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executive summary

Engaging more seniors in entrepreneurship – with 
their resources, experience and connections – provides 
an exciting opportunity to create jobs and revitalize 
Calgary. It also could mean better health and well-
being for more seniors. It is a win-win opportunity that 
has been tried elsewhere. It is time to do it here – now.

In the Calgary area, there are about 180,000 seniors. 
By 2022, that number is expected to grow to close  
to 232,000.1 Baby boomersi are getting older.

Typically, the first response to those rising numbers  
is to worry about the health-care costs of an  
aging population, societal dependence and strain  
on social security programs and pensions. There  
are also concerns for the “sandwich” generation  
– adults pulled between raising their children and 
taking care of aging parents.

More and more, however, we are seeing a more 
encouraging trend – one that has generally been 
ignored, especially in Canada: the senior entrepreneur.

senior entrepreneurs exist –  
and their numbers can take off 

A survey of adult Canadians found that 4% of 
those aged 65 and older are engaged in early-stage 
entrepreneurial activityii; half of them are over 70.2 
Further, close to 10% of these “seniorpreneurs” 
anticipate hiring more than five employees and at 
least 50% growth within five years. The Alberta 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report for 
2015 found similar results, with 5% in this small 
sample reporting startup activity.3 That means that 
there could be 9,000 senior entrepreneurs over 65  
– including 4,500 over age 70 – in Calgary alone. 

Within the next five years, the current cohort of 
seniors’ startups could create at least an additional 
4,500 jobs in Calgary. If we could double the 
engagement of our growing population of seniors in 
entrepreneurship – or accelerate their growth plans, 
particularly by partnering with younger entrepreneurs 
– we could see well over 10,000 new direct jobs 
created (not including the entrepreneurs themselves). 

Seniors’ attitudes towards entrepreneurship are 
positive. Building awareness of successful senior 
entrepreneurs, and improving existing support should 
help increase this proportion. Among seniors, close to 
half (47%) reported having the skills and knowledge 
to start a new business and 48% believed there were 
opportunities to start a new business in the next  
six months. Only 27% said they would be inhibited 
by fear of failure (compared to 43% in the rest  
of population).4 This relatively higher risk tolerance 
is an important determinant of entrepreneurial 
participation, especially when combined with wealth. 
Older entrepreneurs use more personal savings to 
finance a business and they have greater access to 
external sources of financing.5 A study in the United 
States found that seniors with better health, higher 
education and greater wealth, living in communities 
with lower tax rates, and who have more diverse  
and tolerant societal attitudes are more likely to move 
into self-employment after age 62.6

This bodes extremely well for Alberta, which would 
score well on each of those points. It is important to 
note that the driver is wealth, not income. Canadian 
seniors today have four times greater wealth than 
seniors did in 1984 and the median net assets of 
seniors are higher than all but those immediately prior 
to retirement.7 In fact, in 2012 the average net worth 
of two-person families with at least one person over 

i	 Those born between 1946 and 1965, according to Statistics Canada  
(https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-311-x/98-
311-x2011003_2-eng.cfm)

ii 	 Early-stage activity is defined by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor as 
including the setting up of a business through the first 3.5 years. 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-311-x/98-311-x2011003_2-eng.cfm
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-311-x/98-311-x2011003_2-eng.cfm
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65 was about $1 million.8 Albertans, and Calgarians 
in particular, have the second highest net wealth in 
the country. This confirms there is substantial wealth 
to support entrepreneurial endeavours. Combined with 
Albertans’ positive attitudes toward entrepreneurship, 
the opportunity cannot be ignored.9

entrepreneurism can mean better 
health and well-being (and is good 
for society too)

While some seniors face major health challenges, 
many do not. The most recent data from Statistics 
Canada reported that of those seniors who were in 
good health five years earlier, 64% rated their health 
as good, very good or excellent.10 In addition, seniors 
who are active, including those who continue to work 
past age 65, are healthier than their less active peers. 
Active engagement in work and volunteer activities 
over age 65 is associated with better health, fewer 
functioning limitations and lower risk of death.11 
Delaying retirement by even one year lowers risk of 

all mortality causes, regardless of whether one is 
healthy at retirement or not.12 It has been estimated 
that there is an 11% lower risk of all-cause mortality 
for every year someone delays retirement.13 Another 
study compared individuals who were employed at age 
70 and again at age 77.14 Independent of baseline 
status, working at age 70 was associated with greater 
health, self-sufficiency and longevity at age 70 and 
at 77. The news is even better for those who are self 
employed. For individuals over 50, self-employment 
compared to wage-and-salary jobs results in better 
health, controlling for job stress and work intensity, 
cognitive performance, prior health conditions, 
socioeconomic and demographic factors. This result is 
even stronger in knowledge-based industry sectors.15

Moreover, with access to communications technology, 
seniors who experience physical limitations but 
who are mentally acute could enjoy entrepreneurial 
engagement with others. The possibilities for  
a greater sense of purpose contribute to general 
well-being and other positive health outcomes for 
individuals and society. 

defining senior & entrepreneur

The terms senior and entrepreneur both face challenging problems of definition in the research. 
Seniors are defined differently in every study. Some begin at age 50, others at 55, still others at 62 
(the age Americans can begin receiving Social Security) – 65 is the age used by StatCan. The Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) ignores individuals over age 65, except in Canada, where it collects 
data for those over 65. The definition of an entrepreneur is even more perilous. One major distinction 
is between entrepreneur and self-employed. While all entrepreneurs are self-employed, not all self-
employed would be considered to be entrepreneurs. Who are entrepreneurs? Generally, entrepreneurs 
are considered to start new firms with the intention of growing a business that would employ others. 
But at what point does the self-employed startup become an entrepreneurial startup? Does it begin 
with intentions or paying a salary to the first employee? What about a team of founders who do  
not receive salaries, possibly for several years? In this report we have used the definition employed  
by the original researchers. For an example see:

Baldwin, John R., Danny Leung and Len Landry, The Measurement of Firm Entry in the Longitudinal  

Employment Analysis Program, Economic Analysis Division, Statistics Canada, November 2016  

(www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/11-633-x/11-633-x2016004-eng.htm)
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seniors have the skills, knowledge 
and experience to succeed, and  
their startups are more sustainable

Mature entrepreneurs can possess significant 
advantages to assist startups and enhance existing 
businesses. Well-developed networks, technical 
and managerial skills, industry knowledge and even 
financial resources can provide a make or break 
contribution to a startup or move a small business to 
the next level.16 Perhaps surprisingly, research from the 
U.S. found that senior entrepreneurs are more likely 
than their younger counterparts to participate in the 
knowledge economy.17 Importantly, seniors’ startups 
do not lag on innovation. Among high-growth startups, 
the proportion based on some form of innovation is 
only marginally lower for older founders than younger 
founders (58% compared to 62%, respectively18). 

Even in Silicon Valley, twice as many successful 
entrepreneurs are over 50 as under 25, and twice  
as many are over 60 as under 20, according to Vivek 
Wadhwa, Director of Research at the Center for 
Entrepreneurship and Research Commercialization 
at Duke University, who studied 549 successful 
technology ventures in co-operation with the 
Kauffman Foundation.19 Evidence is growing that 
startups with older co-founders are more successful, 
at least measured by the businesses’ survival rates.20

Kauffman’s 2010 study of how startups have fared 
over difficult times found that “Firms surviving through 
2008 were much more likely than firms that exited 
over the period to have primary owners older than 
age 45.... Of the 5,000 startups included when the 
study began in 2004, 48% were started by persons 
45 or older, but 64% of the surviving companies were 
headed by entrepreneurs in that age group.”21

British researchers found an even more extreme 
result in favour of older founders. The Prince’s Trust 
Initiative for Mature Enterprise found that “70 
percent of startups by older entrepreneurs last more 
than three years compared with 28 percent for younger 

entrepreneurs”22 Another British study found that 
29% of high-growth startups had at least one founder 
over age 55.23

seniors working with  
younger entrepreneurs
A winning combination 

The real opportunity lies with the many new businesses 
started by younger entrepreneurs who could use the 
participation of those with more experience. Combining 
seniors who have business or technical experience, 
networks and sometimes even money with startups 
that do not, can be a win-win. Depending on the 
needs of any particular startup, seniors can assist 
as informal mentors; as members of advisory 
boards to provide higher-level advice and help with 
networks and connections; as experienced senior 
management; as potential funders; or, even to provide 
specific technical skills a startup may lack. There 
are many examples of specific skills and experience 
a startup may need: in finance; law; making grant 
applications; navigating a regulatory system; 
establishing a network and making connections; 
logistics; enterprise sales – the list goes on. 

A British innovation research foundation that studied 
high-growth startups discovered that the most 
successful startups were founded by teams whose 
members came from different age groups (both above 
and below age 50).24

entrepreneurs and small businesses 
make a difference to the economy, 
but canada lags other countries in 
advancing senior entrepreneurship 

Small businesses (less than 100 employees) 
account for 70% of Canadian jobs.25 Canada has 
been recognized as one of the most entrepreneurial 
countries in the world by the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and 
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others.26 Between 2002-2012, small businesses were 
behind 78% of all jobs created in Canada’s private 
sector. Small businesses created roughly 100,000 
jobs each year on average. It is important to note 
that 18% of startups employ six to nine people and 
another 10% employ more than 20 people.27

U.S data demonstrate that senior entrepreneurship 
has a statistically positive effect on regional economic 
growth. This impact is even stronger than two other 
factors that are traditionally considered to drive 
economic growth – physical capital and knowledge 
capital. Senior entrepreneurship has a stronger 
impact on economic growth than entrepreneurship 
as a whole, and certainly stronger than young 
entrepreneurship (which displays an insignificant  
and negative effect on economic growth).28

The U.S. Small Business Administration in 
collaboration with the American Association of Retired 
Persons (AARP) Foundation (an association that 
advocates for individuals 50 and over) has reached 
almost 50,000 current and aspiring entrepreneurs over 
age 50 with their Encore Entrepreneurship mentoring 
and training programs. Various foundations in the 
U.S., Britain, Australia, as well as the EU and OECD 
all support senior entrepreneurship as a strategy  
to enhance seniors’ well-being and create societal 
benefits for the economy and taxpayers.

calgary can take the lead

Support for entrepreneurs is not new – there are 
incubators, networking platforms for startups and 
venture capital organizations that make connections. 
But there is nothing specific in Canada to encourage 
seniors’ involvement in entrepreneurship. Something 
specific need not be complicated – indeed, it  
should be complementary to other activities. Calgary 
in 2017 is a great place to launch something new. 
Encouraging senior participation in entrepreneurship, 
particularly with younger entrepreneurs, needs a 
spark to ignite its potential.

Alberta already has a high level of entrepreneurial 
culture, but with the economic downturn and ensuing 
transformational change in the oil and gas industry, 
it is crucial to redesign and re-energize the economy. 
Denver, for example, has shown that it can be done.29

There are many talented people out of work who have 
ideas for new businesses. Diversification of our economy 
is imperative. All of this means that entrepreneurship is 
critical. There is a growing number of seniors with skills, 
experience, networks and resources to help build a 
new economy. Connecting and engaging them with the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem just makes sense. 

We recommend a series of roundtable discussions with 
various stakeholders to flesh out this engagement and 
consider the “Who, what, where, when” of doing this. 

But the “why” is already clear.

recommendations

Immediate action 

Organize a series of roundtable discussions with 
stakeholders to flesh out the “Who, what, where, 
when.” The “why” is clear.

Other next steps

a)	Establish a website and communication network  
to facilitate connections between senior and 
younger entrepreneurs.

b)	Set up desks for qualified, interested seniors in co-
working spaces of incubator and accelerator hubs.

c)	Conduct regular workshops where younger 
entrepreneurs can present their new  
business proposals for feedback and possible 
participation by senior entrepreneurs. 

d)	Identify policy barriers to investment in startups  
by seniors.
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canada’s seniors

Canadians are living much longer than before.  
This, and the bulge in the baby boomer demographic, 
means there are more Canadians over age 65  
than ever before. In 1921, life expectancy was 57.1. 
By 2011, it was 81.7 for those who are currently 
65.30 With 4.5 million Canadians aged 65 to 80, 
there are many Canadians with time, talent and 
resources to contribute to the entrepreneurial sector. 
In the Calgary area, there are about 180,000 seniors. 
By 2022, that number is expected to grow to almost 
232,000.31 Baby boomers are getting older.32

At the same time, contrary to perceptions, seniors  
are not in poor health or spending all their time on 
the golf course. 

Rather, seniors are more engaged in the workforce. 
With an increase of about 10% between 2001-
2011, the rate of increase in participation in the 
labour force by those over 65 puts Canada among 
the top five in OECD countries.33 In 2016, Canada’s 
labour force participation by those over age 65 was 
13.7%.34 Meanwhile, through the 20th century the 
average retirement age declined, to 63 by 1999 from 
76 in 1990; since 2000, it has started to rise.35

The retirees of today and tomorrow want to keep 
working, one way or another. 

Most of today’s pre-retirees are planning to cycle 
between work and leisure, or work part-time. 
Unfortunately, although most people would prefer 
a phased retirement, a U.S. survey found that less 
than one-quarter of employees had employers willing 
to consider a move to part-time work; even fewer 
provided flexible retirement plans that allowed them 
to work beyond the usual retirement age.36

A U.S. study by Merrill Lynch found that half  
of current retirees they surveyed either worked, are 
working or are planning to work “post retirement.” 
Some may take a break to relax, recharge or retool  
(a senior’s “gap year”), although many acknowledged 
that this break could lead to skills loss, or loss  
of network connections. The survey also showed  
that 80% of working “retirees” worked because they 
wanted to, not because they had to.37

The propensity for seniors to move toward self-
employment is influenced by their health, wealth  
(not income) and education, as well as community 
factors such as the tax rate (negative effect) and 
social tolerance and diversity.38

seniors, startups  
& successes
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Today’s seniors are also healthier than ever before. 
The most recent data from Statistics Canada reported 
that of those seniors who were in good health five 
years earlier, 64% rated their health as remaining 
good, very good or excellent.39

They are not only keen to keep working, they  
are also physically capable to do so. The continued 
engagement works both ways in that it further 
supports continued health. This focus on dependency, 
challenges and costs is misleading. According to a 
British innovation think tank, “Older people are more 
likely to set up successful new businesses, provide 
unpaid care for their peers, to be happier and better 
off than their younger counterparts.”40

Active engagement in work and volunteer activities 
over age 65 are associated with better health, fewer 
functioning limitations and lower risk of death.41 
Delaying retirement by even one year lowers one’s risk of 
all mortality causes regardless of whether one is healthy 
at retirement or not.42 It has been estimated that there 
is an 11% lower risk of all-cause mortality for every year 
someone delays retirement.43 Another study compared 
individuals who were employed at age 70 and again at 
age 77. Independent of baseline status, working at age 
70 was associated with greater health, self-sufficiency 
and longevity at age 70 and at 77.44

According to the OECD, inactivity in older age groups 
increases the strains on social security and pension 
systems.45 Greater levels of activity are not only better 
for seniors themselves, but are also better for the 
public purse.

Working seniors also report that they feel more 
youthful, and healthier.46

The OECD confirms that “The promotion of 
entrepreneurship among older age segments is a 
prospective policy option to prolong the working lives 
of older people, reduce older-age unemployment and 
enhance the social inclusion of older individuals.”47

startups
Their importance and their challenges

Entrepreneurship is critical in any economy.  
“In terms of job creation, innovation and productivity, 
entrepreneurs drive growth.”48 It is particularly 
important for economies that are too dependent on 
certain industries, and need diversification. 

Between 2002-2012, small businesses were 
responsible for 77.7% of all jobs created in Canada’s 
private sector. Small businesses created around 
100,000 jobs each year on average. Close to 20% of 
startups employ 6-9 people and another 10% employ 
more than 20 people. Virtually all have intentions to 
hire employees – only 12.5% expect to remain one-
person operations. Small businesses created 88% of 
the net increase in employment between 2005-2015. 
These early-stage businesses are also more likely  
than established businesses to export and introduce 
new products.49

The good news is that Canada has the highest rate 
of early stage entrepreneurship among other major 
developed, innovation-driven countries. In Canada, 
14.7% of the adult population aged 18-64 have 
undertaken a business startup in the last five years.50,51

Further, Alberta is a leader in Canadian startup 
activity: From 2003-2013, Alberta’s small business 
community increased by roughly 19% (second highest 
rate in Canada).52 In 2015 (the most recent province 
profile), Albertans in general were substantially more 
engaged in early-stage entrepreneurship than any 
other province, with a total early-stage activity (TEA) 
rate of 18% versus 13% nationally.53 Most Alberta 
entrepreneurs are driven by opportunity, not by lack of 
options and necessity – an important factor in attitude 
and success rates. Further, the GEM expert panel 
rated Alberta’s attitudes toward entrepreneurship the 
highest in the country. Albertans’ perspectives on 
self-sufficiency, personal effort, risk-taking, 
innovativeness and individual responsibilities are all 
highly favourable to entrepreneurship.54



canada west foundation 09

Calgary, especially, has a strong entrepreneurial 
climate.55 According to the Canadian Federation of 
Independent Business (CFIB) entrepreneurial cities 
ranking, the Calgary region is number two (out of 121 
Canadian cities/areas), and the City of Calgary ranks 
number 29. 

In a study of the effects of U.S. startups on regional 
economic growth, Ting Zhang, a former Kauffman 
Foundation Fellow and professor at the University of 
Baltimore, found that senior entrepreneurship56 had 
a positive effect on regional growth that was greater 
than entrepreneurship of the young or educational 
attainment of the region.57

However, startups have significant challenges.

Despite Canada’s high rate of early-stage 
entrepreneurship, less than half survive five 
years.58,59,60 A Statistics Canada study that followed 
the 2002 cohort of new firms in the business  
sector found that 78% remained after the first year 
and 63% after the second year; by the fourth year  
of operation, only 46% of firms remained.61

Although there are various reasons why startups 
succeed and why they fail, it is usually not because 
of the underlying idea, invention or innovation. Often 
it is lack of investment or access to capital. It may 
also be the team – those with great ideas too often do 
not have the business experience, networks and other 
tools to succeed. 

Research published in the Harvard Business Review 
found four critical steps for successfully scaling  
a new venture:

>	 Hire functional experts
>	 Add management structures
>	 Build planning and forecasting capabilities
>	 Spell out and reinforce cultural values that  

will sustain the business62

These are all areas where experienced seniors can 
add specific value that might otherwise be missing. 
The data supports this. For business owners who 
have mentors, 70% will survive in the industry twice 
as long as those who do not.63 Startups where the 
founder has a top-performing mentor are more likely 
to be top-performing themselves.64,65

by far the fastest growing 
segment of the startup market  

is the 50 and over age group



seniorpreneurship: don’t retire – rewire10

seniors and their own startups

By far, the fastest growing segment of the startup 
market is the 50 and over age group. This group now 
accounts for close to 30% of total startups – more 
than double the rate seen in the 1990s.66 This is 
not surprising. It is a consequence of the same baby 
boom that is creating a large bubble of seniors. 
However, it is important from a policy perspective to 
realize the importance of this shift.

Talent and confidence – and a willingness to put 
them to work – are out there waiting.

In 2007-2008, Americans aged 55 to 64 started 
some 10,000 businesses a month, more than 
any other age group.67 In 2009, the Kauffman 
Foundation68 concluded “The United States might 
be on the cusp of an entrepreneurship boom – not in 
spite of an aging population but because of it.”69

Senior entrepreneurship is not a new phenomenon, 
but it is becoming more prominent. Data from the 
Kauffman Foundation show that Americans in the 
55-64 age group have started new businesses at a 
higher rate than those in their twenties, thirties and 
early forties in every single year from 1996 to 2013.

In 2013, businesses started by those ages 55-64 
accounted for nearly 25% of all new businesses 
started that year, up from from 14% in 1996.

In Canada, 13% of Canadians between the ages 
of 55 and 64 were either in the process of starting 
a new business or had started one within the 
previous 42 months, according to the 2015 Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). 

Among Canadians aged 65 and older, another 4%  
were engaged in early-stage entrepreneurial activity70 
and half of those were over 70.71 Approximately  
10% of these “seniorpreneurs” anticipate more than 
five employees and at least 50% growth in five  
years. In addition, 57% reported having the skills and 

knowledge to start a new business (versus 56% of 
the rest of population); only 27% said they would be 
inhibited by fear of failure (versus 37% of the rest of 
population).72 The Alberta 2014 GEM report found 
similar results with 5% in this small sample reporting 
startup activity.73

A recent TD Canada Trust survey found more than 
half of Canadian baby boomers (54%) have started 
or considered starting a small business prior to 
retirement (15% and 39% respectively). According 
to the research, the top reasons boomers consider 
starting their own business before retiring include 
being their own boss (58%), having the opportunity 
to make more money (53%) and having a sense of 
personal achievement or pride (50%). Of those who 
thought about opening their own business, two-
thirds (67%) said it would be a new venture outside 
of their current field of work. The survey also found 
that boomers believe the greatest challenges to 
starting a small business would be securing finances 
(42%), taking on additional debt (38%), finding new 
business or clients (37%) and balancing business 
and personal finances (36%).”74

There are many different motivations and types  
of working retirees. Of those driven by achievement, 
many of whom feel they are at the top of their game, 
40% own a business or are self-employed. Nearly 
three out of five working retirees said retirement 
was an opportunity to transition to a different line of 
work, including owning a business. The top reason 
these senior entrepreneurs gave for starting their own 
business was to “work on their own terms,” including 
flexibility, less stress and the opportunity to learn  
new things and pursue a passion or interest.75

A U.S. study found that seniors with better health, 
higher education and greater wealth living in 
communities with lower tax rates and with more 
diverse and tolerant societal attitudes are more likely 
to move into self-employment after age 62.76 This 
bodes extremely well for Alberta which would score 
well on each point. It is important to note that the 
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driver is wealth, not income. Canadian seniors today 
have four times greater wealth than seniors did in 1984 
and even the median net assets of seniors are higher 
than all but those immediately prior to retirement.77

It is a myth that the startup world is populated 
solely by young people. In fact, even among Silicon 
Valley high-tech startups, there are twice as many 
successful entrepreneurs over age 50 as under 25.78

Mature entrepreneurs can bring significant 
advantages to startup businesses. Well-developed 
networks, technical and managerial skills, industry 
knowledge and even financial resources can provide 
a make or break contribution to a startup.79 Older 
entrepreneurs use more personal savings to finance 
a business and they have greater access to external 
sources of financing as well.80

Further, results for startups are more positive for 
experienced entrepreneurs. Many can start a business, 
but it is harder to actually be successful at it. Twice 
as many successful entrepreneurs are over 50 as 
under 25; and twice as many, over 60 as under 20, 
according to Wadhwa of Duke University.81 Evidence is 
growing that startups with older co-founders are more 
successful, at least measured by their survival rates.82 

Kauffman’s 2010 study of how startups have fared 
over time found that “Firms surviving through 2008 
were much more likely than firms that exited over the 
period to have primary owners older than age 45....  
Of the 5,000 startups included when the study began 
in 2004, 48 percent were started by persons 45 or 

older, but 64 percent of the surviving companies were 
headed by entrepreneurs in that age group.”83

British researchers found an even more extreme 
result in favour of older founders. The Prince’s Trust 
Initiative for Mature Enterprise found that “70 percent 
of startups by older entrepreneurs last more than 
three years compared with 28 percent for younger 
entrepreneurs.”84 Another British study found that 
29% of high-growth startups85 had at least one 
founder over age 55.86

And importantly, seniors’ startups do not lag on 
innovation. Among high-growth startups, the 
proportion based on some form of innovation is only 
marginally lower for older founders than younger 
founders (58% compared to 62% respectively87). 

It is not just age alone that drives success; with age 
comes experience. The majority of senior entrepreneurs 
– 75% – have more than six years of industry 
experience and half have more than 10 years when 
they create their startup.88 Research also shows seniors 
are usually “opportunity-driven,” another key factor in 
ultimate entrepreneurial success. “Opportunity-driven 
entrepreneurs are those people who could obtain 
employment but choose instead to be entrepreneurs. 
They have greater personal financing, more education, 
and more extensive business networks than their 
necessity-driven counterparts. For these reasons, they 
tend to start larger, better-planned, and ultimately 
more successful businesses.”89 “Experienced workers 
provide intellectual and emotional ballast in the 
workplace including innovation expertise.”90

ageism and the belief that 
startups are a young person’s 

game create barriers among 
seniors who could assist with 

education, networks, and 
financing
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There are some barriers specific to seniors’ 
participation in startups. 

Ageism and the belief that startups are a young 
person’s game where seniors do not belong can create 
barriers among those who would otherwise assist 
startups with education, networks and financing.  
This belief exists even among seniors themselves. 

Building awareness of the existence of successful 
senior-driven startups, of opportunities to participate 
with others as partners, mentors and investors, and 
the benefits derived for individuals involved can help 
to break down this barrier among seniors and the  
rest of the community. 

Finally, U.S. data have demonstrated that senior 
entrepreneurship has a positive impact on regional 
economic growth. This impact is even stronger than 
two other factors that are typically considered to drive 
economic growth – physical capital and knowledge 
capital. Senior entrepreneurship shows a stronger 
impact on economic growth than entrepreneurship  
as a whole, and definitely stronger than young 
entrepreneurship (which displays an insignificant  
and negative effect on economic growth).91

seniors and startup teams
A winning combination

Teams are important to startup success. High-growth 
startups are typically founded by teams rather than 
individuals. The most successful teams are those that 
included founders both over and under age 55.92 

Combining seniors who have business or technical 
experience, networks and in some cases, money, with 
startups that may lack those things can be a win-win. 
They can act in a variety of capacities, depending 
on the needs of any particular startup – as informal 
mentors; as members of advisory boards to provide 
higher-level advice and help with networks and 
connections; as providers of experienced hands-on 
senior management; potentially also as funders; or, 
even to provide specific skills a startup may lack.  
And there are all sorts of examples of specific skills 
and experience a startup may need: finance; law; 
making grant applications; navigating a regulatory 
system; establishing a network and making 
connections; logistics; enterprise sales – the list goes 
on. Much depends on the type of startup and the 
sector it is in, but the opportunities are clearly there. 

Although more seniors are starting businesses, and 
tend to be more successful in terms of staying-power 
than those started by younger entrepreneurs, the 
numbers are still low. Not every entrepreneurial-
minded senior necessarily wants to do the heavy 
lifting of a full startup. As Wanda Morris, the 
vice-president of advocacy at Canadian Association 
of Retired Persons (CARP), a lobby group that 
represents the interests of plus-50 people, has said, 

combining seniors who have 
business or technical experience, 

networks and, in some cases, 
money, with startups that may 

lack those things can be a win-win
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“What we know from many older workers is that they 
really want to stay in the work force, but they are 
interested in doing so on a part-time, limited-work 
schedule or on a seasonal work schedule.”93

That is exactly what entrepreneurial teams can offer. 

Having an experienced member aboard increases the 
network, industry knowledge and business acumen 
of the team. For a team of young founders, senior 
business acumen can be the critical missing link. 
One crucial difference between top-performing 
startups and the rest is mentorship. But not just any 
mentorship – the type that comes from someone who 
has already achieved success in the industry, and 
that is consistent and ongoing.94

A recent article in the Globe and Mail described an 
example of the benefits of an older person partnering 
with a younger person as co-founders to take 
advantage of both energy and experience. 

Kurt Lynn was 59 in 2010 when he met Mohamed 
Hage, who was in his late 20s. Both had founded 
businesses in the past and they saw an opportunity to 
work together, Mr. Lynn says. The two founded Lufa 
Farms, a Montreal-based company that builds rooftop 
greenhouses and delivers the produce to customers. 
“We looked at lots of different alternatives before 
settling on rooftop agriculture,” Mr. Lynn says. “Then 
it became a question of planning, because no one had 
done it other than on a demonstration basis.” Mr. Lynn 
says that he and Mr. Hage each brought a different 
thing to the table. “He’s got the energy, I don’t,” he 
says. “I have the experience, he didn’t. Those things 
complement.” That energy is important. “Ventures are 
consuming,” he says.95

in calgary, there are  
about 180,000 seniors.  
by 2022, that number  
will grow to

232,000

4%
of canadians 65 and  
older are engaged  
in early-stage  
entrepreneurism 

today’s senior 
entrepreneurs  
could create 

4,500
jobs in the next five  
years in calgary

twice
as many successful  
entrepreneurs are  
over 50 as under 25
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Three factors influence entrepreneurial activity: 
motivation, skills and opportunity.96 Albertans have 
the entrepreneurial spirit, although seniors may not 
see themselves in the role of entrepreneur. Seniors  
do indeed have many skills, but they may not  
all be entrepreneurial skills. Lack of awareness of 
opportunities in the entrepreneurial realm, especially 
to work with others in a startup, can be a significant 
barrier for those whose networks do not overlap  
with the startup world. 

Many organizations that encourage senior 
entrepreneurship address these issues. They typically 
engage in some or all the following activities:

Policy research and advocacy
The Kauffman Foundation’s “Incentives for Silver 
Startups”97 recommended removing barriers to using 
pension funds to support startups, and encouraging 
intergenerational networks where entrepreneurs  
of different ages can interact. A recent policy change 
in Britain has given seniors the option of taking 
25% of their pension savings in a tax-free lump 
sum which would free up funds to fuel startups. The 
OECD Policy Brief on Senior Entrepreneurship has 
recommended support for senior entrepreneurship 

business networks to build skills, awareness and peer 
support. In Britain, the Prince’s Initiative for Mature 
Enterprise (PRIME) has joined with the Business in 
the Community Business Network to provide training 
and networking for people of all ages to create 
startups.98 In Canada, Employment Insurance (EI) is 
not available for those who retire. However, for those 
who leave their employment and wish to continue 
in the workforce, there are no age restrictions on 
receiving EI or for Alberta residents, to participate in 
Alberta’s Self-Employment Assistance program.

Building awareness of entrepreneurship  
as a viable opportunity for seniors 
StartUp Canada’s Senior Entrepreneur Award99, 
conferences and events that highlight success stories 
of senior entrepreneurs and media reports all build 
awareness. The Top 7 Over 70 awards planned for fall 
2017 will have a positive effect.

Entrepreneurship advice and training specific to seniors
The Global Institute for Experienced Entrepreneurship100 
provides “intergenerational Experience Incubators” 
with training, and networking that brings together 
experienced (i.e., seniors) with young people.

supporting senior 
entrepreneurship
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AARP and the U.S. Small Business Administration 
have joined forces to create learning and mentorship 
opportunities targeted specifically to seniors through 
the Encore Entrepreneur progam online course, 
checklist and Encore Mentoring Events.101 

Australia’s SeniorPreneurs.org.au objective  
is to “Create a sustainable ecosystem for enabling 
seniorpreneurs to value, then contribute, their 
experience and knowledge, effortlessly.” Their 
members have access to events, “The Experienced 
Economy” newsletter and blogs to provide  
motivation and information for seniorpreneurs and 
potential seniorpreneurs. 

Sweden, a country that falls below the OECD average 
for startup rates, conducted a pilot project at 
Stockholm University that integrated a 55+ incubator 
into its larger incubator. The 55+ incubator shared 
the resources and networks of the larger incubator, 
but focused on creating social enterprises run by and 
for the older population.102

Pitch opportunities and competitions provide 
feedback and publicity for new ventures e.g., 
Kauffman Foundation’s One Million Cups103 and  
TEC Edmonton’s Tech Venture Prize104, which  
provide training, resources and mentorship. 

Mentoring and network events bring together seniors 
as well as young entrepreneurs. Organizations 
including Startup Calgary, Innovate Calgary and 
Venture Mentoring Services of Alberta (VMSA), Ignite 
Calgary, and incubators such as Zone Startups and 
Collective 1212 already hold events and train and 
provide mentors, although there is no senior-specific 
call to participate.

In Ireland, Senior Enterprise Ireland105 broke out 
its activities designed to increase participation by 
seniors in entrepreneurship into four pieces: raising 
awareness; starting and partnering; investing and 
acquiring; and, advising and innovating. While this 
program shares many of the goals of other programs, 

its approach considered some unique aspects of 
support for senior involvement in entrepreneurship, 
specifically partnering, investing and advising 
by seniors for seniors, and by seniors, for young 
entrepreneurs. Unfortunately, it did not continue  
after its EU funding ended.

continuum of engagement 

Given that existing and potential senior entrepreneurs 
have a range of motivations and objectives,  
Senior Enterprise Ireland’s process implicitly 
recognized a continuum of engagement ranging  
from mentorship, formal advising, passive investing 
and acquiring, through active investment and  
day-to-day hands-on engagement. 

Mentors 
Mentoring can include mentoring other mature 
entrepreneurs as a way of addressing their unique 
concerns. It can also include mentoring young 
entrepreneurs. From high school students getting 
their first taste of entrepreneurship through Junior 
Achievement, through college and university 
incubators and entrepreneurship programs, and 
young entrepreneurs participating in local incubators 
and accelerators – all are ways to engage with these 
aspiring entrepreneurs. Mentors are typically not 
compensated in any way, and the relationship is 
flexible in many cases. This type of relationship 
represents a relatively low risk, low commitment way 
to engage. However, there are mentors and better 
mentors. Innovate Calgary106 works with the Venture 
Mentoring Service of Alberta (VMSA) to screen and 
train potential mentors and help establish fruitful 
relationships between mentors and mentees. 

Skills for Change107, an immigrant service 
organization located in Toronto, provides an avenue 
for seniors to serve as mentors for startups. They 
seek out seniors with specific skills and experience 
in entrepreneurship, marketing, finance, law, taxation 
and others. They are then matched with mentees. 
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Advisors
Many startups create formal advisory relationships 
with experienced individuals for technical and 
business advice. These advisors are recognized 
publicly as a way of establishing credibility for 
the startup. Advisors may continue in their role 
or eventually increase their participation through 
investment or employment relationships. 

Investors
Seniors can provide angel funding (capital for  
a startup), but also and perhaps as importantly, as 
active investors they can provide knowledge, expertise 
and access to networks. Calgary faces a singular 
investment challenge. There is a community of 
successful risk-takers in the oil and gas exploration 
sector. However, they are less comfortable with the 
different kinds of risks facing today’s entrepreneurs in 
big data solutions, new materials, and the “Internet of 
industrial things,” or even high-tech food processing.

Employment relationships
Those with specialized skills or knowledge can 
provide the most engagement, but there are also 
opportunities to design the employment arrangement 
to suit the senior’s desires for life balance.

A key factor to a successful relationship is laying out 
what the experienced partner is prepared to do.  
“Going into the office” everyday can be a problem for 
mature individuals for whom work-life balance is a 
higher priority than it might have been earlier in their 
careers. As any entrepreneur knows, a startup can easily 
“suck every ounce of energy out of you.” But tools 
including Skype and instant messaging, with clearly 
defined expectations, help keep teams connected. 

intergenerational networks 

One of the biggest challenges is bridging the 
generational divide. While the value of partnering 
senior mentors with younger individuals is well-
recognized, the challenge is to create opportunities  
to develop overlapping networks. 

This intergenerational matchmaking is not a formal 
part of most entrepreneurship support programs. 
It does not often happen by accident. Just as 
seniors need to become aware of the opportunity 
entrepreneurship provides, young people need to be 
aware of who might be interested in a relationship 
of some kind. Organizations such as Junior 
Achievement explicitly seek out mentors for their 
budding entrepreneurs and have a formal matching 
process and a framework that sets out expectations 
for both mentors and mentees. Their mentors include 
successful entrepreneurs who are well past the 
normal age of retirement. The University of Calgary’s 
“Team Hunter” invites community entrepreneurs and 
industry experts to support student-led entrepreneurial 
activities. However, they have no formal outreach 
appeal to seniors, who may feel somewhat detached 
from today’s students. TEC Edmonton’s Executives-
in-Residence program is an example of a formal 
mentoring program within an incubator setting, but 
there is no specific request to mature entrepreneurs. 

Building intergeneration networks takes additional 
effort. They require: 

>	 Identifying interested parties of all ages. 

	 Applicants for pitch competitions, incubators, 
existing meet-up events are often focused  
on younger entrepreneurs.

	 Special outreach to networks of retired or pre-
retirement business people and entrepreneurs 
through service clubs, professional organizations 
and personal networks that can reach older, 
interested parties.

>	 Creating opportunities for match-ups and  
notifying the network of those opportunities.

	 Meet-up networking events, competitions 
(pitching, judging, and post-competition  
mentoring or active engagement).
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If you say the word ‘retirement’, it 
almost means the end of being useful. 

Why would anybody want that?  
I’ve retired five times, depending on 

how you define it. So the real question 
becomes, what will you do next?

chris hadfield 
astronaut, musician, author, speaker, inspirer

From an interview with Courtney Shea, Canadian Business Magazine, January 2017.
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conclusion

Engaging more seniors in entrepreneurship –  
with their resources, experience and connections – 
provides an exciting opportunity to create jobs and 
revitalize Calgary (see top7over70.com). It also could 
mean better health and well-being for more seniors. 
It is a win-win opportunity that has been tried 
elsewhere. It is time to do it here – now.

As baby boomers get older, the number of seniors 
is growing. Rather than worrying about health-care 
costs and strain on social security programs and 
dependence, there is an opportunity to encourage 
“seniorpreneurs.” Seniors have skills, experience, 
networks and resources that can position them for 
success in the competitive world of entrepreneurship. 
Yet, Canada lags other countries in advancing 
seniorpreneurship. The U.S., Britain, Australia and 
the EU all outpace Canada in their support for  
senior entrepreneurs.

Calgary has a robust entrepreneurial culture. 
Encouraging senior involvement opens up endless 
possibilities for growth. In Canada, doubling  
the engagement of seniors in startups and small 
businesses could lead to well over 10,000 new direct 
jobs created. Partnering with young entrepreneurs  
is a good place to start.

recommendations

Immediate Action 

Organize a series of roundtable discussions with 
stakeholders to flesh out the “Who, what, where, 
when.” The “Why” is clear.

Other next steps

a)	Establish a website and communication network  
to facilitate connections between senior and 
younger entrepreneurs.

b)	Set up desks for qualified, interested seniors in co-
working spaces of incubator and accelerator hubs.

c)	Conduct regular workshops where younger 
entrepreneurs can present their new business 
proposals for feedback and possible participation 
by senior entrepreneurs.

d)	Identify policy barriers to investment in startups  
by seniors.

http://top7over70.com
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the top 7 over 70 awards celebrate  

the accomplishments of calgary-area seniors and create  

new multigenerational mentorship programs.

calgary economic development works with business,  

government and community partners to position calgary as the location  

of choice for the purpose of attracting business investment,  

fostering trade and leveraging calgary’s workforce.

like the city we serve, we’re collaborative, entrepreneurial, innovative, 

social, creative and global. we are calgary’s opportunity-makers.  

as conduits, connectors, catalysts and storytellers, we help shape and 

share calgary’s story. and we’re proud to be part of the energy.

calgary seniors’ resource society (calgary seniors) is  

an innovative organization that strives to keep seniors healthy,  

independent and safe in their homes as long as possible.

cwf.ca

http://www.cwf.ca
http://www.cwf.ca
http://www.calgaryeconomicdevelopment.com
http://top7over70.com

