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01
The Toronto
Business Landscape.
Toronto is the most dynamic business market in Canada — and one of the most misunderstood. The
operators who win look at what's underneath.



The economic foundation,
at a glance.

01.01 · MACRO

Toronto accounts for roughly 20% of Canada's GDP. Financial services, tech, real estate and professional services form the backbone.
Street-level business is where most operators play — and where the real intelligence gap exists.

$500B+
GTA GDP

Canada's largest metro economy. ~20% of national GDP
concentrated in a single region.

~100K
ACTIVE BUSINESSES

Registered in Toronto. Thousands of new registrations every
month, across every sector.

30%
5-YEAR SURVIVAL

Of new Toronto businesses make it to year five. ~20% don't survive
year one.

“
Businesses that fail in Toronto almost never fail because Toronto is a bad market. They fail because the operator treated it like a generic
market. Location precision, corridor selection, and demographic fit determine outcomes before the first dollar is spent.
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The biggest structural
shifts right now.

01.02 · FORCES

Four forces are quietly reshaping who wins and who closes in Toronto over the next decade.

01 Generational ownership transfer.
The largest cohort of Toronto small business owners is approaching retirement. Thousands of profitable
businesses will come to market over the next decade — many quietly, before they ever hit a listing platform.

02 Immigration-driven demand.
Toronto's population is growing faster than its business infrastructure. Underserved communities represent real,
measurable demand — not speculation.

03 Post-pandemic corridor reset.
Some corridors have permanently reset to lower commercial density. Others have come back stronger. The map
has changed — operators using a 2019 mental model are wrong.

04 Interest rate normalization.
Higher rates crushed acquisition multiples and squeezed leveraged operators. As rates stabilize, opportunities
increase for cash-ready buyers with patience.
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02
Industry Benchmarks
& Financial Facts.
The numbers serious operators use to stress-test opportunities — and that most buyers never look at before
signing a lease or writing a cheque.



Restaurant & food service
benchmarks.

02.01 · HOSPITALITY

Toronto-market estimates by format. Labour is the primary cost risk — minimum wage and a tight labour market have pushed total labour
costs 3–5 points higher than five years ago.

FORMAT EST. ANNUAL REVENUE FOOD COST % LABOUR % EST. EBITDA %

Fast casual
50 seats

$800K — $1.4M 28 — 32% 28 — 33% 8 — 14%

Full service
80 seats

$1.2M — $2.2M 30 — 35% 32 — 38% 6 — 12%

Bar-forward
100 cap

$1.5M — $3M+ 22 — 28% 30 — 35% 10 — 18%

QSR / counter
service

$600K — $1.1M 25 — 30% 25 — 30% 10 — 16%

Ghost kitchen
delivery only

$300K — $700K 30 — 36% 18 — 24% 8 — 15%

Coffee shop
standalone

$350K — $700K 30 — 38% 35 — 42% 5 — 12%
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Retail benchmarks &
EBITDA multiples.

02.02 · VALUATION

Most Toronto business listings are priced at the top of these ranges regardless of EBITDA quality. Always recast the financials yourself.

COMMERCIAL RETAIL & SERVICE

CATEGORY REV / SQ FT MARGIN LEASE $/SF

Fitness / yoga $150–280 15–25% $35–65

Hair & beauty $120–220 20–35% $30–55

Specialty retail $200–450 40–55% $45–90

Medical / dental $350–700 20–35% $35–70

Dry cleaning $100–180 20–30% $25–50

Tutoring / ed $180–320 30–45% $25–50

EBITDA MULTIPLES — WHAT THEY ACTUALLY SELL FOR

BUSINESS TYPE MULTIPLE KEY NOTE

Restaurant 2 — 3.5x Location & lease quality critical

Service (recurring) 3 — 5x Staff dependency reduces value

Franchise resale 2.5 — 4x Brand strength matters

Retail (product) 1.5 — 3x Inventory treatment varies

Fitness / wellness 2.5 — 4x Member contracts add value

Pro services 4 — 6x Client transferability is risk

Toronto Business Playbook 2026 Edition 08 / 24



SECTION 03 / NINE

03
Reading any business.
Most people evaluate a business by what the owner tells them. Smart operators read the business itself —
the signals it puts off before anyone opens their mouth.



The five health
dimensions.

03.01 · DIAGNOSTIC

Five lenses for assessing the real health of any Toronto business — without ever seeing the books.

Revenue momentum Is the top line growing, stable, or declining? Google review velocity, lineup patterns, POS trend.

Margin integrity Are profits real and defensible? Labour %, COGS %, occupancy cost ratio vs. revenue.

Operational discipline Is the business run tightly? Staff turnover, consistency of hours, owner dependence.

Customer loyalty Repeat demand or chasing new customers? Review recency, social engagement, loyalty data.

Owner dependency Can it run without the current owner? Owner present every shift? Key person = key risk.

ALEX'S TAKE

The single most reliable business health indicator in Toronto is whether the owner is visibly excited about what they're doing or visibly exhausted. Excited operators reinvest.
Exhausted operators defer.
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The cash flow
signal checklist.

03.02 · VERIFICATION

Five places where reality and the seller's narrative diverge. Run this before you let the conversation move forward.

HST remittances match stated revenue.
If a business claims $1.2M annual revenue, expect ~$156K in HST collected. If the numbers don't line up, find out
why first.

Owner salary is reasonable and explicit.
Common Toronto seller tactic: pay yourself nothing on paper to inflate EBITDA. Recast with a market-rate salary
before applying any multiple.

Accounts payable are current.
Overdue supplier accounts mean the business is cash-strapped. Ask directly. Call a key supplier if you can.

Inventory levels match the revenue.
Bloated inventory = poor purchasing discipline. Lean inventory in food = tight management. Read the freezer.

No deferred maintenance.
Equipment held together with tape, a POS from 2014 — deferred capex is a hidden liability that comes off the
purchase price.

Revenue momentum is observable.
Visit at four different day-parts before forming a view. A corridor that looks dead at 2pm may be transformed at
7pm.
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04
Corridor intelligence.
Toronto is not one market. It is 40+ distinct micro-markets. Understanding which corridors are in which stage
of their cycle is the foundation of every good entry decision.



Ten corridors,
ten different cycles.

04.01 · GEOGRAPHY

Each Toronto corridor is in a different stage. Match your concept and capital to the cycle — not to the prestige.

Ossington
Mid-gentrification

3–5 YR WINDOW

Rising rents compressing margin

Gerrard East
Early gentrification

5–8 YR WINDOW

Changing tenant mix

Junction Triangle
Active transition

3–6 YR WINDOW

Condo pipeline density

Danforth
Mature / stable

LONGER TERM

Ownership turnover plays

King West
Peak / declining

AVOID NEW LEASES

High casualty rate

Bloor West
Stable / mature

SELECTIVE ONLY

Conversion opportunities

Scarborough TC
Undervalued

NOW

Demographic density shift

Lawrence E
Early signal

5–10 YR WINDOW

Immigration-driven demand

Roncesvalles
Stable / rising

2–4 YR WINDOW

Differentiated concepts

Leslieville
Peak gentrification

SELECTIVE ONLY

F&B saturation risk

HIDDEN OPPORTUNITY

Scarborough and Etobicoke corridors are significantly underpriced relative to their demographic density and consumer spending capacity. The narrative around these areas
lags the reality by 5–8 years. That gap is the opportunity.
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05
Hidden opportunities.
What most people are missing right now.



The ownership
transfer wave.

05.01 · DEMOGRAPHIC

OPPORTUNITY 01 / 04

An estimated 70% of Toronto small business owners are over 50
— and most have no succession plan.
Over the next 5–10 years, this creates the largest wave of small business transactions in the city's history. The majority will never hit a public
listing. They'll transact quietly, through accountant and lawyer networks. The operator who is known, trusted, and actively watching will see
these deals. Everyone else won't.

70%
Of owners are over 50

5–10
Year window for transition wave

~80%
Transact off-market through networks
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Underserved versus
oversaturated.

05.02 · CATEGORIES

The categories with structural tailwinds versus the ones already crowded with operators chasing the same customer.

UNDERSERVED · HIGH OPPORTUNITY

Premium breakfast outside core corridors

Functional health food — genuinely nutritious

Trades & skilled services — plumbing, electrical

Elder care & senior services — demographic tailwind

Culturally-specific retail for growing diaspora

OVERSATURATED · APPROACH CAREFULLY

Bubble tea / boba in established corridors

Generic coffee shops in mature areas

Fast casual pizza — high competition

Yoga / boutique fitness in core

Full-service brunch — peak saturation

THE MOVE

Identify 10 businesses in corridors you understand that show signs of operational fatigue but are in structurally sound locations. Track them for 6 months. One will be for sale —
quietly — and you want to be the person the owner thinks of first.
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06
The biggest shifts
taking place.
Macro forces reshaping Toronto business right now — the structural moves behind the headline noise.



Five forces, one
reshaped market.

06.01 · MACRO

The opportunity window for each is open now. Position before the consensus catches up.

01 · INEVITABILITY

Generational ownership transfer
Not a trend — a demographic inevitability. The single largest structural shift in Toronto small business over
the next decade. Open now, will remain open for 8–10 years.

02 · CAPITAL

Interest rate normalization
Sellers anchored to 2021 valuations are recalibrating. Multiples are adjusting. A window where real assets
can be acquired at rational prices.

03 · GEOGRAPHY

Remote work corridor reset
Financial-district lunch volumes haven't returned. Neighbourhood corridors — Leslieville, Roncesvalles,
Bloor West, the Danforth — have sustained or increased. Structural, not cyclical.

04 · DEMAND

Immigration-driven demand
Among the highest per-capita intakes globally. Concentrated in specific geographies, with distinct
spending patterns. Operators who map community to corridor are ahead of the market.

05 · CONSUMER

The experience economy premium
Clear bifurcation: commodity offerings face relentless pressure from online and big-box, while experience-forward offerings command premium pricing and stronger loyalty. The middle is dying.
Operators who are clearly cheapest or clearly most memorable are surviving.
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07
How to evaluate any
Toronto business.
A framework for stress-testing any Toronto business opportunity — whether you're buying, opening, or
investing.



Three steps. Run them
in this order.

07.01 · PROCESS

Skipping a step doesn't save time. It costs you the deal.

Step 01

Estimate revenue independently.

Never start with the seller's claim. Count seats. Walk by at multiple
day-parts. Cross-reference DoorDash and Uber Eats review velocity. A
restaurant doing $2M/yr should have 300+ Google reviews over three
years.

Step 02

Stress-test the lease.

Remaining term, rent as % of revenue, escalation, personal guarantee,
assignment clause. The lease is often worth more than the goodwill —
or worth less than zero.

Step 03

Run the due diligence checklist.

Three years of T2s, HST filings, POS exports, payroll, supplier invoices,
the full lease and amendments. Read every page. Verify against the
operating story.

THE HST CROSS-REFERENCE

If the seller claims $1.2M in revenue, HST remittances should reflect ~$156K collected (13% on taxable sales). The most reliable revenue verification tool available to any
buyer.
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Stress-test the lease
before the goodwill.

07.02 · LEASE

In Toronto, the lease is often the deal — for better or worse. Five factors decide whether you're buying an asset or a liability.

FACTOR RED FLAG GREEN FLAG

Remaining term Under 2 years, no renewal option 5+ years or option secured

Rent as % of revenue Above 12–15% Under 8–10% with stable base

Annual escalation Above 4% or open CPI Fixed escalations under 3%

Personal guarantee Full personal, uncapped Limited or corporate-only

Assignment clause Landlord approval, no obligation Reasonable assignment rights built in
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Position before
you move.

08 · STRATEGY

The operators who win do so because of how they position themselves before they move, not after.

IF YOU WANT TO OPEN A BUSINESS

Validate demand before you validate your concept. 'Is there measurable, unmet demand in a specific
catchment?' is a different question.

Choose your corridor like it's a co-founder. A mediocre concept in the right location outperforms a great
concept in the wrong one.

Negotiate the lease as if the business will struggle. Flexible lease = the difference between surviving and
closing.

Build cost structure at 70% of projected revenue. Year-one survivors almost always launched leaner than
projections required.

IF YOU WANT TO BUY A BUSINESS

Get on the radar before listings go public. Build relationships with brokers, accountants, and operators in
your target category now.

Have financing structured before you start looking. Sellers willing to sell quietly want certainty, not
contingencies.

Your first offer sets the negotiation frame. Use the multiples in Section 02 as the anchor — not the asking
price.

Target categories and corridors, not specific listings. The right business surfaces when you're visible in
the right places.

THE CREDIBILITY SHORTCUT

In Toronto's operator community, who you know and what you're known for opens doors that money alone doesn't. Being associated with legitimate business intelligence
builds the trust that gets you access to deals that never go public.
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The weekly public
data stack.

09 · SYSTEM

The playbook is a snapshot. The real advantage is the ongoing system — how you keep seeing what others miss, week after week.

SOURCE WHAT YOU GET TIME

AGCO Liquor licence applications — incoming businesses before they open. 10 min

City Open Data Building permits, business licences, zoning applications. 15 min

Ontario Business Registry New business name registrations — surface new entrants early. 10 min

Statistics Canada Business counts by NAICS code and geography. Trend analysis. 10 min

Google Maps reviews Demand signal and operational health proxy for any business. 15 min

DoorDash / Uber Eats Revenue proxy and demand signal for food businesses. 10 min

~70 minutes per week for a real, durable information edge.
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$0
C O S T  O F  N O T  K N O W I N G  Y O U R  M A R K E T

Every Toronto operator who failed did so with information that was available before they
signed. The edge isn't access to data — it's the discipline to use it.

ALEX KOUBA · @THEALEXKOUBA · TORONTO BUSINESS FORENSICS


