
 

 
 

 

 

What is a Small Business? 
 

 The most widely used definition of a small business, as established by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration (SBA), is a business with less than 500 employees. However, small-business size standard 
definitions can vary by industry and average annual receipts. SBA size standard definitions are generally 
used for federal and state small-business programs.  However, most small business are small, with only a 
few employees, but also include those with no employees. 
https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/FAQ_March_2014_0.pdf  

 
 A look at the latest (2011) U.S. Small Business Administration data on sizes of firms paints a clearer picture 

of the small businesses most Americans see: 
 

Non-employer businesses 

 22 million business 
 
Employer Businesses 

 62 percent – the vast majority – have only between 1 and 4 employees 

 17 percent – the next largest category – have between 5 and 9 employees 

 10 percent have between 10 and 19 employees 

   6 percent of firms have 20 to 49 employees 

   2 percent have between 50 and 99 employees 

   4 percent of firms have 100 or more employees 
https://www.sba.gov/advocacy/firm-size-data 

 
 Here in Arizona, the SBA says, “Arizona’s small businesses employed over two-fifths or 955,194 of the 

state’s private workforce in 2012. [the most recent year available] Almost all firms with employees are 
small. They make up 97.1 percent of all employers in the state.”  
https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/AZ_1.pdf    

 
 Sixty percent (60) of members of the National Federation of Independent Business, America’s Voice of 

Small Business since 1943, have 5 or fewer employees. 
 
 So what is a small business? That’s up to each media’s own editorial policy to decide, but those with fewer 

than 10 employees account for 79 percent of all employer firms, and defining small business as all firms 
with less than 100 employees makes it almost all businesses (97 percent) in the United States. 
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