
65%
expect 2026
revenue to

surpass 2025 

WE ASKED 1,200+
SMALL BUSINESS

OWNERS... 

45%
anticipate
needing to

access capital
in 2026

75%
have 5 or fewer

employees
(44% have no employees)

How To Help Small
Businesses Grow in 2026

The OCIE SBDC Small Business Survey was conducted in late 2025 to
gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities
faced by small businesses across Orange, Riverside, and San
Bernardino counties. With over 1,200 responses from businesses
spanning diverse industries, the survey provides valuable insights that
will help guide the development of targeted programs, resources, and
advocacy efforts to support the local small business community.

The survey focused on key areas,
including business demographics,
operational challenges, financial
pressures, marketing practices, and
future outlooks. The top responding
industries were Professional/Technical
Services, Retail, Health & Wellness, and
Food Service, with 40% of respondents
in business for over 10 years, reflecting a
strong presence of established
enterprises. Respondents shared details
about their industries, years in business,
number of employees, and geographic
locations, offering a comprehensive
snapshot of the region’s small business
landscape.

Operational challenges were a major
focus, with businesses identifying
struggles to reach new customers, hire 

and retain qualified staff, adopt new
technologies, and comply with
government regulations. Financial
pressures were another significant
theme, with businesses reporting
difficulties managing rising costs,
uneven cash flow, debt payments, and
limited access to affordable financing.
Many respondents shared that they
applied for funding but faced barriers
such as high credit costs, complex
application processes, and limited
awareness of available programs.
Marketing practices were also explored,
revealing that nearly 20% of businesses
do not engage in any form of
marketing, while others struggle to
establish a strong digital presence or
effectively use social media and other
tools.



These findings highlight the critical areas where small
businesses need support, but they also reflect optimism for
the future. Looking ahead to 2026, 56% of businesses
anticipate revenue growth, and 34% plan to hire at least one
additional employee, signaling confidence in expansion and
job creation. The OCIE SBDC and its partners will leverage this
data to develop targeted programs and resources that not
only address challenges but also capitalize on these growth
opportunities. Efforts will focus on helping businesses attract
more customers, access affordable financing, manage
financial pressures, build their workforce, and implement
effective digital marketing strategies.

The SBDC and its partners remain dedicated to empowering
small businesses, fostering their growth, and ensuring their
voices are heard. Thank you to all who participated in this
year’s survey, your insights are invaluable to shaping the
future of our small business community!

KEY FINDINGS
Customer Acquisition: The top operational
challenge for small businesses is reaching new
customers and growing sales.

Financial Pressures: Businesses are grappling with
rising costs, uneven cash flow, and limited access
to affordable funding.

Workforce Issues: Hiring and retaining qualified
staff remains a significant challenge for many
businesses.

Marketing Gaps: Nearly 20% of businesses do not
engage in marketing, limiting their ability to grow
and compete.
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Decreased
41%

Increased
33%

No change
26%

How has
your
business
revenue
changed
in 2025
compared
to 2024?

53% of those looking to access capital are
seeking under $100,000

Top interests for 2026
business growth:

Marketing strategy
AI
Financing to grow/scale
Contracting
E-Commerce

Biggest needs for 2026:

Marketing
Increase sales
Increase clients
Capital
Equipment

45%
of small
business
owners

believe tariffs
will have a
negative

impact on
their business

in 2026
(2% expect a

positive impact)
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Q1 - In what city is your business located?
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Q2 - In what county is your business located?

Orange County

Riverside County

San Bernardino County

Other:
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Q3 - Which of the following best describes the industry your business is in:

Other

Professional / Technical Services

Retail

Health Wellness

Food (Restaurant/Catering)

Creative/Arts/Entertainment

Manufacturing

Construction/ Trades

Hospitality
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Q4 - How long have you been in business?

Under 1 year

1-3 years

4-5 years

6-9 years

10+ years
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Q5 - How many employees does your business have (W-2)?

I have no employees

1-5 employees

5-9 employees

10-49 employees

50-99 employees

100-500 employees
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31%

9%

13%

2%

1%
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Q6 - Which gender best describes the business owner?

Male

Female

Prefer not to say

Other or more specific
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41%

53%

5%

2%
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Q7 - Which age range best describes the business owner?

Under 35

35-44

45-54

55-64

65 or older

Choose not to respond

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%
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Q8 - Which race/ethnicity best describes the business owner?

White

Black or African American

Hispanic

Native American

Alaska Native

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

Chinese

Indian

Japanese

Korean

Middle Eastern

Filipino

Vietnamese

Choose not to respond

Other
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Q9 - What language do you prefer to receive information in?

English

Spanish

Vietnamese

Mandarin/Chinese

Arabic

Korean

French

Japanese

Tagalog

Other
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Q10 - When it comes to advice for operating your business, where do you get your information from? (select 
all that apply)

Accountant/Accounting Firm/Bookkeeper

Web Search

SBDC

Attorney/Legal

Other:

Social Media

SBA

City/County

Bank/Lender/Financial Institution

Educational Institution

Government Agency

Chamber of Commerce

SCORE

Television/News

Elected Official
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Q11 - What is your business revenue size in 2025?

Under $100,000

$100,001 - $250,000

$250,001 - $500,000

$500,001 - $1,000,000

$1,000,001 - $2,500,000

$2,500,001+

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

46%

17%

10%

10%

9%

8%
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Q12 - How has your business revenue changed in 2025 compared to the year 2024?

Decreased

No change

Increased

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

41%

26%

33%
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Q13 - Has your business experienced any operational challenges in 2025? (select all that apply)

Reaching customers/growing sales

Hiring or retaining qualified staff

Utilizing technology

Complying with government regulations

Ensuring health/safety of customers or staff
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45%

19%

16%

17%

3%
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Q14 - Has your business experienced any financial challenges in 2025? (select all that apply)

Increased costs of goods, services, wages

Paying operating expenses

Uneven cash flow

Weak sales

Making payments on debts

Credit availability

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%
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17%

17%

10%

7%

OCIE SBDC https://ociesmallbusiness.org/



15

Q15 - What actions did your business take in dealing with some of these financial challenges? (select all 
that apply)

Used personal funds

Raised prices

Used cash reserves

Obtained funds that must be repaid

Cut staff, hours, and/or downsized
operations

Made a late payment or did not pay

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

31%

17%

18%

13%

13%

8%
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Q16 - What type of marketing do you currently use for your business? (check all that apply)

Paid digital marketing

Unpaid/organic digital marketing

Email marketing

Print marketing (e.g., newspapers, coupon
mailers, etc.)

I don't do any marketing for my business

Other

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

17%

29%

20%

11%

14%

10%
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Q17 - Did you apply for any financing in 2025?

Applied for any type of financing

Did not apply for financing

0% 20% 40% 60%

20%

80%
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Q17 A - If Yes, which financial service provider did you use?

Online Lender

Large Bank

Small Bank

Finance Company

Other:

Friends and Family

Credit Union

CDFI

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18%

20%
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Q17 B - Were you successful in accessing the funds from the previous question?

Yes

No

0% 20% 40% 60%

69%

31%
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Q18 - Do you anticipate needing to access capital for your business in 2026?

Yes

No

Unsure

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

45%

30%

25%
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Q18 A - If Yes, how much capital will you need for your business?

Under $100,000

$100,001 to $350,000

$350,001 or more

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

53%

31%

17%
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Q19 - What do you use to make financial decisions about your business?

General knowledge

Financial statements

Financial Advisor/Accountant

Business Consultant

Other:

0% 10% 20% 30%
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12%
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Q20 - What is your revenue expectation for 2026 compared to 2025?

Increase

No change

Decrease

0% 20% 40% 60%
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Q21 - What is your employment expectation for 2026 compared to 2025?

Increase

No change

Decrease
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49%

12%
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Q22 - What are your biggest needs for your business in 2026?
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Q23 - What areas are you interested in learning more about to grow your business in 2026?

Marketing Strategy

AI

Financing opportunities to grow or scale

Government/Corporate Procurement
(contracts with federal, state, local or

corporate)

E-Commerce

Hiring new employees

New product lines

Getting your products on store shelves

Global Trade Opportunities (exporting your
goods or services)

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20%
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Q24 - Please estimate the percentage of goods you use in your business directly sourced from outside the 
U.S.

Less than 50%

More than 50%

I do not source any goods outside the U.S.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

27%
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56%
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Q25 - How do you think tariffs will affect your business in 2026?

They will impact my business in a negative
way

They will impact my business in a positive
way

Tariffs will not affect my business in any way

Unsure how they will affect my business
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