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Manual Overview 
The focus of this manual is on designing and implementing business walks as part of 
your overall Business Retention and Expansion Program which is designed to address the 
needs of existing local businesses. The primary objectives of business walks are: 

• To get the pulse of the local business climate by identifying successes and 
obstacles that local businesses may be facing;  

• Engaging Local Leaders, and external agencies, in the process of reaching out 
to the business community; 

• Respond  to  those  needs  using  a  wide  variety  of  services,  such  as technical  
assistance,  workforce  development,  financing, and building new markets; 

• Address local issues that detract from a healthy business climate in which local 
businesses can prosper and grow; 

• Demonstrating to those that have already invested in your community that they 
are valued and appreciated. 

A good business retention and expansion program will retain jobs and tax revenues 
within your community, foster the growth and development of local firms, and enhance 
your community‘s reputation as a good place in which to do business. This manual will 
guide you in creating a successful business walks initiative as part of a much broader 
business retention and expansion initiative.   

While reference will be made to the BC BusinessCounts program throughout the 
manual, it should not be considered as a selling proposition but rather just one tool that 
is available to communities in BC.  The important part of any Business Retention and 
Expansion Program is that you are building relationships with your local businesses, not 
what program you are using for data management. 
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Introduction  
BCEDA has always placed importance on business retention and expansion programs 
and supporting those businesses already in a community.  Business retention is best 
performed as a community-driven activity to maximize local development of existing 
industry. Each community or region develops its own approaches to conduct business 
outreach.   The following information provides a brief overview of Business Retention 
and Expansion and one of the tools that BCEDA has made available to assist 
communities in running their program.  

What is Business Retention and Expansion 
Business Retention and Expansion (BRE) is an economic development strategy designed 
to identify actions to address issues and challenges and to capitalize on the 
opportunities offered by businesses already in your community.  BRE focuses on the 
assets that you do have, rather than on ones that someone else has.  Business retention 
and expansion is a core element of any economic development plan.   

A BRE programs is designed to  

1) Retain or keep existing businesses that have already made an investment in your 
community and provide employment; and  

2) Provide assistance for businesses to expand.   
 

Retention and expansion programs can be implemented at the local, regional and 
provincial levels in a variety of ways.   When being implemented at the local and 
regional level, it is important to include provincial government agencies in the process 
as they offer a variety of programs that may be useful to some of your businesses.  
Some initiatives developed as part of a BRE program, like Business Walks, might focus on 
downtown areas or on the commercial and industrial areas where many small and 
medium-sized firms comprise a large portion of the employment base.  Other programs 
may focus on allocating resources to support a specific industry or sector. 

Business retention is applicable to all businesses in a community, from small mom-and-
pop shops to large employers like manufacturers or headquarters.  However generally 
most BRE efforts focus on those businesses that have the potential to provide the most 
impact, positively or negatively.  There are two main goals of business retention: to 
provide assistance with issues that could force a company to fail and subsequently 
close, and to prevent companies from relocating to a new community.  Business 
expansion refers to assisting businesses in their efforts to grow. Helping a business 
expand may mean  helping  it  find  a  larger  property  to  accommodate  future  
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operations, helping it through the maze of approval processes, or helping it find or train 
new workers. 

While the retention of large businesses is certainly critical given the number of jobs and 
amount of tax revenues that could be lost, small and medium-sized businesses should 
not be ignored.  It has become well recognized that small businesses are the innovators 
and job generators of tomorrow.  In terms of new business development, many of these 
opportunities are generated by existing firms that spin off startups.  These are not new 
startups, and instead are labeled as expansion startups.   In addition, growing 
businesses are more likely to stay in your community if you have helped them in 
achieving their growth and to which they are well connected. BRE programs play a 
critical role by building relationships of trust and encouragement to local businesses to 
remain in the community and continue to grow. 

The retention and expansion of local businesses can: 

• Keep or increase local jobs; 
• Preserve or increase the local tax base; 
• Increase local property values; 
• Enhance the image/increase confidence of a local community or region as a 

place to invest; 
• Maintain or diversify the economic base. 

A formal BRE program identifies the hurdles and challenges facing local businesses and 
provides assistance to address those issues. Technical assistance provided through a 
BRE program can help a business: 

• Increase its competitiveness in the wider marketplace (e.g., introduction to BC 
Trade and Investment representatives); 

• Assist  it  with  expansions  that  add  new  jobs  (e.g.,  site  selection assistance, 
working with local and regional government to ensure a smooth approval 
process); 

• Keep it from relocating to other areas (e.g., identifying and resolving issues at the 
local level and helping businesses overcome certain challenges); 

• Help it survive economic difficulties (e.g., business continuity planning, pre-
disaster planning and post-disaster recovery help); 

• Connect it to networks (e.g., Chamber of Commerce, BC Manufacturers and 
Exporters Association, industry associations, benefit programs, provincial and 
federal programs and agencies, angel investment networks, etc.). 
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A successful BRE program can provide the data and intelligence that can help your 
community in efforts to attract new companies and to foster the creation of new 
businesses.  It can also supply the community with data on the local economy, such as: 

• The competitive strengths and weaknesses of the area as a business location 
• The relative strength of the local economy  
• Areas of interest and concern that can be used to formulate public policy to 

improve the business climate (e.g. approval processes, zoning, etc.) 
• An understanding of the current workforce and the workforce needs of the 

business community. 

BRE surveys, company visits, focus groups, business walks, and other formal or informal 
data gathering techniques can provide economic development practitioners with a 
snapshot of their community‘s business climate. This data needs to be managed 
carefully because confidentiality is vital to many business owners. In addition, many key 
economic development metrics (e.g., jobs created, jobs retained, per capita income, 
level of investment, etc.) may be informed by a robust BRE program. 

BC BusinessCounts 
The British Columbia Economic Development Association (BCEDA) first started the BC 
BusinessCounts program in 2010.  The format was the first of its kind in Canada and has 
now been adopted by other Provinces.  BC BusinessCounts provides a consistent 
province-wide method for gathering data needed to identify and analyze business 
needs at the local, regional and provincial level.  To date over 40 groups, representing 
over 85 communities are using the BC BusinessCounts Program to identify the needs of 
local businesses and industry and to make their communities a better place in which to 
do business.   

Following extensive research on business retention platforms, BCEDA purchased a 
provincial master license for ExecutivePulse.  The ability for BCEDA to purchase this 
license was made available by both the Province of BC and BC Hydro who assisted in 
securing the necessary funding.  ExecutivePulse web based CRM software is designed 
to collect and analyze data on existing industries with data collected by local 
agencies. A special licensing agreement enables BCEDA to make this software 
available to economic development organizations at prices substantially cheaper than 
normal. If your community is not part of the program, please feel free to contact 
BCEDA. 

BCEDA has always placed importance on business retention and expansion initiatives 
and supporting those businesses already in a community.  Business retention is best 
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performed as a community-driven activity to maximize local development of existing 
industry. Each community or region develops its own approaches to conduct business 
outreach. A robust CRM is an integral part of this approach. 

Facts about BRE in BC 
The BCEDA publishes a Member Survey every two years.  In 2013 the survey 
demonstrated the following as it related to Business Retention and Expansion: 

• 9.69% of the average economic development budget is spent on BRE programs 
and initiatives.  This is the lowest of all budget categories. 

• 21.16% of staff time is used to implement various BRE activities. 
• Business Retention and Expansion emerged as the highest priority for BC 

communities with an average rating of 8.97% out of 10.  This was substantially 
higher than any other category.   

It was interesting to note that the category identified as the highest priority is also the 
one with the lowest budget allocation.   

 

  

"How much time, resources and funding is 
your organization and community putting 
into this mainstay economic development 
strategy?"  It may be time to look at these 
allocations and consider new initiatives to 
support what you already have. 
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Business Walks 
 

Introduction to Business Walks 
In 2010, the Metro Chamber1 in Sacramento, who is responsible for Sacramento 
Economic Development, launched the first Business Walks.  Since then the program has 
grown across North America, including here in British Columbia.   

In May of 2012, the Central Okanagan Regional 
District2, a member of BC BusinessCounts, piloted the 
very first Business Walks program in BC.  Since that time 
the program in the Okanagan has expanded to two 
per year, one in the spring and one during Small 
Business Month.  The one in the spring has been 
focused on the Manufacturing sector.  During the 
initial Business Walks, more than 65 business and civic 
leaders participated by walking door to door and 
surveying 325 businesses.   

For the Central Okanagan Economic Development 
Commission (COEDC), the information helps to 
capture and track the pulse of businesses throughout 
the region, connects business support agencies to the 
business community, communicates industry 
intelligence to business support providers and 
identifies opportunities for COEDC’s Business 
Enhancement programming. Civic and business 
leaders are able to gain specific information that 
enables them to identify and remove barriers to doing 
business in their respective municipalities. Through the completion of a number of 
successful business walks, COEDC has developed a number of tools all designed to 
meet the needs of the business community, and based on the feedback gathered 
through the Business Walks process.   

COEDC deserves all of the credit for establishing Business Walks in BC.  BCEDA only 
played a minimal role in establishing the program by providing some input on the 
                                                 

1 http://www.metrochamber.org/business-walks.html 
2 http://www.investkelowna.com/business-walks 

Figure 1  Results from Question 2: How 
many employees do you have today, 
and what is your projected number of 
employees in 3 years? 

http://www.metrochamber.org/business-walks.html
http://www.investkelowna.com/business-walks
http://www.investkelowna.com/business-walks
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question design and then having it added to the BC BusinessCounts platform to allow 
for data entry and analysis.  COEDC has graciously assisted many communities in 
establishing programs and has allowed BCEDA to share its story and materials 
developed for the program.   Since the first Business Walks in BC, BCEDA has informed 
communities of COEDC’s success and assisted in developing additional tools for 
Business Walks, including a specific survey used for retail business – Business Walks – 
Retail.    All surveys are provided as examples in Appendix A.  

What are Business Walks and Why Do It? 
A “Business Walk” is a day dedicated to learning more about your local businesses 
through face-to-face interviews on their turf.   Business Walks enables your 
community/region to cover much more ground than a traditional Business Retention 
and Expansion Program.  Local leaders and key community stakeholders visit a  large 
number of businesses with the hopes of gathering the knowledge they need to 
help their community and strengthen relationships.  Consider a Business Walk the 
foundation of building relationships and networks over time. Ongoing events and 
reporting will help keep everyone up to date and inspired to foster a stronger business 
and friendlier business climate. 

You are typically designing your Business Walks Program to: 

• Understand the issues and opportunities of your existing business community 
• Quickly diagnose firms on the brink of greatness or that may be at risk 
• Build long lasting and effective working relationships between decision makers 

and local businesses 
• Increase awareness of the programs and services offered by the community, 

economic development office, chamber of commerce, and other partners 
• Recognize the impact and value that you place in your local businesses 
• Identify those businesses that may require assistance  
• Track the state of the local business community over time 
• Provide local businesses with access to information that can help them grow and 

expand locally. 

Establishing your Own Business Walks 
The following information is provided to help you in developing, implementing and 
reporting out on your own Business Walks.  No one community is the same, so this 
information should be only considered as a helpful guide and not a mandatory rule 
book on how you must run your program.    It is important to remember throughout the 
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walk though that this is an information gathering exercise and that answers to questions 
or trying to resolve specific issues should be done during the “follow-up” phase. 

Establish the Lead 
Who from your community will serve as the “point person” for the “walk”? Typically 
this will be the economic development office.  In some cases it may be a different 
local or regional government employee, the Chamber of Commerce, 
Community Futures or another agency responsible for economic development.  It 
doesn’t make much difference, but it should be someone that represents the 
community at-large and has the means to rally troops and deploy resources. 
The Leader is responsible for identifying and inviting local partners to be on the 
team, overseeing the development and implementation of the walk, preparing a 
report on the findings, and leading the process of providing follow up.   

 

Establish the Business Walks Coordinating Committee 
The “Business Walk” is a simple program, but it does require some planning.  It’s 
important that the “Lead” have support in the coordination, implementation and 
the eventual follow up with identified businesses.   The committee can be made 
up of partners (identified below), local elected officials, and key staff of the local 
and regional governments. 
The committee is responsible for assisting with: 

• Determining other key partners 
• Assembling walking “teams” of 2-3 people to walk from business to business 
• Asking the key questions during the walk 
• Identifying the area(s) for the walk 
• Developing the schedule and clear directions for the teams  
• Developing a communications plan 
• Developing a follow up plan for dealing with issues identified during the 

walk 
• Assisting with the development of a final report 
• Assisting where necessary with the follow up.   
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Establish Your Budget 
 Running a Business Walks program does not need to be a costly venture.  Costs 
will depend on the what it is you decide to do and how many times per year you 
may do it.  You may want to consider some of the following when developing a 
budget.  Note some of these you may not do. 

• Hosting a lunch/appetizers for the Team Members following the walk  
• Hosting of a luncheon with businesses to present results    
• Cost of printing (surveys and reports), paper, clipboards, pens, etc. for use on 

the day of the walk. 
• License for BC BusinessCounts (if applicable) 

Finalize the Survey/Questions 
The purpose of the survey is to help gather and organize the feedback collected 
on the Business Walk.  Since the intent is to visit as many businesses as possible 
and to identify those businesses that may need additional assistance, the survey 
is typically very short.  Examples of the Business Walks Surveys can be found in 
Appendix A.   

Identify Partners/Walking “Team” Members 
As with any Business Retention and Expansion Program, a variety of key partners 
should be identified that can be part of the program both during the event and 
then also as key follow up partners once you have completed the walk.  The 
following only summarizes some of the partners and teams that you may consider 
for inclusion in the “Walk.” 

• Mayors/Councils/Regional District Directors/First Nation Leaders:  One of 
the key benefits of Business Walks is the engagement of local leaders in an 
economic development activity.  Local Leaders, whether it is Mayors, 
Councillors, Regional Directors, or First Nations Chief and Councils, all have 
the responsibility of making decisions that can impact local businesses – 
either negatively or positively.  Engaging them in the walk allows them to 
be better informed when making decisions. 

• Municipal/Regional/First Nation Staff:  Staff of all levels of government play 
a key role in setting direction. Just like with the leaders, it is important that 
staff is aware of the issues and opportunities of the business communities 
when making recommendations to respect councils and boards. 

• Economic Development Staff and Committees:  While typically it is the 
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economic development staff that will be implementing the program and 
be the lead agency involved, it is an excellent opportunity to include 
committee members in a program that is taking up staff time.  The walk is 
an excellent opportunity to educate on what the economic development 
department does and to hear what kind of economic development 
services would be helpful for the business community. 

• Chambers of Commerce/Board of Trade:  Chamber of Commerce and 
Boards of Trades offer a variety of services for business.  They are seen as 
key community partners on creating and promoting a strong local business 
climate. 

• Business Improvement Associations (BIA):  BIA’s play a key role in many 
communities throughout BC.  They are generally responsible for program 
development in downtowns or other designated areas.  It is important to 
include them in the program and in many cases, the walk may take place 
in the area for which they have responsibility.  They offer a variety of 
programs depending on community and identified needs.   

• Community Futures:  Community Futures play a key role in supporting 
economic development throughout British Columbia.  They offer a variety 
of programs and services and potential loans.   

• Regional Trusts:  Regional Trusts have been established throughout BC.  
While the mandate is different for each trust, they play a key role in 
providing funding to support the local and regional economy.   

• University, Colleges and Schools:  Worker shortages can be a reason for 
existing businesses to relocate elsewhere.  Including educational institutions 
can mitigate a shortage of talent.  It is important to include educational 
institutions at all levels to allow for the development of a variety of 
programs.  For example it might be wise to include the local high school 
business program director, career councillor, or apprenticeship director so 
that they can hear what the needs of local businesses are and they can 
help to direct students in to various careers.  Local Universities and Colleges 
can perhaps adapt or add programs to help overcome skills shortages.   

• Workforce Development Agencies:  A number of agencies have been 
established throughout BC in order to assist in workforce development and 
placement of those looking for jobs.  The Walk will be a great opportunity 
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for them to hear the needs of business.  
• Provincial Government:  The Province of BC, through the Ministry of Jobs, 

Tourism and Skills Training, has a number of Regional Managers throughout 
the Province.  The Regional Staff can help introduce businesses to potential 
programs during the follow up process.  During the Walk, it will allow 
Provincial Staff and potentially MLA’s an opportunity to hear firsthand the 
issues and opportunities available in the community or region.    

• Other:  You know your community best.     
  

Setting the Date 
Every community has several organizations that host events throughout the year.  
It can make it very difficult to find a date that can work for all partners but it is 
important to host the walk when as many business, leaders and support agencies 
can participate.  It may be possible in some cases to host the event at the same 
time as another one as a complimentary initiative.  British Columbia, like other 
Provinces in Canada, hosts an annual Small Business Month celebrating the 
important contributions entrepreneurs and businesses make to the BC economy 
and to their local communities.   This would be a good time to recognize the value 
of your business community by hosting the walk.  Once you arrive on a date, get 
the word out to the community, especially to the businesses you hope to meet 
with. 

 

Planning Your Walk 
Once you have established your team, have a meeting to discuss the resources 
you’ll need to make your “business walk” a success. Here are some things to 
consider: 

• Walking Teams: How many people will you need to effectively meet and 
speak with each of your businesses in a day? Typically, teams of (2 or 3) 
people are given a certain number of businesses to meet with, within a 
designated timeframe. One person is identified as the “primary walker” 
the other as the secondary walker. The “primary walker” is responsible for 
initiating conversation, shaking hands and asking the questions. One of 
the other team members should be the “scribe” to make sure you 
document what is being heard.  All team members should be encouraged 
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to thank the businesses, and ask questions for clarification.  Remember the 
visit time in a business is generally only about ten minutes. 

• Schedule: There are several things to consider for the day. What works 
well for your business owners? What works well for the media? And, 
what works well for your team? Make sure that the emphasis remains 
on the business owners. The “business walk” is meaningless without their 
participation. If needed, divide up the area/community into morning and 
afternoon walks and use the lunch hour to meet and compare notes. 

• Press:  Make sure the local newspaper, radio and other media outlets are 
aware of your event. If possible, have someone follow a team to take 
pictures and document the day.  However, do not allow media to 
participate in an interview or take photos without the permission of the 
business owner.   

• Gifts: Show your appreciation to your 
businesses.  If you have the resources, 
leave them a gift, a business card, or 
some literature on how you plan to 
use the information provided. Some 
communities bring gift bags that 
include gift cards and educational 
materials for local businesses. 

 

Confidentiality 
It is important to stress not only to the committee and walking team members but 
to businesses as well that all information collected will remain confidential and 
only reported out in an aggregate format.  Talking publically or even in private 
settings, about what you hear from an individual business can destroy your 
chances on getting them to open up and talk in the future.    

Talk it Up 
Once you have determined that you are doing the Business Walks, and your 
partners are confirmed, the coordinating team needs to develop a 
communication plan to create awareness about the program and when it will 
occur.  It may be helpful to include the owners/managers of the local media 
(radio station, newspaper, cable station) in the team efforts to ensure that they 

Figure 2:  Sample only.  Insert Partner Logos on 
back of business card. 
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are supportive of any public service announcements and press releases. 
Furthermore, the team may want to make one person on the team responsible 
for the implementation of the communication plan. 
A Business Walks communication plan should include three parts: 

Announcing Business Walk Day:  In order to orchestrate a successful 
Business Walks program, the team may want to announce the event during 
a Chamber of Commerce luncheon with the Media present.  During the 
launch you should explain why you are doing it, when it will be held, who 
the team members are, and how you will manage the release of the 
findings (emphasizing the confidentiality of individual business information).   
Regular Communications and Updates:  Leading up to the day that the 
Business Walks will be held, the team should distribute reminders through its 
networks and through the media.  Talk about new partners, an example of 
some of the questions, the area(s) of the community being visited, etc. 
Highlight Positives from the Walk:  In order to create buy in for additional 
business walks in the future and perhaps establishing a more 
comprehensive Business Retention program, it is important to 
communicate highlights from the day.  Talk about perhaps some future 
steps based on the findings, potential expansions or jobs, or new resources 
that support business development.  This is all in addition to the distribution 
of your final report.   
 

To implement the business walks communication strategy, there are a number of 
communication tools at the team’s disposal. These include: 

Newspaper: Good relationships with the newspaper editors ensure that 
press releases can be placed quickly and effectively. You may want to 
have them interview selected businesses following the business walk – but 
only with explicit permission.   
Radio Station: The team negotiates with the radio stations to run public 
service announcements or conduct interviews with members of the team 
for local programming. It is important to keep in mind that different radio 
stations serve different markets even within a small community.  You may 
want to have them interview selected businesses following the business 
walk – but only with explicit permission.   
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Community and Partners Website:  Most communities today have a 
website that is used to talk about existing services and programs.  The site 
can be used to talk about the business walk.  In addition, all of your other 
partners will likely have their own websites that can be used.   
Business Newsletter: Most communities and organizations distribute 
newsletters.  The team can use their own newsletters to increase awareness 
of the walk and to highlight results and next steps.  Many times the 
distribution lists will be much larger than just the community and this can 
help to increase awareness of how the community values local businesses.   
Social Media:  Social Media is a very useful tool in increasing awareness of 
the program.  Someone should however manage the use of the Social 
Media in order to address any negative comments that may be made.  
Typical Social Media used for a business walk may include Facebook, 
Twitter, and LinkedIn.   

An example of a communications plan, originally prepared by the Central 
Okanagan Regional District, and modified by BCEDA with permission can be 
found in Appendix B.   
 
The Walk 
You have made it to the day of the Walk.  The walking teams are gathered and 
ready to head off to their assigned areas with their team members.  Several 
things to be aware of when you hit the streets with your teams. 

• Pre Walk Gathering:  Start your “walk” off with a meeting with all walking 
team members before they head out.  Stress why you are doing it, how to 
ask the questions, assignment of areas, importance of confidentiality, and 
other details of the day.  

• The Team:  The teams have been established with two or three members. 
• Visiting the Business:  Each visitor should look around the business if time 

permits while waiting for the owner or manager.  Look for awards, and 
other materials that may provide a reason for the primary walker to 
congratulate or provide some positive feedback during the brief 
discussion and welcoming comments.  The primary walker with start the 
discussion with each businesses and introduce the rest of the team.  
He/She will then start asking the predetermined questions while one of the 
team members, who is the “scribe” will document the answers.  Collect a 
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business card from the owner or manager so you know who you talked to 
and who to follow up with.  All team members are encouraged to ask any 
clarifying questions and provide some general comments (but not 
responses to answers given).  Photos can be taken with the team and the 
business owner or manager if permission is given.   

• Completion of the Business Walk:  Once the teams have completed the 
visits in the assigned areas they should converge back to the original 
determined location.  Completed Surveys and Business Cards collected 
should be provided to the Lead.  

• Thank You Event: A nice touch will be to finish the Walk off with a thank 
you lunch or snacks and to allow for the exchanging of findings.  This 
should be done on the same day as the walk.  

Entering the Data 
Once the walk has been completed, the data needs to be entered and then 
summarized for a report.  A list also needs to be developed of the businesses 
identified that need additional assistance.  If you are using BC BusinessCounts to 
enter your data this can be done using the following easy steps: 
 

1. Log In  
2. Select Add 
3. Click on the appropriate app/widget for 

either “Business Walks Survey” or “Business 
Walks Retail Survey” 

4. Link the survey to a company 
5. Enter the data 
6. Select whether the company needs to be 

revisited. 
7. Save and Complete. 

If your community is using an Excel spreadsheet or another system make sure 
that it is easy to run reports in an aggregate format in order to protect 
confidential information.   

The entering of data needs to occur immediately following the walk.  It is 
important to prepare the report and begin the process of following up with the 
identified businesses.     
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Preparing the Report 
Once you have finished your Business Walk, and have entered the data you will 
need to generate a brief report that you will share with partners and businesses.   

The report should contain the following:  

• Purpose of Business Walk 
• How it was done 
• Summary of the responses to each question 
• Summary of common themes 
• Number of follow-ups to be completed and 

with the different kinds of assistance that is 
being provided (remember confidentiality) 

• Acknowledgements and lists of different 
resources that businesses can access. 

• Next Steps 

Several samples of reports produced in the Central Okanagan and Sacramento 
can be found in Appendix C.  

If you are a user of BC BusinessCounts/Executive Pulse, you can easily download 
the data entered into a report that can be printed or exported to various file 
formats like PowerPoint, Excel, Word, etc.   

Sharing the Results 
It is important to share your report with your stakeholders, partners and the 
general public. You also should give special attention to including the local 
business owners who participated and even those that you may not have had 
the opportunity to visit during this Business Walk.   The District of Squamish took a 
very innovative approach to including businesses in a full day of presentations on 
the findings of a much broader Business Retention and Expansion Program.  The 
event was very successful and appreciated by the businesses that participated.  
The community highlighted the findings and then focused on the 
recommendations and next steps that were being taken to overcome issues.  A 
similar shorter event could be arranged to highlight the results of the business 
walks including perhaps presenting at a Chamber of Commerce luncheon 
and/or a Rotary meeting.  
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Follow up 
One of the primary objectives of a Business Walks program is to build strong 
relationships.   Failing to take action based on the outcomes of your “walk” can 
result in even further damage and mistrust.  Businesses have taken the time to tell 
you about an issue that they may be having and if you do not follow up they 
likely will not be willing to share again in the future.  Communities using the full BC 
BusinessCounts tool can use the referral and action item options to dealing with 
the issues and tracking them through to completion.  If you do not have access 
to the tool then you should develop a detailed process that allows you to 
monitor the follow up with businesses.   

Some examples of specific follow up include: 

Workforce Issues:  Many companies may be facing issues related to workforce.  
The following are only examples of the types of assistance that may be offered 
and who may help provide a solution (should not be considered a complete list): 

Workforce Issue Assistance Possible Assistance Provided by 
Development of Special Training Programs Local College and Universities 
Funding to Support Apprenticeship Training Province of BC 
Student Skill Development Local School Districts/High School 
Local/Regional Job Fairs Economic Development Office, Local 

Government, Universities and Colleges, 
Industry Associations, Chambers of 
Commerce, etc. 

Employer does not have a benefit plan 
and would like one 

BCEDA, Chambers of Commerce, 
Industry Associations 

 

Exporting Opportunities:  Some manufacturers, or other types of business may 
have an opportunity to begin exporting or are having problems in certain 
markets. 

Export Issue Assistance Possible Assistance Provided by 
Looking to begin exporting Community Futures, Province of BC 

Trade and Investment Representatives, 
Canadian Manufacturers and 
Exporters, etc. 

Export Financing Local Lending institutions, Export 
Development Canada, Canadian 
Commercial Corporation, DFAIT 
(referrals), etc. 
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Market Assistance Province of BC Trade and Investment 
Representatives and Sector specialists, 
DFAIT 

 

Succession Planning:  It is estimated that well in excess of 80% of businesses do 
not have a formal succession plan in place.   

Succession Planning Issue Possible Assistance Provided by 
Desire to establish a success plan (and 
have requested some assistance) 

Community Futures, Local Accounting 
firms, Chamber of Commerce 

Need to establish a succession plan (trend 
identified but no specific request for 
assistance) 

Community Futures, Local Accounting 
firms, Chamber of Commerce – hosting 
of special seminar on succession plan 

 

Local Permitting and Licensing:  It is not uncommon to hear concerns expressed 
about local permitting and licensing.  In many cases nothing can be done but 
sometimes you will find ones that you can provide specific assistance in getting 
results. 

Local Permitting and Licensing Issue Possible Assistance Provided by 
Length of time to get a building permit 
approved 

Local Planning Department or CAO 

Difficulty with signage enforcement Bylaw Enforcement Officer or CAO 
Ministry of Transportation won’t respond to 
my request to provide a “blue” sign 
directing people to my business 

Province of BC JTST Regional Manager 
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Conclusion 
It is important to remember that one size does not fit all.  Your “Business Walks” may look 
totally different than a neighboring community.  You need to design your “Walk” to fit 
the resources available in your community.  You may decide that you need to hold 
more than one a year in order to get a good cross section of the economic sectors in 
your community.  It is okay to be creative in designing a program that meets your 
needs and the needs of your partners.  

Several Economic Development Offices in BC have not completed successful Business 
Walks and can act as a resource for you in designing your own.  Do not be afraid to 
reach out and ask for input.   

If you have questions or would like to discuss certain aspects of the program please feel 
free to contact the British Columbia Economic Development Association and they will 
do their best to answer the question or find someone that can.  Good Luck! 

 

Dale Wheeldon, President and CEO 
British Columbia Economic Development Association 
dwheeldon@bceda.ca 
  

mailto:dwheeldon@bceda.ca
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Appendix A – Business Walk Surveys 
The following two surveys are only samples.  Most typical Business Walks programs focus 
on three key questions: 

• Please rate the current state of your business? 

• What do you like most about doing business in the area? 

• What can be done to help your business thrive? 

In British Columbia, we have adopted additional questions that could be asked as part 
of the Business Walk.  In 2014, working with Kevin Poole from the City of Vernon, we also 
developed Business Walk Retail Survey, which to our understanding is the first one 
developed in North America.   
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Appendix B – Communications Plan 
As discussed on Page 15, in order for your “business walk” to be a success, you’ll need 
to spend time marketing it. The purpose of your marketing 
efforts is three-fold: 

1. To generate positive “buzz” to encourage 
participation by emphasizing how you will use the 
information gathered. 

2. To promote local businesses’ role in supporting the 
local economy.  

3. To promote local leadership’s role and commitment 
to strengthening local businesses.  

 
Some methods you may want to consider: 

• Traditional Media: Newspaper, radio, utility bills, and newsletters. 
• Electronic Media: Facebook, websites, Twitter, and electronic newsletters. 

An example of a communications plan, originally prepared by the Central Okanagan 
Regional District, and modified by BCEDA with permission can be found in Appendix B.   
 

It is good to let your business 
owners know what to expect 
before the walk occurs.  Share with 
them the purpose of the “business 
walk”, how you intend to use the 
results of the “business walk”, and if 
you want you can let them know 
what the simple questions are so 
they are not intimidated.   
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Sample Communications Plan  
Original development by the Central Okanagan Regional District.  Modified by BCEDA with 
permission. 
 

 

 

 
 

Business Walks Communications Strategy 
 

1. Communications  Infrastructure 

[A detail of the communications capacity– staff & time? Who will do the work?] 
 

Example: Staff to develop all internal & external messaging. Partners asked to assist in delivery 
through their networks e.g. board communications, newsletters, social media & direct contact 
to clients.  

 
 

2. Goals 

[A place to describe why the communication efforts are being launched in the first place. In 
this area, be sure to describe what you want to do] 

 
Example: 

• Gather intelligence to help businesses grow 
• Prepare businesses to receive volunteer walkers 
• Create a ‘buzz’ about the Business Walks pilot project 
• Create awareness about the organization & its programs 
• Create awareness about business service providers in the region e.g. chambers, CFDC, 

Province of BC, BIA, etc. 
• Identify businesses which require one-on-one assistance e.g. expansion plans, lay-offs, 

diversification etc. 
• Facilitate linkages between the business community, municipalities, regional districts, first 

nations 
 

3. Target Audience 

[In this space, define who you are trying to reach with your messaging and what you need to know 
about them] 

 
Example: 

• Businesses in Central Okanagan (targeted areas) - Consideration(s): 
• Most businesses in identified zones are retail, restaurant, financial and legal services & 

primarily operated with 0-5 employees. 

Why Do I Need A Communications Plan? 

A communication plan acts as proactive measure to ensure that everyone has the right 
information in a timely manner. The plan can also describe what information will be 
shared and how it will be distributed. The plan can also identify goals, target audience, 
key messaging and a timeline for rollout. 
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4. Message 

[The messaging described in this space will be the key calls-to-action for your initiative] 
Example: 
“The {your organization} working in partnership with {list partners} is gathering intelligence to help 

businesses grow 
 

Additional Messaging: 
• Problem – Cities are perceived to be weakly connected to business community. “Lack 

of business friendly environment” 
• Solution –Connect with as many businesses as possible to facilitate dialog 
• Action – Improve understanding of opportunities and challenges facing business – 

‘pulse of the business community’. Identify businesses requiring follow up assistance 
 
 

5. Hook/Teaser(s) 

[Create a teaser in subject line of your press release & other communications to get the reader to 
want more] 

 
Example: 
• “Did you know a dog groomer can help a tech start-up?” 
• “Who knew businesses could help other businesses” 
• “How Can …..” 

 
 

6. Spokesperson 

[Who are the best individuals/messengers to help reach target audience with your messaging?] 
 

Example: 
• Staff as assigned 
• Lead Partner Organizations 

 
 

7. Communications Channels & outlets 

[In this section, describe how you intend to reach your target audience] 
 

Example: 
• Press releases distributed to media channels & business networks 
• Social media (Your organization, Chambers, BIA, CF, etc.).  Create Facebook and Twitter 

Accounts to talk about the walk (ie:@yourcommunitybusinesswalk) 
• Local champions (Board, Chambers, BIA, CF, etc) 
• Presentations at chamber lunches, rotary, etc) 

 
8. News Media 

[Rank and list the top 10-15 outlets you want coverage in and identify the reporter from each 
outlet whom you want to target] 

 
Example: 
• Newspaper/TV station #1: Name of Contact 
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9. Pitch Reporters 

[Think about, and clearly articulate what you would like to pitch to the above reporters? 
Theme? Tagline / graphics?] 

 
Example: 
Answer questions of how this benefits the community – e.g. the leaders throughout {your 
community} are committed to supporting businesses. 
• 5 minute conversation could result in saving a business 
• Mayor, Council, Directors, and First Nation leaders ‘hitting the streets’ to support business 
• Provide high res graphics to media with all press releases 
• Tell media what you want – e.g. photos of volunteers walkers walking the streets etc. 

 
10. Deliverables / Collateral/Event 

[What deliverables/collaterals /events are required to communicate with reporters? List the 
possible variety of information that would support your communication efforts] 

 
Example: 
• Date & Time of event(s) 
• Key message(s) 
• Art /logo, photos etc. 
• Who will be in attendance – e.g. politicians 
• What we expect – e.g. on event day photos of teams, mayors walking etc. 

 
11. Timeline 

[The timeline clearly describes when the information will be rolling out to individuals and 
groups through your identified communication channels] 

 
Example 
• See communications implementation timeline 
• Track Coverage 
• System to capture media hits? 
• Staff to review newspapers (hard & electronic versions) and google alert sources 

throughout communication campaign 
 

12. Evaluation 

[The post-event evaluation of your communications strategy is a key component in 
learning what worked well and what did not. Use this information as an opportunity to 
learn from experience. Clearly state who will be facilitating the conversation and who will 
be participating] 

 
Example: 
• Post event meeting to be facilitated by lead agency  with project partners to evaluate 

program success & challenge 
 

13. Present Results 

 It is important to prepare a report demonstrating the findings in an aggregate format.  
Prepare a report and circulate to those that participated and perhaps host a luncheon or 
coffee to present the finds and report on next steps.  



 

32 | P a g e  
 

Appendix C – Sample Reports 
The following Sample reports are from the Sacramento Metro Chambers very first 
Business Walks in 2010 and then the latest one.  Following that is the first Business Walks 
report from the Central Okanagan Regional District in 2013.  Both organizations have all 
of the reports produced from the walks available online.   

The reports do not need to be long but need to summarize the findings.   
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