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Executive summary

Unlike their predecessors a generation ago, Canadian small and medium size businesses (SMB) 
that want to attract new customers have no obvious “go-to” advertising media. As traditional 
media transform and digital choices multiply, SMB owners have to make tough decisions. This 

is both a distraction from running their business and a financial risk, should they make the wrong 
decision. In efforts to clarify these choices and arm SMBs with knowledge to make better-informed 
decisions, Yellow Pages Group commissioned an independent survey of 1,748 Canadian SMBs.  
Below are its key findings.

Online migration is growing
When researchers asked Canadian SMBs how they are spending their advertising dollars, the shift 
to online media emerged with stark clarity. This is especially true when compared to what SMBs 
currently spend on online media — an average of 37% of their ad budget, or $10,400 annually — 
against the 31% they spent just two years ago. Their top category: Directories (Online, Mobile and 
print), at 14% of their budget. Direct Mail was second, followed by Websites — one of the fastest-
growing categories. Asked to forecast their proportion of online advertising in two years’ time, SMBs 
say it would account for 48% of their budget, or an annual $13,480.

Canadian SMBs investing in websites
Nearly three-quarters of the Canadian SMBs in the survey have a website — a proportion that jumps 
to nearly 80% if we include those planning on building one within the next 12 months. Research 
also shows that business owners may be missing out on a competitive advantage by not investing 
in mobile versions of their site, as well as in SEM and SEO. Lack of awareness is the most likely 
reason. When properly managed, these upgrades and solutions help increase traffic and create more 
qualified leads. Nevertheless, SMBs actually regularly invest on website basics and outsource design, 
maintenance and upgrades in a large proportion to experts.

As traditional 
media transform 
and digital choices 
multiply, SMB 
owners are forced  
to make tough 
decisions.
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Executive summary

Top media picks for SMBs
In a fragmented media landscape, SMBs show a strong preference for online media (65%) vs 
traditional media (35%). Websites lead all media (33%) and social media is getting more and more 
popular. The main reason for advertising, regardless of media, is to “Acquire new business leads.” 
“Increase reputation and improve corporate image” and “Build customer loyalty and increase 
customer base repeat business” are the other mentioned reasons for advertising.

The younger the SMB, the more they advertise
“Start-up” and ”Growing” SMBs advertise in more media than do “Mature” and “Declining” 
businesses (overall avg. 4.9 media). This confirms the belief that advertising fuels growth and help 
convert new customers. These active advertisers also use more online media, including social media, 
online directories, SEM, SEO and banner ads. Print directories remain a top choice among traditional 
media for all businesses.

Outsourcing follows online growth
As online advertising gets more complex, the need for outside expertise to help generate traffic 
and leads grows. When asked about their perception of online media and outsourcing, a significant 
portion of Canadian SMBs agree that they need help in choosing how to spend their advertising 
dollars. They also say that a single supplier of online marketing services is preferable.  
But their biggest overall concern is that they currently have no way of measuring the performance of 
their advertising investment.

As online 
advertising gets 
more complex, 
the need for 
outside expertise 
to help generate 
traffic and  
leads grows.
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Small and medium-size businesses 
(SMB) drive the Canadian economy. 
They create a significant part of jobs, 

generate value and keep Canada’s malls and 
main streets bustling. These are familiar facts. 
But what is less familiar is how technology is 
transforming the way SMB owners find and 
attract local customers. A generation ago, 
picking advertising media was simple: print 
directories, local papers and direct mail were 
pretty much it — along with the perennial 
word-of-mouth. Today, media are harder to 
pick because customer behaviour is harder to 
predict. Someone looking for a local business 
might consult a local print directory, check an 
online directory on their computer, or reach 
for their smart phone. As for prompting the 
customer with a well-placed ad, the choices are 
just as wide, ranging from social networks such 
as Facebook, to a Tweet, an email campaign or 
a banner ad.

Another well-known fact about SMB owners is 
that they are often frantically busy and wearing 
multiple hats — the marketer’s cap being just 
one of them. And yet attracting and keeping 
customers is fundamental to any SMB’s survival 
and growth.

Media selection: A growing challenge
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Knowledge is king
How to navigate this technology landscape 
while still putting in the countless hours needed 
to run a business? Reliable information helps 
in making good decisions — as SMBs already 
know. SMB owners either are experienced 
professionals in their field or have done a 
complete marketing research before opening 
shop. As a result they have a strong knowledge 
of their business, customers and competitors.

In efforts to add to this knowledge base,  
Yellow Pages Group commissioned Advanis,  
a leading research firm, to poll Canadian SMBs 
about their media usage. This information, 
coupled with an earlier 2011 study, yields a 
fairly detailed portrait of how SMB media  
usage is evolving, along with a strong  
indication of where it is heading: clearly  
and decisively online.

Advanis gathered the findings summarized 
in this paper from May 15 to June 16, 2013, 
polling 1,748 SMB owners by phone and online. 
The findings will likely confirm what many SMB 
owners already suspected — and could also 
surprise them.

Media selection: A growing challenge
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How SMBs invest to promote  
and advertise

A broad overview of how Canadian SMBs 
are currently investing their advertising 
dollars (see Figure 1) offers several key 

insights. First, while the media landscape is 
fragmented, leaving SMB owners with many 
competing choices, the trend to online is 
clear. The average investment in online media 
amongst the SMB owners who advertise 
stands at 37% of their advertising budget. This 
translates to an average annual investment of 
$10,400. This is significantly higher than the 
31% of their ad budget, or $9,675 reported just 
two years ago. 

Note, too, the top four investments: Directories 
(Online, Mobile and Print) account for 14% of 
SMBs’ spending, making this category the single 
biggest share of budget. Direct mail is a close 
second, at 13%, while Websites — one of the 
fastest-growing categories — is at 11%.  
Community newspapers are at 10%.

The second insight is where SMBs intend to 
invest. They forecast online advertising at 48% 
of their ad budgets within two years, or $12,680 
annually. This 11 percentage-point jump would 
suggest their online migration is accelerating. 
In fact, 85% of SMB owners say they already use 
some form of online media.

The online migrationSMB MEDIA SNAPSHOT 2013:  
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Canadian small and medium sized businesses



FI
GU

RE1 Canadian SMB media spending in 2013

It’s easy to see which way the wind is blowing. SMBs know 
only too well that, while traditional media such as print 
directories will be around for a long time, digital platforms 
are inevitably taking over.
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SEM 6%

Email marketing 4%

Directories (desk. + mob) 4%
 

Video 3%

Social Media 3%

SEO 2%

Banner ads 1%

Classifieds/Auction 1%

Group deals 1%

Local coupon 1%

Website 11%

Direct mail 13% 

Community newspapers 10%

Print directories 9%

  Radio 8%

Dailies 7%

Magazines 6%

Trade pub. 5% 

TV 3%

OOH 3%

Online
37%
(31% in 2011)

The online migration
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RE 2 Usage of mobile versions of websites,  
SEO and link building 

websites: A growing but still untapped opportunity
As Figure 1 shows, websites are Canadian SMBs’ favourite online storefront. Out of 1,748 SMBs polled, 
72% either have or are building a website, and this proportion is expected to rise to 79% over the next 12 
months. Compared to the 52% of SMBs that had a website just two years ago, it’s a fast and consistent 
growth. 

Nevertheless, the most striking insight is not what SMBs are doing, but what they are not doing. 
Figure 2 illustrates that just 24% of SMBs have a mobile version of their website. As Canadians are 
now more searching on smartphones or tablets, instead of desktop computers, SMBs with a mobile 
version of their site have a competitive advantage, as their site is optimized for these devices. 
Research also shows that mobile versions of a site reach right across the age spectrum. Truth is, 
younger consumers are more likely to search on smartphones than older shoppers. However,  
1 in 5 Canadians over 55 years of age owns a tablet.

As the same figure shows, Search Engine Optimization use is also surprisingly low. (SEO is a 
technique that enables an advertiser’s website to reach a higher rank on Google or other search 
engines results). Just over half of respondents who have a website said they have done some SEO. 
There is a similar missed opportunity with Link building, which sets up two-way links with other related 
sites. Like SEO, this enables the website to rank higher on a list when potential customers use Google 
or other search engines.

Note, too, the high number of respondents who answered “Don’t know” in this part of the survey.
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Don’t knowNoYes

Have mobile version of website

Do link building (base: do SEO)

Have done SEO

52%

29%

24%

29%

55%

67%

19%

16%

9%

The online migration
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RE 3 Satisfaction with website Missed opportunity for SMBs?
As the above discussion suggests, SMBs may not be using their websites to their full potential. This is 
confirmed by Figure 3, which shows that SMBs are generally satisfied with their website’s Content and 
Design. However, note the drop in satisfaction when it comes to the Quality of Leads and Amount of 
Traffic their website generates. A mobile version of these SMBs’ website, along with investing in SEO 
and Link Building, could help to close this critical gap.

So why are SMB owners not investing in SEO, Link building and mobile versions of their website? 
For that matter, why are they not investing in Search Engine Marketing (SEM), which practically 
guarantees high quality website traffic? (SEM ensures that, when someone searches the Internet 
using a word associated with an SMB’s line of work, their ad pops up.) The simplest explanation is the 
lack of awareness of the existence of these competitive tools. In fact, when asked by the researchers, 
fully 32% of SMBs were unaware of SEM and 38% were unaware of SEO.

12

% of NET Satisfied

Very
Dissatisfied

Somewhat
Dissatisfied

Somewhat
Satisfied

Very
Satisfied

Amount of traffic   73%

Quality of leads   75%

Design   81%

Content   83% 

The online migration
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Nevertheless, most SMBs recognize that investing in their website can help them gain competitive 
traction. In fact, the polling shows that a large proportion of SMBs invest continually in their website 
and a significant number outsource to experts:

69% outsource for their initial design  

49% for major changes

35% for SEO 

69% of those intending to build a website

As for how many SMBs outsource this work:

What can we conclude from all this? For most SMBs, websites are essential to attracting and keeping 
customers. They serve as the hub for all their outreach. But in order to stay useful, a website needs 
regular maintenance and enhancements. 

Most business owners don’t have the time and technical skills to build and maintain this critical 
marketing tool themselves. Instead, they entrust these tasks to experts, so they can concentrate on 
running their business.

74% of websites have undergone a major 
change, 3 changes/website on average 43% of major changes were made  

over the past 12 months 

SMB MEDIA SNAPSHOT 2013:  
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Canadian small and medium sized businesses
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websites are  
essential to  
attracting 
and keeping 
customers.
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RE 4 SMBs’ choice when  
“forced” to pick just one 

Media usage

Where and why SMBs are investing
One of the biggest challenges for SMBs is where to advertise. As we have seen, the media landscape 
is continually shifting. Most SMBs therefore spread their bets rather than making one big bet on a 
single medium. Having said this, some media do emerge as clear favourites. When asked to choose 
just one medium (see Figure 4), SMBs pick online media at 65% vs 35% for traditional media. Note, 
too, that Websites (at a whopping 33%) and Social Media were the top picks. 

And what do SMBs hope to gain by advertising across all media?

57% Not surprisingly, more than half said their investment is meant to “Acquire new business leads.” 

26% Said it was to “Increase reputation and communicate image.” 

17% Cited “Build customer loyalty and reach more potential customers.” 

10%

8%

6%

4%

2%

2%

2%

1%

1%

14%

4%

1%

4%

4%

2%

2%

1%

33%

Community newspapers

Print directories

Direct mail

OOH

Radio

Trade publications

Daily newspapers

Magazines

TV

Social Media

Desktop directories

Mobile directories

Email marketing

SEO

Classifieds / Auction sites

SEM

Desktop banner ads

Website
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Growing businesses use more media
The perennial question still remains : does advertising work? And if it does, then which media  
are most effective in getting noticed, increasing traffic and winning customers? As Figure 5 shows, 
SMBs use an average of 4.9 different media to advertise. What is most revealing, though, is how  
this lines up with their business lifecycle — whether they are a Start-up, Expanding, Mature,  
or Declining business.

As expected, newer SMBs use more media than Mature and Declining SMBs. They believe that a 
heavier investment in advertising will pay off by accelerating growth. Also as expected, the expanding 
segment contains the heaviest users (6 media). They are the biggest investors in online media, 
including social media, online directories, classified and auction sites, banner ads and online buying 
groups. Their number one traditional medium is print directories.

FI
GU

RE 5 Average number of media  
according to SMB lifecycle

9% Declining: 3.6 media used

55% Mature: 4.6 media used26% Expanding: 6.0 media used

10% Start-ups: 5.9 media used

SMBs use an 
average of 4.9 
different media 
to advertise. 

Media usage



Help wanted



18

FI
GU

RE 6 Attitudes toward outsourcing

64% Agreed they don’t know if their 
advertising investment is giving  

       them a good return.

54% Agreed they would prefer having a single 
supplier for all their marketing needs.

52% Agreed they need guidance in 
spending their ad budget.

Help wanted

SMBs and online advertising

As we have seen with website production, 
a growing number of SMB owners are 
outsourcing online advertising. They 

recognize the challenges of advertising in a 
digital world. Technologies are evolving almost 
weekly, and the time and resources they need 
to keep up with consumer behaviour is beyond 
most SMBs’ budgets. Outsourcing simply 
makes more sense from the perspective of 
cost-effectiveness, productivity and result — 
especially if “results” are measured in traffic and 
qualified leads.

The researchers did, in fact, probe SMBs 
about their attitudes toward online media, 
their comfort levels with these media and their 
openness to outsourcing. A remarkable 84% 
agreed that “Digital media is the present and 
future of advertising.” Among the most striking 
other figures:
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Stepping up to challenge
Canadian small and medium size businesses 
are facing significant challenges in promoting 
and marketing themselves in today’s online 
world. However, let us also remember that 
SMBs are by definition entrepreneurial. And, as 
true entrepreneurs, they are adapting rapidly 
to this new reality. Most are shifting their ad 
budgets to online media, and investing in their 
websites and solutions such as SEM, SEO and 
mobile versions of their site. To remain ahead 
of the competition, they intend to invest more 
on email marketing, SEM, mobile directories, 
mobile banner ads and on their website. And, 
equally significant, they recognize their need 
for personalized  expertise and outsourcing to 
experts. The portrait that emerges from this 
study bears a striking resemblance to previous 
generations of Canadian SMBs. While they 
might use radically different tools and solutions, 
today’s business owners are more focused 
than ever before on attracting local customers, 
driving up traffic and ringing up sales.

While they might use 
radically different tools 
and solutions, today’s 
business owners are more 
focused than ever before on 
attracting local customers, 
driving up traffic and ringing 
up sales.
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This research study was commissioned by Yellow Pages Group (YPG), a leading digital media and marketing solutions company that serves Canada’s small and medium sized businesses through a nationwide 
sales force of media consultants. YPG also caters to the country’s largest national agencies and advertisers through Mediative, its national digital advertising and marketing solutions division. YPG is held by Yellow 
Media Limited, which owns and operates some of Canada’s leading properties and publications, including YellowPages.ca™, Canada411.ca, RedFlagDeals.com™, Yellow Pages™ directories, and Yellow Pages and 
ShopWise mobile apps. Yellow Media’s network of online properties reaches over 8 million unique visitors monthly. 


