
were provided to the research team. 

From our observations, the AP team used the BMC to better understand the client’s business idea, but it remains 
unclear if clients became ‘more comfortable’ about their business idea because of their discussions with the AP. 
There are five reasons we reached this finding. 

1) The purpose and usefulness of the BMC was not shared with the client. A description of the BMC, how it is 
completed, how the components interact, and how it can be utilized for a new start-up were not discussed 
at any length in any of the observed interactions with clients. Therefore, it was not evident that the clients 
understood the benefit of the BMC as a tool or the process of completing it.

2) How the BMC was used was not consistent. Among all four sets of recorded interviews, AP staff asked questions to 
move the client’s idea along without a consistent order to the questions, and not every client was prompted to 
provide information or to consider answers for each component of a BMC. 

3) The terminology of the BMC was inaccessible for clients. At times, clients appeared confused by the questions, 
especially if they were not familiar with the term that referenced a component of the BMC. 

4) Clients were not encouraged to complete the BMC. Also, during all recorded meetings clients were asked questions 
about the BMC topics, but were not instructed to take notes or complete a BMC chart or template. The AP 
staff may have been completing this on behalf of the client, but this was not obvious, except in one interview 
where staff screen-shared the BMC chart that they were developing while the client meeting was taking 
place. Taking notes on behalf of the client may have been standard practice for the Aurora process, but it was 
not described in any of the interviews. 

5) The BMC was only used in the meetings. Across all the meetings, there were no discussions about how revisions 
or iterations of the BMC might occur, as the client might develop or revise their ideas in the future. This 
suggests that while clients were given the BMC tool to explore their business idea, they may not have gained 
sufficient competency to use the tool on their own.
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Discussion of Findings from the Aurora Project
The AP process, as described on its website, is a four-stage progression from initial meeting to business launch. 
However, what was gathered through recorded coaching calls, the interview with the Project Director, and the 
content tools indicates little connection between their articulated process and their content and practices. This 
next section explores the AP process, content, and practices and discusses the similarities and differences with 
the literature presented above.

The Aurora Project’s Process, Content, and Practices

In Stage One – An Introduction it was outlined: “meet and greet with a member of our team to discuss your 
ideas and to begin to create a picture of what it is you are trying to achieve”. However, this ‘meet and greet’ was 
not present in the recorded coaching conversations.  Instead, the first meeting went straight into the Business 
Model Canvas (BMC). A ‘meet and greet’ and a general exploration of the client’s business idea was not observed. 

Also absent from Stage One was any mention of the Client Intake Form. Along the same lines, the Client Intake 
Form did not factor as a part of their practice that we observed.  

The AP Client Intake Form, as it was designed, gathers important and relevant details about the knowledge, 
skills, and experiences of the client. As Kutzhanova et al.’s (2009) research points out, this information and 
self-assessment can be useful to inform the advisor’s approach and the subsequent conversations in the coaching 
calls; but its use should be limited to that purpose. This form and the information collected should not be a 
prognostic tool to gauge clients’ probability of engaging in the process, nor should it be used to forecast the 
success of their venture. 

The creation of the Client Intake Form is not referenced in the rest of the AP process stages, nor does it appear 
in any of the recorded conversations. 

As for Stage One, there appears to be a disconnect between the AP process as it was outlined and the content and 
practices that were observed in the video we received. 

Stage Two – An Assessment

The term ‘feasibility assessment’ is used, but there is no mention in the process of what is involved in 
determining that feasibility. Further to that, in the content used by the AP staff, and in what was observed in the 
practice (recorded coaching calls), there were no feasibility assessments performed, unless the Business Model 
Canvas was how that assessment was conducted. Again, that remains unclear. 

Also mentioned: “if your idea is accepted”. There was no reference to the criteria used or the requirements to 
be accepted to the AP program. Another point about ‘accepted’ that requires clarification: Does this mean the 
business idea or/and the client? Which one is accepted, or it is both? It is possible that idea vetting happened 
before the coaching conversations took place; however, that contradicts the AP process as it was outlined. 

According to the themes identified in the literature, after assessing the client, there is a natural next step to 
assessing the business idea, including understanding the decisions made thus far and how the entrepreneur 
is operationalizing his or her business (Carter et al., 1996; Lussier, 1996). It seems that the AP’s Stage Two – 
Assessment process attempted to evaluate the business idea with a feasibility assessment, a determination of 
external resources, and an acceptance into the AP program. However, what was observed in the recorded 
conversations and the content was that the feasibility assessment never took place, nor did a formal acceptance 
into the program. Access to outside resources was briefly explored, only in a general way, through the 
conversations driven by the Business Model Canvas. 
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Similar to Stage One, there seems to be an inconsistency between the AP Stage Two process as it was described 
and the content and practices that were observed. 

In Stage Three – Development Plan, the main focus is placed upon: 

• Business planning and creation of a business plan

• Determining if outside sources of funding are available and which sources to pursue

• Obtain any necessary permits or licenses

Again, parts of the AP process are echoed in the literature. For example, as noted in work put forth by Carter 
et al. (1996) and LeBrasseur, Zanibbi, and Zinger (2003), the more emphatically an entrepreneur can move from 
idea to implementation by making decisions in order to make their business ‘real’, the more likely they are to 
start that business. Therefore, obtaining necessary permits or licenses is a great example of a decision and action 
taken by the entrepreneur to make the business, symbolically and literally, ‘real’. Equally important from that 
same research is the conclusion that the longer someone stays stuck in the planning stage of the business, the less 
likely they are to know failure or success because they are in a perpetual state of planning (Carter et al., 1996). 
Therefore, it is incumbent on the BSA to support the nascent entrepreneurs with programs, tools, or resources 
to get them to move quickly and decisively through the early planning into implementation, and to help the 
entrepreneurs recognize their early successes to keep their momentum going (Hopp & Sonderegger, 2014).  

What was absent from the recorded conversation was a discussion about creating the business plan, which is 
a deviation from the AP process. As mentioned before, the recorded conversations with four entrepreneurs 
relied heavily on the Business Model Canvas to spur discussions. There was no mention of a business plan in 
the workbooks or any effort to create a business plan. It is possible that because all of these four businesses were 
self-financed, there wasn’t external pressure to create a business plan, which is why it wasn’t explored through 
the advising process. While entrepreneurs may avoid accessing funds from financial institutions for multiple 
reasons, by doing so, they miss an opportunity to do a more thorough financial analysis early on. And this reality 
aligns with what Leung et al. (2018) found when they researched the experiences of immigrant entrepreneurs 
in Canada; they often do not seek external funding because they rely more heavily on family loans, compared 
to Canadian-born entrepreneurs. Unfortunately, without an external requirement to develop a business plan, 
these detailed financial projections are not pursued, which makes determining the viability of the business more 
difficult and can ultimately lead to venture failure (Dyer & Ross, 2007). 

In general, even though in Stages Two and Three there is a reference to outside resources or funding, very 
little time in the recorded conversations was dedicated to it. In addition, during the coaching calls, there was 
no mention of financial projections or required background information or cost of inputs, cost of operations, 
potential sales revenue, break-even points, or marketing ideas. It is possible that this information was prepared 
by the client outside the advising, but forms of this type of information, documents, or spreadsheets were not 
referenced in discussions, other than in a much more general manner. 

Comparable to Stages One and Two, the AP process Stage Three as it was articulated had some merit, but based 
on the recorded conversations, the process was not followed. 

What did occur, as was observed during the recorded conversations, was an exploration into the business idea 
based on the categories of the Business Model Canvas. 

In the final stage, Stage Four – A Business Launch with Evaluation, clients were informed that the process would 
be as follows: 

• Business launch!

• Evaluation and reassessment to determine if any changes are required

• Ongoing assistance and mentor-ship [sic]
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Of all the stages of the AP process, the stated goals of Stage Four were most misaligned with what was observed 
in the recorded conversation. A major reason for this was due to the clients who participated in the recorded 
coaching calls. Two of the four had launched their businesses and had paying customers before they engaged the 
Aurora Project for advice. The third client launched his service business sometime during the four coaching calls 
with the AP staff, and the fourth client remained in the pre-launch stage even after the fourth meeting with the 
AP team. 

Even though these clients were at various stages of their start-up journey, the AP process as it was articulated 
was not followed; however, the use of the Business Model Canvas remained predominantly the same. Whether it 
was a client with an operational business, or a client with a vaguely formed idea, the AP team used the Business 
Model Canvas to conduct the four meetings. 

Summary of the Aurora Project’s Process, Content, and Practice

Table 5 demonstrates alignment between the themes from the literature scan and the AP process, as elaborated 
on their website. 

Table 5: Business Advising Themes in the Literature compared to the Aurora Project Process

Business Advising Themes in the Literature The Aurora Project Process

(1) assessing the client Stage One – An Introduction

(2) assessing the business idea Stage Two – An Assessment

(3) determining next steps Stage Three – Development Plan
(4) exploring the provision of additional 
supports

Stage Four – A Business Launch with 
Evaluation

Though in some places, the AP process lacked detail (e.g. feasibility assessment), or it did not include key parts 
of the content (the Client Intake Form, the Business Model Canvas, the Workbooks, and business plan), its 
biggest drawback was that it was not followed by the AP staff team. As noted several times, there was a lack 
of congruence between the AP process as it was outlined, and what actually transpired in the practice and the 
content that was used. 

Another significant drawback was that the stage-based, linear approach to the AP process did not account 
for the cyclical nature of the business advising process. As there is no one single way to launch a start-up or 
become an entrepreneur (Kariv et al., 2018; LeBrasseur et al., 2003; Liao et al., 2008), the path is often circular, 
as one repeats as many steps or stages as necessary, as many times as necessary. Each time the entrepreneur and 
the advisor repeat a stage, they deepen their understanding of the business idea and build trust in their BSA/
entrepreneur relationship. For example, as the entrepreneur develops new awareness about his or her skills, new 
paths can be explored. As new decisions are made about the business, new supports can be provided. 

Perhaps the most significant drawback of the AP process lies in its genesis. Although the intended client base for 
the Aurora Project was immigrants who wanted to start a business, there was no evidence to suggest that their 
four-stage process considered the uniqueness of the AP’s target client. 

Along those same lines, in the recorded meetings with clients, the AP staff frequently used technical business jargon 
and abbreviations (e.g. ‘B2B’ or ‘bootstrapping’), along with ambiguous terms or speech idioms such as “the bread and 
butter of your business”. Fontes’ book (2009) stressed the importance of accessible language when working with an 
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immigrant population to foster understanding and trust between the client and the service provider. There is a real 
opportunity when working with immigrant clients to use linguistically appropriate practices. 

Discussions of Findings from the Business Support Agencies 
(BSAs)
We conducted interviews with advisors from seven BSAs, in our efforts to explore their services that are 
designed to prepare and support their clients engaged in starting a business. The BSA advisors had considerable 
expertise in advising start-ups; some had been advising start-up clients for over 20 years. The seven BSAs had a 
similar mission, emphasizing their support for clients to increase the number of successful start-ups and provide 
growth for their respective communities or industries. Seven advisors worked with a particular population; 
five were regionally based (e.g. serving a specific community), one was demographic-based (serving a target 
audience), and one was business-based (e.g. serving only tech-based start-ups). None of the agencies charged 
their clients for services, and all required a level of commitment from the client to continue to provide support 
and services.  

Processes by BSAs

All advisors began their process in a similar way: meet the client, learn about their experiences and knowledge, and 
explore the business idea. The BSAs advisors often had a second meeting to confirm their assessment of the business 
idea and the abilities of the client. Each agency had a defined process to assess client readiness and the specific or 
unique needs of clients with their business start-up. However, none of the advisors were open to sharing their 
assessment process, claiming it was not public but proprietary. As one advisor claimed, it was their “secret sauce”.

After the first two meetings, the BSA advisors would begin introducing their services focused on market 
potential of the business idea, as well as enhancing the skills of the client. The BSA advisors described assessing 
(1) the client, and (2) the business idea, then they would (3) determine next steps and help the client to pathfind, 
while (4) exploring the provision of additional supports. Most BSA advisors also spoke about their services for 
growing and expanding a business once it was beyond the start-up phase. 

Content by BSAs

The seven advisors relied on key sections of a typical business plan and financial projections to guide progress 
of the discussions with clients. After each meeting, advisors asked their client to complete related templates and 
projections before another follow-up meeting. The advisors all stressed the importance of financial projections 
to test the viability of the client’s business idea at the early stage. 

In terms of additional content, the BSA advisors provided access, referrals, and links to resources such as 
templates, reading materials, workbooks, webinars, and videos so that their clients could continue exploring 
topics beyond the meeting. The suggested material responded to client questions on topics such as human 
resources, marketing, legal issues, accounting, and financial projections and analysis including cash-flow, 
growth plans, and business funding.

The advisors also referred clients to sections of their website for testimonials and examples of successful start-
ups. Though it was interesting content, there is no evidence in the literature we reviewed to suggest that this 
kind of inspiration is beneficial for start-up entrepreneurs. There is, however, research in Kutzhanova et al. 
(2009) indicating that there is benefit to entrepreneurs when they engage in support provided by peers. This 
suggests there may be value in reading another local entrepreneur’s success story; however, more research would 
need to be done in this area to draw that conclusion.
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Practices by BSAs

Among the seven BSAs, it was common for the advisor to help the client pathfind—in other words, through 
their meetings and coaching sessions, the advisors strove to respond to client needs with reference to resources. 
Each BSA and BSA advisor maintains their own network of experts and related businesses to recommend to 
clients for additional support, information, programs, or resources. 

Another notable and common practice among the BSAs was to limit the number of sessions per client. This was 
especially true if the client was not demonstrating progress in their business idea. To resume service, the client 
would have to show a commitment to the process by further developing critical aspects of the business idea. 

Comparison of the Aurora Project with the Business Service 
Agencies
We compared the AP and the seven BSAs in terms of similarities and differences in relation to process (i.e., 
six subthemes), content (i.e., three subthemes), and practice (i.e., three subthemes). The themes and subthemes 
are not mutually exclusive, meaning that the subthemes can easily involve one or more main themes. Of more 
importance for this section is our use of the subthemes to identify and understand the nature of the similarities 
and differences. The findings from this comparison help envision ways to enhance the AP business service 
approach, which is discussed in the next section of this report. What follows is a comparison of 12 themes 
shared between the AP and BSAs, with nine being similar and three exhibiting differences (Table 6).

Table 6: Similarities and differences between the AP and BSAs

Similarities and Differences  
among Themes & Subthemes Comments 

Similarities
- Mission of agency (Process - The AP and BSAs share a longer-term goal of adding 

to the prosperity of the local area.

- Agency funding (Process) - The AP and BSAs are funded by governments and 
offer services free.

- Tracking clients (Process) - The AP has lists of clients; two BSAs use customer 
management software to record all services and 
referrals.

- Tracking success (Process) - The AP and BSAs measure success that adds to 
prosperity, while the well-established BSAs have 
more measures. Both see preventing investment in a 
flawed business idea as part of their success.

- Business idea (Content) - The AP and BSAs assess business ideas and suggest 
related readings in workbooks.

- Financials of a business 
(Content)

- The AP uses the Business Model Canvas to ground 
the revenues and expenses. The BSAs use a business 
plan that includes financials and projections.

- Client’s commitment (Practice) - The AP and BSAs require clients to keep advancing 
their business idea from one coaching session to 
another.
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Similarities and Differences  
among Themes & Subthemes Comments 

- Intake meetings (Practice) - Agencies gauge client skills, knowledge, and 
experience.

- Pathfinding resources (Practice) - The AP and BSAs suggest other experts. AP offers 
free but limited access to experts, while the experts 
charge the client from BSAs.

Differences 
- Years of experience (Process) - BSAs have a decade or more experience, and the AP 

is measured in months.

- Recruiting clients (Process) - The AP relies on word of mouth while BSAs add 
other means.

- Business workbook (Content) - The AP offers three workbooks on generic business 
topics, while one BSA has customized their 
workbook for immigrants.

Similarities between the Aurora Project and Business Support Agencies

The nine similarities shared include four process themes, two content themes, and three practice-related themes, 
as they all relate to supporting immigrant clients to prepare to start a business.

Their Business Missions (Process)

The AP’s mission is to “create economic prosperity in Southwest Manitoba”. The words describing the mission of 
the BSAs were a variation of providing support to clients and increasing successful start-ups. Two BSAs mention 
that their mission also involves the long-term goal of providing economic growth to their region. Both the AP 
and the BSAs have a defined short-term mission to support clients, and by extension their longer-term mission is 
implied, in terms of improving their communities along the way. As one BSA advisor who works primarily with 
immigrant clients mentioned, “Success is when the client builds a life, raises a family, stays here in the province 
and thrives”.      

Agency Funding (Process)

The AP and all the BSAs are funded with public funds (e.g. municipal, provincial, or federal governments) and 
provide services without charging a fee. The BSAs do charge a small fee for workshops or for providing other 
services. For example, the agency may hire a trainer to provide an accounting workshop to clients, and a fee is 
needed for this cost to be recovered by the BSAs.

Tracking Clients (Process)

All clients ask an agency for support. In an interview, the AP Director Trenton Zazalak mentioned that about 
one-half of their clients come to them from a settlement services agency, and half find out about AP through 
social media or referrals by other clients. 

Two BSAs indicate a more sophisticated approach to client intake than the AP. They utilize Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM) systems. This system tracks dates of client interactions, staff-recorded results 
or outcomes of interactions, note referrals, training or support provided, and suggestions for future support for 
the client. Five of the BSAs did not specify how clients make initial contact with them.
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Tracking Success (Process)

According to AP Director Trenton Zazalak, success is “guiding newcomer businesses to optimal success”, 
meaning starting a new business. Other indicators of success were not mentioned or discussed with their clients. 

In comparison, five of the seven BSAs track output indicators of success. The indicators include the value of 
capital raised, the number of jobs created, and the number and value of loans provided. Three of the BSAs 
provide loans to clients, allowing them to track this as an indicator of success. The AP provides no loans. One 
BSA explicitly tracks demographic data about their start-up customers: for example age, Indigenous/non-
Indigenous status, gender, and if they are an immigrant or Canadian. 

The AP in a relatively short time period had 15 business start-ups, which is a success. Equally important, all 
BSAs include as a measure of success the decision not to pursue an original business idea when a client and the 
agency agree the idea is not viable. This is considered a success since if the effort continued, the resources would 
not be available to pursue other business ideas. In many ways, the ‘no-go’ decision needs to happen quickly, so 
one fails fast to learn fast to get to success quicker (IBM, n.d.). 

Beginning with a Business Idea (Content)

The AP does not require clients to have a business idea before they access services. In addition, the AP 
dedicates one entire workbook to identifying a business idea. All seven BSAs indicated that the majority of 
clients already have a business idea. Four of the BSAs find that clients arrive with a business idea before any 
services are provided. 

Financials of a Business (Content)

One of the key tools that the AP utilizes to support immigrant clients is the Business Model Canvas (BMC). The 
AP Director Trenton Zazalak maintains that the BMC helps clients to develop a visual sketch of the business idea, 
while exploring alternatives, and it enables clients to adjust and make revisions quickly. The goal of the AP process 
is to coach clients through each of the components of the BMC and revise sections of the BMC, updating it with 
ideas from additional discussions until the client understands there is a viable business with potential to succeed. 
However, when discussing their ‘main costs’ with the AP staff team, only one entrepreneur had a dialogue.  
Whereas with the other three, there was no discussion of developing a more robust financial projection.

All the BSAs mention the need for their clients to develop some type of plan for the business that addresses 
the details of the business idea through to launching it. One BSA encourages clients to develop a business plan 
even if they do not need funding. This is so the client reviews and revises the sections of a business plan as a 
condition of providing additional support to the client. Such efforts require the client to fully assess the viability 
of the business resulting from evidence-based decisions for moving the business forward. Developing financial 
projections is also a common request from BSAs to clients, so the latter have realistic cash-flow projections as 
part of determining viability. 

Regarding assessing the financial viability of a business idea, AP clients were asked questions such as “How do 
you calculate fixed costs?” or “How might you generate revenue and ideas for additional revenue streams?” or 
“Will you be happy with the profit you’ll get?”. However, money questions were not answered about financial 
projections or cash-flows. The client may have been prompted to incorporate ideas from these discussions into 
a financial projection, but this was not apparent in the recorded meetings. One AP client expressed concern that 
“these are just assumptions”, and AP staff agreed that a financial spreadsheet would help to test assumptions. 

In comparison, the AP and the BSAs noted the importance of financial projections and the need for “assessing 
the market value of a business idea first”. Most agencies identified that determining financial projections was 
required early on to test the early-stage business ideas of the client.  
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Commitment from Clients (Practice)

The AP and BSAs require some level of commitment from their clients to access their services. Commitments 
include attending training, completing assessments or business plans, or in some way showing that they are 
“working towards their own launch”. The AP and BSAs do not charge for their business services. Yet, the BSAs 
or the AP are not clear about what happens if clients fail to demonstrate commitment. One BSA claimed it has 
never ‘fired’ a client. It is more likely that a client who doesn’t show commitment will just quit making contact 
with the agency if he or she is unable or unwilling to follow through with the work that is being asked of them. 

Intake Meetings (Practice)

Once a client makes the initial contact, all agencies, including the AP, said that they set up an initial intake 
meeting. In this meeting, the agencies help clients, who most often want to know “where do I start?” with 
their business idea. This typically involves helping the client assess their capacity, assess the business idea, and 
determine if there is potential viability. 

The AP describes the first meetings as a place to appraise the business viability. They do not indicate the use of a 
skills or needs assessment checklist. They do describe the use of an assessment process in subsequent meetings. 
Client answers to open-ended questions and the related discussions allow the AP staff to become familiar with 
the business idea, which enables a more informed assessment of the value that the client brings to the table. 
Most clients tended to describe their original ideas rather than describing the value they hoped to bring to their 
customer (e.g. missing out on clarifying their value proposition). 

Five agencies use a structured assessment process to gauge the client’s skill and needs. These needs are then 
discussed in relation to services and support the agency offers. As one BSA mentioned, clients often “don’t know 
what they don’t know”, and an extensive questionnaire used by several BSAs may help the advisor to discuss the 
client’s skills and abilities in a more comprehensive way.  Only one BSA advisor mentioned that they are “not 
there to judge if it a viable business”. They do help the client to decide about moving forward with their business 
idea and seeking additional resources or support from the agency. 

All BSAs and the AP mentioned that the ‘one on one’ support for clients at this stage is critical to clients to help 
them move forward with their business idea and to identify the specific supports that each client might need, 
depending on their capacity, knowledge, and experience. While the AP did not use an assessment tool, they 
reached the same outcome, which is aligning the necessary support with the needs of the client.

Pathfinding Resources (Practice)

All agencies, including the AP, note that after the initial meeting, they then tailor their support to the client and 
identify additional support that the client might need, including referrals to other service agencies, the provision 
of additional resources, training, information, or links to online resources and sources such as the Canada 
Revenue Agency. 

The AP staff also provide clients with ideas for additional resources, links to helpful websites, referrals to experts 
for help in regard to regulations, and offer to set up appointments to meet with professional advisors such as 
accountants and lawyers.  As an additional benefit, the AP staff provide a one-hour consultation with a local 
lawyer, accountant, or marketing expert at no cost to their clients.

All the BSA advisors interviewed mention that they provide similar support to their clients in the form of 
additional resources, links to helpful websites, and referrals. None of the BSAs provides free appointments 
with professional advisors such as accountants and lawyers. Instead, many of the BSAs offer workshops for 
groups of clients that feature a professional advisor as a speaker. There is often a fee charged to clients to access 
these workshops. One BSA advisor noted that they do not want to appear to recommend one professional over 
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another, but that often some professionals will offer to provide information. These professionals are vetted so 
that they are providing a valuable service and not just trying to sell their services to the clients. 

The AP and all the BSAs provide links to other services, and the AP seems more accessible than the BSAs, at 
least for an initial referral at no cost. 

Differences between the Aurora Project and Business Support Agencies

The three differences shared among the agencies include two process subthemes and one content subtheme, 
namely: years of experience, recruiting of clients, and business workbooks.

Years of Experience Supporting Start-Ups (Process)

The Aurora Project (AP) is a new agency supporting immigrants (permanent residents) wanting to start a new 
business. Founded in 2019, the AP has interacted with more than 150 clients and has guided 17 clients into an 
early-stage business start-up. In comparison, all BSA representatives had over 10 years of experience working 
with business start-up clients, and several had over 20 years of supporting start-ups. 

Four of the seven BSAs serve a specific geographic area, one serves a specific target audience (immigrants), and 
one serves a specific type of business (technology). Only one of the BSAs served immigrant clients similar to the 
AP. This agency has provided services to immigrants for 15 years. The BSAs have significantly more experience 
in supporting start-ups than the AP does. Despite the differences in years of experience, the AP had success in 
launching several new businesses and preventing entrepreneurs from investing in bad business ideas.

Recruiting Clients and Providing Services (Process)

Immigrants with permanent residence status located in the Brandon region are the only clients of the AP. 
The AP recruits clients without any previous interaction with them. They largely rely on referrals and word 
of mouth. This means immigrant clients interested in starting a business must find out about AP, then must 
contact AP, then become familiar with the services and develop relationships with staff. 

In comparison, one BSA serves immigrant clients with pre-arrival support for clients not yet moved to Canada. 
Once landed, they assist with settlement services, building rapport and trust as each becomes familiar with the 
other, all along sharing interest in starting a business. 

Other BSAs provide an array of services to clients (e.g. loan programs or business workshops). This means 
interacting with potential clients early on and for a variety of reasons other than starting a business. In this way, 
they have access to potential clients, and these BSAs enhance their visibility and can disseminate knowledge of 
the services available. In other words, their visibility in the business milieu likely provides them with additional 
opportunities to identify and engage business start-up clients. This building of trust and rapport was not evident 
in the AP’s approach.   

Business Workbook (Content) 

The AP developed three Business Development Workbooks but they were not used by clients in the videos 
we viewed. Instead AP staff mentioned content during coaching sessions aimed at completing sections of the 
Business Model Canvas. The modules contained terms and phrases that may not be easily understood by clients, 
especially those who do not have proficient skills in the English language. For example, in the module about 
customer segments, the descriptions are long and at times include jargon: “Business models targeting niche 
markets cater to specific, specialized customer segments”.
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All BSAs offered materials about starting a business. However, a BSA serving only immigrant clients has 
a workbook for starting a business. In comparison to the AP modules, this BSA’s workbook starts with 
information geared for immigrants to help them navigate the business development process unique to that 
region. Their workbook includes:

1 – Things Unique to You as an Immigrant Client

2 – Laying the Foundation

3 – Why Culture Matters & [This Province’s] Business Culture

4 – The Business Start-up Process in [This Province]

5 – Taxation 

6 – Employing People

Appendixes: 

o Taking the Next Step in Your Journey

o Case Study: [Name of Business Start-up]

o Canada Business Network in [This Province]

o Immigrant Services Association of [This Province]

In the AP’s meetings, questions were asked about the legal, regulatory, and financial aspects of a business. Yet 
the workbooks from the AP were more generic and not specifically designed to be viewed through the lens of an 
immigrant client. 

Summary of the Comparison

The comparison between the AP and the seven BSAs examined both similarities and differences. To contribute 
to enhancing the AP, it is important to distinguish where the AP is unique and where it is more comparable to 
the BSAs.

The AP is unique in three ways when compared to the BSAs. 

- First, the AP defines four stages a client passes through to a business start-up. This provides a sense of a 
beginning and an end with a business launch. In contrast, the BSAs were not explicit about the overall 
journey. Initially, the stages or guideposts reinforce the shared end goal—a business launch. The stages also 
help signal progress for the client, and in turn, passing the guideposts serves as a motivator to keep going. 
Guideposts can appeal to the clients’ drive for action as they connect to experiences of others who have gone 
ahead. 

- A second unique feature is how central the Business Model Canvas (BMC) is to the AP interactions with their 
clients. In contrast, BSAs rely on the various sections of a business plan, which for many AP clients is not 
needed since they are self-financing. 

- In a third unique aspect, the AP has three workbooks explaining nine business topics. Since the workbooks 
were tried and failed to garner interest from their clients, the AP pivoted and referred to specific topics 
pertinent to the immediate discussions with clients. Yet one BSA found success with its workbook, which 
addresses specific concerns of starting a business from the viewpoint of an immigrant. Further research with 
immigrant clients would likely result in important revisions to the three workbooks for the AP. There is also 
an opportunity for the workbooks to provide content and advice to immigrants faced with discrimination. 
Additionally, it could also highlight what the BSA is doing to reduce discrimination in their community. 
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Similarities between the AP and the BSAs include having a purpose or stated mission, funding from 
government, offering services with no fee, requiring ongoing commitments from clients to continue receiving 
services, suggesting other experts, and related pathfinding. They also effectively communicate on the difficult 
subject when it comes to a flawed business opportunity, be it with a business idea and/or the client having 
insufficient abilities and resources.

Recommendations for the 
Aurora Project’s Business 
Advising Process 
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The following recommendations are aimed at enhancing the AP’s business-advising process, content, and 
practice for immigrant clients. As noted in Table 7, both what remains the same (Continue Doing) and what new 
aspects need to be included (Start Doing) by the AP draw on interviews with BSA advisors, along with our scan 
of the literature.5  Equally important is suggesting the expected outcome from the enhancements.

Table 7: Recommendations for enhancing Aurora’s business-advising services to immigrant 
clients

Enhancing Aurora’s approach in supporting immigrant start-up businesses
Continue Doing Start Doing Expected Outcome

Process Provide a Big 
Picture with four 
development 
stages to a 
business launch

Add in Startup Commons 
emphasis on developing the 
client’s skills and knowledge

Process intentionally 
develops and assesses the 
emerging business idea 
and the client’s abilities in 
relation to the business 
challenges

Content Collect data for 
the Client Intake 
Form;
Use BMC for self-
financed start-ups;
Use topics in 
workbooks 

Revise Intake Form to include 
the six challenges faced by 
clients;
Reduce business jargon in 
workbooks;
Create short, easy-to-
understand infographics on 
business topics with links to 
sections of workbook;
Consider translating workbooks 
in multiple languages

The workbooks and all 
related content of the tools 
need to ‘speak to’ their 
clients while addressing 
one or more of the 
challenges that immigrants 
face, including and most 
importantly that of ongoing 
discrimination

Practice Use first meeting 
to build trust 
and rapport with 
client;
Mix face-to-face 
meetings6  with 
recorded video 
calls 

Expand services to respond to 
other needs of immigrants on 
your own or by close working 
partnerships with settlement 
agencies;
Share a Client/Advisor 
commitment contract to clarify 
expectations and contributions;
Share recorded meetings with 
clients

A trusted relation includes 
naming specific efforts by 
clients and advisor;
Clarify the upside of such 
efforts and the downsides 
of insufficient efforts

Changes to the Aurora Project’s Process

The four-stage process of developing a business provides a big picture or overall view with the goal of a business 
launch. In general, this simple model reinforces the fact that the advisor and the client are on the same journey. 

5 Initially the recommendations for enhancing the AP’s approach included three considerations, Continue doing, Start doing, and Stop 
doing. The latter aspects were minor and have been dropped.

6 Mix face-to-face meetings once the COVID pandemic is safely over.
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What needs to be added draws from the Startup Commons model, which includes not just the development of 
the business idea but, equally important, the development of the knowledge and skills of the client. The outcome 
is an approach that says the path to a launch is explicitly linked to learning, to sharing more about the businesses 
and adding to the client’s abilities. It is a process with a dual focus on business and client.

Changes to the Aurora Project’s Content

The AP is already equipped with important tools in terms of the Client Intake Form, Business Model Canvas 
template, and Business Workbooks. The Aurora Project is about assisting immigrants in starting a business. 

In other words, BSA content or tools need to be tangible, have high impact directly related to building a client’s 
business idea, and they must be results-oriented toward the business launch. Yet there are at least six challenges 
immigrants face that if addressed would make the workbooks directly relevant, namely: (1) unfamiliarity with 
business laws and practices; (2) lack of understanding of local cultural customs; (3) a struggle with language 
fluency; (4) difficulty engaging in networking opportunities; (5) inability to gain access to finances; and (6) 
discrimination in any or all aspects of their lives, including their entrepreneurial journey. 

The AP can respond to these challenges in many ways, be it with short infographic materials linked to larger 
documents, verbally, or through their own business practices to:

• Promote familiarity with business laws and practices 

• Increase understanding of local cultural customs

• Address language fluency challenges and remove jargon from the workbooks and all materials

• Foster networking opportunities among other immigrant entrepreneurs and local business communities

• Support clients as they apply for finances (if and when needed)

• Prepare clients for what to do when they face discrimination

This last challenge is not stated in terms of if they face discrimination but when. Advisors need to be prepared 
to open up about this important and personal challenge, along with assisting their clients with their own 
personal coping strategies. The impact of discrimination can be demoralizing to the individual client, which 
negatively affects their efforts to develop their business idea. Discrimination can also hamper the relations and 
opportunities with other business owners, suppliers, and potential customers. Equally important, BSAs could 
be taking a lead role in anti-racism initiatives among those they have relations with, including their experts, 
suppliers, and other businesses started by an immigrant in the community. 

The impact of the changes is expected to be more effective communications with the immigrant clients, in an 
authentic manner, as they relate to their specific challenges and the challenge of discrimination.

Changes to the Aurora Project’s Practices

The AP is already on track with establishing a trusted relation with the client and meeting with them. The 
COVID pandemic required online meetings, and when they are recorded and shared with the client they can 
be an important reference for the immigrant and a learning tool for the advisor. There may be additional 
ways to recruit others by closely working with settlement services. Once a client is recruited, some form of 
written commitment is an effective tool to clarify expectations and contributions of the advisor and client. 
The business development journey is uniquely crafted by the advisor and the client, and both co-manage it 
while learning about each other and assessing the emerging business idea. A written commitment is one way to 
ensure they are working toward the same end goal—the start-up of a business.
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Conclusions
This study set out to answer the following question: How do business support agencies (BSAs) assist immigrants 
in starting up a new business? Several secondary questions build upon this original idea such as: Are there 
unique business advising supports when the entrepreneur is an immigrant with their first business idea? What 
support could change for the BSA in terms of process, content and/or practice? Using the Aurora Project (AP) 
as a starting point, we observe the lived experiences of four immigrant entrepreneurs in the early stages of 
formulating and assessing their business idea. The AP was compared with findings from seven other BSAs and 
ideas from a scan of relevant literature. 

We found that the demographic data put forth in the Green et al. (2016) study can be helpful in support-service 
approaches to customize the business services agencies’ marketing efforts and business advising program. In 
this case, it would be immigrants who identify as male from English-speaking or Western European countries 
who are between the ages of 45 and 54 for private incorporated businesses or 35 and over for the unincorporated 
self-employed category. Though one could argue that current business-advising models already serve that 
population, which may be part of this demographic’s success. However, if there is an interest to diversify “who 
is an immigrant client?” then marketing efforts and new program models should aim to serve immigrants from 
other demographic categories, including immigrants who identify as women, or other marginalized genders, or 
immigrants under 35 (self-employed) or 45 (private incorporated), or immigrants coming from Africa, Southeast 
Asia, Latin America, China, and India. 

Also, when we look at the breakdown between private incorporated business and unincorporated self-employed, 
targeted programming early in the business advising model would ensure that those most interested in each 
business type will get their questions answered. It may also drive support for those immigrants who exit the 
private incorporated business type at a higher rate than their Canadian-born counterparts (Ostrovsky et al., 
2018, p. 6). 

In addition, the AP model needs to account for the challenges that immigrant clients face, namely:

• Unfamiliarity with business laws and practices 

• Lack of local cultural understanding

• (Potential) Language fluency challenges

• Difficulty engaging in networking opportunities 

• Inability to gain access to finances (if and when needed)

• Discrimination

Targeted workshops on business etiquette, built-in language classes, an immigrant business network, or 
a connection to the Chamber of Commerce may be useful content to address complex and multi-layered 
challenges. Certainly discrimination is a challenge and can be discussed with immigrants and advisors equipped 
to assist them, or the client can be referred elsewhere to learn and practice interpersonal strategies to cope with 
it. Equally important, BSAs could be taking a lead role in anti-racism initiatives among those they have relations 
and or some influence with, including their experts, suppliers, and other businesses. Anti-racism must be built 
into the model to better support immigrants in their entrepreneurial journeys. 

The next set of questions in this research study asked: Could these supports be organized into a business-
advising support model, designed specifically for immigrant clients engaged in early-stage start-ups? What 
would that model involve and what would it look like?
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From a scan of literature, from interviewing the Aurora Project Program Director, from observing 10+ hours 
of AP coaching conversation, and from interviewing seven key informants who work for BSAs, we’ve proposed 
multiple recommendations that were explored in the previous section. 

Ultimately, all these recommendations come down to providing a service that is client-centered, relationship-
driven, and structured yet responsive to serve the needs of immigrant clients. 

Client-Centered Approach
Each client is different, with different business ideas, different experiences, and different situations. While there 
may be similarities among immigrant clients, no two are the same. In terms of business training, entrepreneurs 
prefer tangible, relevant, hands-on learning experiences (Dalley & Hamilton, 2000; Diochon et al., 2005; Dyer & 
Ross, 2007; Ismail, 2020; Kariv et al., 2018; Parker, 2006). 

This means avoiding an approach to business support that is a prescriptive program, with top-down, one-sized, 
and passive learning. This does not resonate with most entrepreneurs (De Faoite et al., 2003; Diochon et al., 
2005; Sullivan, 2000). A more dynamic approach is called for as one moves from a business idea to the launch 
of a business; the process is iterative where the entrepreneur grows as the business idea evolves; and the BSA’s 
supports also change in response. 

An idea worthy of further research is to test the hypothesis that entrepreneurs would engage more with a 
learning program that is directly tailored to them. 

Relationship-Driven
For an advisor and entrepreneur to reach a level of effectiveness in their working relationship, mutual trust and 
sharing of knowledge are essential (Łobacz et al., 2016). Furthermore, as noted in Audet and Couteret (2012), 
the fit between advisor and entrepreneur is crucial. Key interpersonal characteristics include the advisor’s good 
listening skills and empathy, familiarity with the business context, and overall credibility. The more these trust 
and rapport characteristics are evident between the advisor and client, the more likely the relationship will 
succeed. Since every business advisor comes with different knowledge of certain business sectors, there needs to 
be an initial effort to determine the degree of match between advisor and entrepreneur. 

A Process Gives Structure, Yet Needs to be Responsive 
Some structure to the business-support services is helpful for the advisor and the entrepreneur. Initially, 
the typical stages act as guideposts of their progress. The first stage often involves clarifying and sharing 
expectations between the advisor and entrepreneur. They set time-bound milestones, where often the last one is 
launching a start-up. This discussion continues to strengthen their working relationship. At the same time, the 
guideposts or topics discussed may be addressed in a different order for each entrepreneur, thus requiring the 
process to have enough flexibility to accommodate the diversity of entrepreneurs, the variety of business ideas, 
rapid changes to market conditions, and fluid timeframes. From an advisor’s view, they may also see ways to 
improve their process and content and practice, since there are continual advances and changes in this field.
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Why this Matters
Small businesses are the engine to the Canadian economy, from coast to coast to coast. Canada and each of 
the provinces and territories continue to welcome tens of thousands of immigrants yearly. Many of them have 
business and entrepreneurial experience. Many of the businesses they start will grow and create jobs for others, 
which immediately contributes to the overall prosperity in their communities and elsewhere across Canada.

Using these many recommendations that are grounded in client-centeredness, good relationships, and a 
responsive structure, more immigrants may pursue an entrepreneurial path sooner in their immigrant journey 
and be more successful. 

Further research could test the proposed Business Support Model and make further recommendations. 
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Appendix A –  
Discussion guide with advisors 
from business service agencies
Program Basics
1. How long have you been working at supporting clients who are engaged in early-stage start-ups?

a. Less than 5 years

b. More than 5 years, but less than 10

c. More than 10 years

2. What is the mission of your organization? 

3. What outcomes does your organization aim to achieve through the client supports you provide? Put another 
way: what does “success” look like? 

4. How do you select/accept clients? What criteria (if any) do you use? 

5. During your program, do you focus on the market potential of the venture or the skills of the client? Put 
another way: is your program focused on the idea or the client?  Or both? 

6. Where is the line between the resources you provide and what the client is expected to bring to the table? 
And does that change based on the startup and/or the client?  

Program Practices & Supports
Note: When we use the word “practices” we are referring to tools, processes, strategies, exercises, trainings, or resources 

used to support clients engaged in early-stage start-ups.

7. What services do you provide to your clientele? What is the most important service you offer?

8. When it comes to support for early-stage startups:

a. What practices does your organization use? 

b. In your opinion, what are the benefits of these practices? What are the drawbacks?  

c. Where do you see the most support required within the startup phase?  

d. Is your process applicable to all incoming clients, or does it require revision based on client needs? How (if 
at all) does your process change based on the nature and stage of the start-up? Or on the client? 

e. If you offer coaching services: what does the coaching process look like?  

f. If you offer mentorship: what kind of mentorship is it, and what does the mentorship process look like?  

g. Do you engage external services to deliver supports to your clients?

i. How do you decide what and from where services need to be externally sourced?  

9. What advice or suggestions do you have for a new organization developing early-stage start-up supports? 
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