
2024 Small Business 
Survey Results

April 2024



• Qualifying companies are those with 100 
or fewer employees, operating in San 
Diego County or Imperial County.

• Quotas were included to maintain a 
representative sample based on industry 
and size.

• Average survey length: 9 minutes.
• Survey field dates: February 13 through 

March 10, 2024.
• Note that findings are based on surveys 

of small businesses and should not be 
taken as representative of all businesses 
in San Diego and/or Imperial Counties.
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2024 Small Business Survey Results

Web survey of small businesses in San Diego and Imperial Counties completed by BW Research.

Small businesses from San 
Diego and Imperial Counties 

completed the survey

603



Key takeaways
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Growth trends and outlook
Job growth has been flat
for the past few years. 

However, one-third expect 
to increase hiring over the 

next year.

4

Hiring is greatest 
challenge

More than half had trouble 
recruiting and hiring 

qualified staff.

Moving out of the county
A significant number of 
small businesses would 
consider (20%) or are 

planning to (7%) move out 
of their county.

02 03
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Key takeaways



• Construction & Design industry were most likely to report job growth, with 32% 
indicating that their workforce had increased over the last two years. 

• Expectations regarding future job growth increase by business size, with 38% of 
larger small businesses (25-100 employees) expected to increase employment in the 
next 12 months.

• Small businesses in the Life Sciences, Emerging Technologies, and Information and 
Communication Technologies industries are most optimistic about future job growth.

• Small businesses in the greater San Diego region are most optimistic about hiring.
South County small businesses are the least optimistic about future job growth.

• Small businesses that rely on customers in the region are less optimistic about hiring. 
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Key takeaways

Job growth for small businesses in San Diego and Imperial Counties has been flat for the past few years. 
However, small businesses have a positive outlook on near-term growth (9% growth on average).



• More than half of small businesses (55%) experienced some level of difficulty 
recruiting and hiring qualified staff.

• Mid-sized (10-24 employees) and larger small businesses (25-100 employees) were 
more likely to report difficulty in recruiting and hiring qualified staff than micro firms 
(2-9 employees).

• Firms with less years in operation were more likely to report difficulties in finding 
affordable working space and securing funding compared to firms with more 
experience.

• Firms with more years in operation were more likely to report difficulties in recruiting 
and hiring qualified staff compared to firms with less experience.

• The 4 next most significant challenges small businesses face were: (1) Navigating 
rules and regulations for local businesses (44%), (2) Retaining or keeping qualified 
staff (43%), (3) Finding affordable commercial office or working space (43%), (4) 
Securing necessary funding (43%).
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Key takeaways

The most significant challenge small businesses face is recruiting and hiring qualified staff. 



• The largest challenge cited by small businesses planning a move out of the county 
was navigating rules and regulations for small businesses (61%). Attracting talent
(59%) and finding affordable commercial or working space (56%) were also a highly 
cited challenges.

• Small businesses that cite that local programs and resources that support them are a 
weakness are more likely to leave the region.

• Small businesses that need assistance with advertising are more likely to leave the 
region.

• Small businesses in the Manufacturing, Distribution, and Life Sciences industries are 
most likely to leave their county.

• East County small businesses are most likely to leave, with 8% planning to leave and 
28% indicating they may leave at some point in the future.
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Key takeaways

A significant number of small businesses would consider (20%) or are planning to (7%) move out of their 
county.



Business profile
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Business profile

Professional and business services accounted for the largest share of small businesses surveyed.

**Other Services includes automatic repair, janitorial services, beauty, health, and/or fitness.
*Respondents can select more than one

6%

2%

2%

5%

5%

5%

6%

8%

8%

9%

10%

11%

13%

19%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Other

Emerging technologies

Life sciences

Public sector or education

Other services**

Wholesale distribution and logistics

Tourism and hospitality

Information and communication technologies

Manufacturing

Food service

Retail distribution

Healthcare

Construction and design

Professional and business services
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Business profile

The average company size of respondents is just under 22 employees.

Nearly half of survey 
respondents are micro 
businesses (2-9 employees).

47%

23%

17%

13%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Employees per business location

51-100 employees

25-50 employees

10-24 employees

2-9 employees
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Business profile

The manufacturing industry has the lowest share of micro businesses.

51%

28%

40%

49%

48%

40%

50%

52%

31%

35%

26%

12%

21%

24%

20%

23%

18%

37%

34%

39%

31%

36%

30%

25%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and
communication technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education and healthcare

Professional and business services

Between 2 and 9 employees Between 10 and 24 employees Between 25 to 100 employees
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Business profile

Three-quarters of small businesses surveyed have been in operation for more than five years.

The average length of 
operating history of 
respondents have increased
since the 2018 survey.

9%

16%

18%

19%

38%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Years company has been in operation

More than 20 years

11 to 20 years

6 to 10 years

3 to 5 years

Less than 2 years
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Business profile

The manufacturing industry has the highest share of small businesses with more than twenty years of 
experience.

8%

15%

17%

7%

10%

18%

26%

54%

37%

41%

50%

29%

26%

24%

17%

15%

20%

16%

12%

27%

20%

51%

57%

15%

38%

26%

31%

34%

51%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and
communication technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education or healthcare

Professional and business services

Less than 2 years Between 3 and 10 years Between 11 and 20 years More than 20 years
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Business profile

A mix of B2B and B2C businesses with mostly local customers.

Location of customers*

The share of small business 
respondents serving government 
customers declined relative to 
2018, when 17% of respondents 
identified as primary B2G.

27%

36%
34%

6% 5%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Primarily
businesses

(B2B)

Primarily
consumers

(B2C)

A
combination
of B2B and

B2C

Primarily
government
clients (B2G)

Don't know/
Refused

Type of customers*

*Respondents can select more than one
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Business profile

Most small businesses in the innovation economy and manufacturing industry do business with customers 
outside of the region.

72%

30%

35%

66%

50%

67%

67%

41%

9%

7%

8%

10%

17%

19%

63%

57%

30%

40%

28%

28%

42%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and
communication technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education and healthcare

Professional and business services

Primarily local (within county) Mixed (within county and outside of county) Primarily outside of county
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Business profile

Nearly half of small business respondents procure locally in the region.

*Respondents can select more than one

49%

21%

12%

28%

9%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

San Diego/Imperial
Counties

Southern California California United States International
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Business profile

7.5%

28.3%

16.9%

2.6%

17.4%

4.7%

5.4%

5.1%

25.4%

45.7%

41.5%

17.1%

33.7%

15.1%

31.5%

28.2%

9.0%

15.2%

9.2%

6.6%

16.3%

9.3%

7.6%

21.4%

23.9%

28.3%

21.5%

25.0%

20.9%

17.4%

18.5%

19.7%

55.2%

23.9%

46.2%

55.3%

33.7%

64.0%

51.1%

52.1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and communication
technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education or healthcare

Professional and business services

San Diego/Imperial Counties Southern California California United States International

Wholesale distribution and logistics, retail distribution, innovation* economy, and manufacturing rely less on 
local suppliers.

*Innovation refer to life sciences, emerging technologies, and information and communication technologies
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Business profile

One-quarter of small businesses surveyed are women-owned. 

25%

20%

9%
7%

44%

4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Woman-owned
business

Minority-owned
business

Veteran-owned
business

LGBTQ+-owned
business

None of these Prefer not to
answer

National averages for all firm sizes1:
• 22% women-owned 
• 21% minority-owned
• 5% veteran-owned

*Respondents can select more than one.
1 Source: U.S. Census Bureau



Employment growth 
and hiring
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Almost half of small 
businesses have not 
experienced change in 
employment and are 
similarly not expecting 
change anytime soon.
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Employment growth and hiring

Average projected growth of 9% in the next 12 months.

20%
31%

48%

46%

19% 6%

11% 16%

2% 1%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Employment in past two
years

Expected employment (next
12 months)

Not applicable/No local
employees

Don’t know at this time

Fewer

No change

More
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Employment growth and hiring

Construction and design industry have the highest share of firms reporting job growth.

13%

24%

22%

32%

17%

17%

17%

14%

55%

46%

51%

37%

40%

50%

48%

52%

18%

20%

20%

21%

23%

11%

21%

23%

13%

11%

8%

11%

20%

22%

14%

11%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and
communication technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education or healthcare

Professional and business services

Grown since 2021 No change Declined since 2021 Don't know or not applicable
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Employment growth and hiring

43% of small businesses in the innovation economy indicated they will grow in the next twelve months.

28%

26%

43%

26%

37%

22%

33%

32%

57%

48%

38%

42%

41%

42%

47%

49%

9%

11%

7%

7%

12%

17%

14%

21%

21%

31%

14%

13%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Other services and other

Manufacturing

Life sciences, emerging technologies and information and
communication technologies

Construction and design

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail distribution

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Public sector or education or healthcare

Professional and business services

More employees No change Fewer employees Don't know or not applicable
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Employment growth and hiring

Smaller firms has had less volatility in employment relative to larger small businesses since 2021. 

23%

23%

15%

36%

48%

56%

22%

17%

19%

19%

12%

10%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Between 25 to 100 employees

Between 10 to 24 employees

Between 2 to 9 employees

Grown since 2021 No change Declined since 2021 Don't know or not applicable
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Employment growth and hiring

Larger firms are expected to grow in employment in the next 12 months.

39%

30%

26%

42%

50%

59%

19%

20%

16%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Between 25 to 100 employees

Between 10 and 24 employees

Between 2 and 9 employees

More employees No change or fewer employees Don't know or not applicable/no local employees
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Employment growth and hiring

Small businesses that rely on customers in region are less likely to grow in employment.

38%

48%

23%

48%

35%

57%

14%

17%

20%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Primarily outside county

Mixed (within county and outside of county)

Primarily local (within county)

More employees No change or fewer employees Don't know or not applicable/no local employees



Business opportunities 
and challenges
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55% of firms reported 
encountering 
challenges with hiring 
and recruiting. 
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Business opportunities and challenges

12%

20%

27%

29%

31%

33%

37%

39%

43%

43%

43%

44%

55%

0% 20% 40% 60%

 Other

Shipping products to/from my business location

Connecting with relevant vendors and suppliers

Reporting and tracking financial activity (accounting,
bookkeeping, tax planning, etc.)

Connecting with local education and training institutions
that can help develop a skilled workforce

Finding necessary financial services

Marketing my products and/or services online (social
media, company website, etc.)

Identifying potential customers

Finding affordable commercial office or working space

Securing necessary funding

Retaining or keeping qualified staff

Navigating rules and regulations for local businesses,
including permitting and licensing

Recruiting and hiring qualified staff

Hiring and recruiting of qualified staff is a challenge faced among most small businesses.
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Business opportunities and challenges

Regionally focused. Globally competitive.

45%

39%

45%

43%

55%

39%

48%

46%

63%

59%

51%

43%

39%

51%

52%

47%

45%

49%

34%

62%

44%

47%

49%

48%

54%

43%

40%

40%

48%

56%

53%

46%

38%

38%

52%

29%

39%

39%

39%

51%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Securing necessary funding

Finding affordable commercial or working
space

Retaining or keeping qualified staff

Navigating rules and regulations for local
businesses, including permitting and licensing

Recruiting and hiring qualified staff

Professional and business services

Public sector or education or healthcare

Food service, tourism and hospitality

Wholesale distribution and logistics and retail
distribution

Construction and design

Life sciences, emerging technologies and
information and communication technologies

Manufacturing

Other services and other

Nearly two out of three small businesses in the manufacturing industry express difficulty in navigating rules 
and regulations.
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Business opportunities and challenges

Small businesses in South County are more likely to face difficulty in securing necessary funding, with 57% 
expressing it as a challenge.

57%

48%

36%

47%

45%

44%

48%

41%

53%

55%

40%

33%

41%

39%

54%

42%

47%

47%

44%

58%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Securing necessary funding

Finding affordable commercial or working space

Retaining or keeping qualified staff

Navigating rules and regulations for local businesses, including
permitting and licensing

Recruiting and hiring qualified staff

San Diego North County East County & Imperial County South County
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Business opportunities and challenges

44%

42%

48%

46%

59%

46%

48%

53%

52%

61%

41%

41%

35%

39%

49%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Securing necessary funding

Finding affordable commercial office or working space

Retaining or keeping qualified staff

Navigating rules and regulations for local businesses, including
permitting and licensing

Recruiting and hiring qualified staff

Between 2 and 9 employees Between 10 and 24 employees Between 25 to 100 employees

Mid-sized and the larger small businesses generally had higher shares of firms reporting difficulties, especially 
with issues relating to talent. 
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Business opportunities and challenges

Younger firms are more likely to have difficulties in finding a working space and securing necessary funding, 
whereas firms with more experience are more likely to have difficulties with attracting and retaining talent.

35%

38%

47%

46%

63%

36%

43%

44%

38%

56%

52%

47%

41%

45%

49%

59%

51%

29%

39%

43%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Securing necessary funding

Finding affordable commercial office or working space

Retaining or keeping qualified staff

Navigating rules and regulations for local businesses, including
permitting and licensing

Recruiting and hiring qualified staff

2 years or less 3 to 10 years 11 to 20 years More than 20 years
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Business opportunities and challenges

Nearly one-quarter of small businesses specifically cite having difficulty with labor regulations, such as 
minimum wage and paid time off.

23%

13%

10%
8%

8%

8%

4%

10%

16%

Labor regulations (including minimum or
prevailing wages, paid time off, etc.)

Permit and license process and length (including
building permits, business licenses etc.)

Taxes

General business climate

Federal agencies regulations (including EPA,
USDA, etc.)

Inspections or health and safety regulations

Policies changing, and available information on
regulations

Other

Don't know/ Refused
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Business opportunities and challenges

Most small businesses rely on traditional bank loans for funding. The primary reasons for businesses being 
unable to obtain funding are related to loan approvals.

53%

22%

12%

3%

9%

Type of financing or funding

Traditional bank loan or
other small business loan

Venture capital investment
or other third-party equity

Grant funding

Crowdfunding

Don’t know/Refused

23%

18%

14%
14%

9%

9%

5%
9%

Reason for lack of funding

I applied for a loan, but my
application was rejected
My business did not have sufficient
collateral to qualify for a loan
I could not find a grant that matched 
my business’s needs
I applied for a grant, but my
application was rejected
I could not identify suitable investors

I did not know how to apply for grant
funding
I did not know how to apply for a
small business loan
Don’t know/Refused
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Business opportunities and challenges

Younger small businesses are more likely to struggle with financials relative to firms with more experience.

59%

49%

39%

52%

44%

37%36%
32%

24%

35%

21% 21%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Securing necessary funding Finding necessary financial services Reporting and tracking financial activity
(accounting, bookkeeping, tax planning, etc.)

2 years or less 3 to 10 years 11 to 20 years More than 20 years
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Business opportunities and challenges

32%

27%

24%

17%

The business would be passed down to a family member

The business would be sold

The business would shut down

Don’t know/Refused

One-third of firms indicate the business would be passed down to a family member if the decisionmakers were 
unable to operate, while one-fourth indicated the business would shut down. Half of all businesses either do not 
know of or do not have a formal succession plan.

29%

20%

1%

1%

2%

4%

6%

7%

8%

10%

11%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Don’t know/Refused

None of the above

Conflict resolution mechanisms

Prenuptial agreement

Dividend policy

Entry & exit provisions

Emergency & contingency provisions

Family employment policy

Employee ownership plan

Shareholder agreement

Last will and testament



36

Business opportunities and challenges

28%

21%

33%

18%

33% 33%

15%
19%

39%

31%

16%
14%

0%

20%

40%

60%

The business would be passed
down to a family member

The business would be sold The business would shut down Don’t know/Refused

Between 2 and 9 employees Between 10 and 24 employees Between 25 to 100 employees

One out of three micro businesses would shut down if the owner were unable to run the business.
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Business opportunities and challenges

While company websites were rated among the most important technologies, digital and social media 
advertising are the areas of greatest need for technical development.

*Out of small businesses rating ‘very important’

16%

18%

29%

31%

34%

35%

37%

41%

46%

50%

41%

30%

29%

43%

43%

28%

28%

19%

23%

27%

60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60%

Third-party selling platforms like Amazon Marketplace, Walmart
Marketplace, eBay, or Etsy

Human resources software

Point of sale technology

Digital advertising

Social media advertising

Customer relationship management software

Cybersecurity technologies and/or software

Payroll software

Accounting software

My company’s website 

Rated very important Indicated need for help*
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Business opportunities and challenges

Several industries have an increased need to get assistance with advertising, including small businesses in the 
innovation economy. 

Other 
services 

and otherManufacturing

Life sciences, 
emerging 

technologies and 
information and 
communication 

technologies

Construction 
and 

design

Wholesale 
distribution 

and logistics and 
retail 

distribution

Food service, 
tourism and 
hospitality

Public sector 
or 

education and 
healthcare

Professional and 
business 
services

6%9%22%11%19%14%21%10%My company’s website_

6%7%11%13%8%15%16%7%Accounting software_

6%4%15%12%5%12%10%4%Payroll software_

8%13%22%9%8%11%10%9%Cybersecurity technologies and/or software_

10%11%12%5%14%11%12%7%Customer relationship management software_

10%4%22%13%22%20%19%9%Social media advertising_

12%11%14%8%20%16%17%6%Digital advertising_

8%7%9%1%14%12%5%9%Point of sale technology_

3%2%11%4%5%9%8%3%Human resources software_

2%4%8%3%14%11%5%3%
Third-party selling platforms like Amazon_

Marketplace, Walmart Marketplace, eBay, or Etsy_



Perceptions of 
local resources
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses cite access to clients and customers as the region’s greatest strength.

42%

44%

46%

46%

52%

53%

55%

55%

61%

30%

29%

32%

27%

26%

27%

29%

28%

25%

12%

14%

12%

15%

15%

8%

9%

9%

8%

16%

13%

10%

12%

7%

12%

7%

8%

6%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Access to government contracting

Programs & resources to support new businesses & entrepreneurs

Access to capital, banking, and funding

Programs & resources to support small businesses

Talent pool

Access to universities and nonprofit research institutions

Access to vendors and suppliers

Access to networking & business development opportunities

Access to clients and customers

Strength Neither a strength nor a weakness Weakness Don't know/Omitted
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses in the manufacturing industry have below average satisfaction with the resources San 
Diego/Imperial County has to offer.

Other 
services 

and otherManufacturing

Life sciences, 
emerging 

technologies and 
information 

and 
communication 

technologies

Construction 
and

design

Wholesale 
distribution 

and logistics and 
retail distribution

Food 
service, 

tourism and 
hospitality

Public sector 
or 

education and 
healthcare

Professional and 
business 
services

61%44%63%65%69%63%58%57%Access to clients and customers_

51%39%75%61%64%52%61%43%
Access to networking & business development_

opportunities_
51%46%51%59%66%65%54%45%Access to vendors and suppliers_

42%50%69%43%55%54%65%50%
Access to universities and nonprofit research_

institutions_
46%41%72%53%51%50%58%51%Talent pool_
42%28%59%43%56%52%50%39%Programs & resources to support small businesses_
45%33%55%40%52%48%50%41%Access to capital, banking, and funding_

42%33%63%37%56%49%48%33%
Programs & resources to support new businesses &_

entrepreneurs_
34%30%46%51%43%45%45%36%Access to government contracting_
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Perceptions of local resources

Micro businesses are generally less likely to view local resources as a strength.
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55%
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57%
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42%

47%

55%
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41%

40%

48%
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62%
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Access to government contracting

Programs & resources to support new businesses & entrepreneurs

Access to capital, banking, and funding

Programs & resources to support small businesses

Talent pool

Access to universities and nonprofit research institutions

Access to vendors and suppliers

Access to networking & business development opportunities

Access to clients and customers

Between 2 and 9 employees Between 10 and 24 employees Between 25 to 100 employees
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Perceptions of local resources

Firms with more experience are less likely to view local resources as a strength.

33%

26%

33%

28%

38%

46%

47%

40%

49%

43%

45%

48%

50%

59%

49%
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63%

70%

49%

61%

52%

58%

61%

62%

60%

63%

66%

47%

55%

67%

71%

67%

57%

55%

71%

73%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Access to government contracting

Programs & resources to support new businesses & entrepreneurs

Access to capital, banking, and funding

Programs & resources to support small businesses

Talent pool
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses rely on local government for support more than non-profits.
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses in the manufacturing industry are least likely to rate an organization as very important relative 
to firms in other industries.
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Perceptions of local resources

South County small businesses are the most likely to have favorable interactions with local organizations, while 
North County firms are least likely.
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Perceptions of local resources

Larger small businesses are most likely to find importance in local organizations, whereas mid-sized small 
business were least likely.
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Perceptions of local resources

One in five small businesses plan to stay, but are willing to leave if necessary.
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses in the innovation economy are the most likely to consider moving out of the region in the 
future.
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Perceptions of local resources

One out of four larger small businesses have considered moving out of the region.
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses in East County & Imperial County have expressed the most desire to leave the region.
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses that expressed that local programs and resources that support small businesses are a weakness 
are more likely to leave the region. 
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Perceptions of local resources

Small businesses that need assistance with advertising (social media and digital) are more likely to leave the 
region. 
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Perceptions of local resources

Three in five (61%) small businesses that are planning to move out of the county report difficulty in navigating 
rules and regulations.
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Connect with us on social @SDregionalEDC
and visit our website sandiegobusiness.org

Thank you!
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