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Foreword 
 
The development of entrepreneurial skills is central to the sustainability of industries and to the 
development of new and innovative businesses and business processes, particularly in rural and remote 
communities around Australia. It is well recognised in the broader business community that business 
operators need to be supported and nurtured, but this recognition has had limited application to women 
in business in rural and remote Australia.   
 
This gap is significant as women in rural and remote areas often have the capacity to develop a new 
business, but may lack the support and the knowledge to do so.  In order to support women business 
operators ‘in the bush’ we need first to understand more about their development and support needs.   
 
This report identifies ways of supporting female business operators, those intending to start businesses 
and currently in business, thereby increasing their industries’ and communities’ economic, business 
and employment opportunities. 
 
It draws on the findings of a national survey, a series of focus groups and a number of one-to-one 
interviews to highlight the aspirations and support needs of women running businesses in rural and 
remote Australia.  This report provides information that will enable communities, and the business 
support and education systems, develop support materials and activities which assist women in well-
targeted and effective ways.   
 
This project was funded from RIRDC Core Funds which are provided by the Australian Government.  
 
This report, an addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 1,000 research publications, forms part of 
our Human Capital, Communications and Information Systems Research Program, which aims to 
enhance human capital and facilitate innovation in rural industries and communities. 
 
Most of our publications are available for viewing, downloading or purchasing on-line through our 
website: 
 
• downloads at www.rirdc.gov.au/fullreports/index.html 
• purchases at www.rirdc.gov.au/eshop 
 
 
 
Simon Hearn 
Managing Director 
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 
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Executive Summary  
 
This research project was funded by RIRDC and carried out in late 2003 and early 2004.  The project 
involved: 

• a literature review; 

• a national online survey of women from rural and regional areas who were either in business, keen 
to start a business, or who have closed a business 

• a series of one-to-one interviews 

• a series of focus groups. 
 
The project found that businesses run by women in rural and regional areas have a significant local 
economic impact on employment and incomes, and add to the breadth of a region’s business mix.  The 
income derived by regional businesswomen across Australia is in the order of $1.2 billion per annum.   
 
The project found that these women are in diverse and economically significant businesses, far 
removed from the stereotypes of a generation ago. 
 
Regions with many women active in their own business appear to have a broader base to their 
economy and are likely to be more resilient as a result.  This resilience can only improve the capacity 
of a community to deal with changing situations—droughts, natural disasters and economic 
downturns—and stimulate greater flow of cash through the business sector. 
 
The project identified five key factors to these women being successful: 

• the capacity to manage growth 

• effective and unqualified family support 

• access to women’s business networks 

• neutralising discrimination 

• control of property. 
 
The research found that female business managers are putting in long working hours, and have many 
years of experience and clear motivations and desires for their business.  Most of the women see their 
business as a viable asset and a lifestyle choice, not just a job alternative and certainly not a hobby. 

‘After 25 years in teaching I want independence and I want to be creative’. 

The majority of women running these businesses are multi skilled—often managing a challenging mix 
of responsibilities including family life, caring for children, assisting on the farm, providing traditional 
support to community activities, participating in networks, as well as running a growing business.   

‘I did not manage in the past, [am] managing better now, better planning, prioritising and delegation.  
Stress can be a big concern for me.  I use massage for relief and put in effort to find relaxing activities.... 
Time is so valuable, I feel guilty about the amount of time spent on business over that spent with kids’. 

We found great diversity in the types of businesses being run by women in rural and regional 
Australia—from the traditional bed & breakfast and ‘country craft’ businesses, to businesses in 
professional and health services, education, manufacturing, and personal & business services.  While 
some businesses focus on local and regional services, others are bypassing local markets and rely on 
exporting. 
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In many cases the income from these businesses is crucial to the survival of the family, and for 
farming women it is also crucial to the survival of the farm especially with drought.  

‘We wouldn’t have the farm without income from the business’. 

Regional women are using the business option as a strategic vehicle for diversification of income 
sources and of farm and locally grown commodities.  Regional economies are vulnerable to disasters 
like drought and bushfire, and many businesswomen feel that their own business is more resilient than 
a job.  But disasters like drought cut both ways—especially when customers stop buying through lack 
of their own income.  Exclusion of non-farm business from the main sources of drought relief is seen 
as a problem in drought affected areas.  Inclusion of the income from these businesses in assessing 
eligibility for Exceptional Circumstance funding for farms is seen as some type of penalty for 
diversification, discriminating against women who seek their own incomes and life styles. 
 
This brings some frustration, particularly as women running businesses in rural and regional Australia 
demonstrate a high level of organisational skills.  Most are working over 35 hours per week while still 
meeting other responsibilities that can include family, farm and community activities. 
 
But the project suggests that business success, and the demands it makes on time, is overwhelming 
operators and forcing vital businesses to close.  Women looking to start a business told us they want to 
work under 35 hours a week, while most of the women in business reported working well over 35 
hours per week.  Significantly, those who had closed a business said they were working over 50 hours 
a week, and cited family commitments as the main reason for closure—not lack of sales.  This is a loss 
of a vital part of a community’s economy, of a community’s ability to deal with change and stress, and 
of a woman’s access to career and lifestyle choice. 
 
Aware of the balancing act between home and work, these women are actively seeking better business 
management skills.  

‘[Aim is]... business running smoothly, good income, fitting family with business…’. 

Many have accessed advice and help, and completed training (higher percentages than in other surveys 
of male/mixed businesses in metropolitan areas conducted by the project team).  And many 
respondents are ‘doing the books’ on the family farm or partner’s business as well as their own. 
 
These findings indicate that rural businesswomen are a lynchpin for rural economies. 
 
A consistent theme from the primary research is that regional businesswomen do something, or make 
something, well—whether they are a pharmacist, a motel operator, a graphic designer or a florist.  But 
this is only one part of being successful in business. They also need an active mix of entrepreneurial 
attributes along with technical, business management and administration expertise.   
 
As a result there is strong demand from these women for support and training to build business 
skills—but regional businesswomen are discerning clients, they want training that is of high quality, is 
cost effective and is locally available. 
 
Demand for skills development is high, particularly in financial, business and technology management.  
Importantly these women are ‘opportunity entrepreneurs’ rather than ‘necessity entrepreneurs’, and the 
support provided must reflect these differences. 
 
A challenge is how to best deliver this support.  Focus group feedback showed that businesswomen 
look for a different emphasis in training—focusing on creative, interactive approaches that emphasise 
inspiration, confidence building, and being more than a busy working woman constantly juggling 
family responsibilities. 
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‘It is all pitched at farmer’s wives and their “on-farm” businesses, as if there is nothing in the region but 
farming. There are plenty of other businesses around, they need training as well’. 

There is also evidence that out-dated stereotypes and gender bias in attitudes to women in business 
(from clients and customers, financiers and relatives) is an inhibiting factor for older businesswomen.  
Younger businesswomen either do not notice such biases, or run right over them. This as an interesting 
outcome that warrants further investigation as it suggests there may be more women who want to start 
a business, and have the capacity to do so, but who are being held back. 
 
These project findings indicate that it is crucial to get top quality support to women in business in 
regional areas—support that is attractive to and tailored for women.  Given the multiple roles of many 
women in farm, off-farm and partner’s business activities, the flow-on effect from supporting regional 
businesswomen is likely to be very significant—more so than boosting support in metropolitan areas. 
 
The project identified five main policy issues: 

1. The need to understand the characteristics of women in business when developing new business-
related policies and programs.   

2. Making improvements to the vocational education and training sector so that it better serves small 
business in general and women in small business in particular. 

3. Designing and delivering the right approaches to learning, and business support activities. 

4. Overcoming the barriers of cost, location and accessibility in delivering support. 

5. Addressing the perception that excluding farms from drought relief when more than half their 
income derives from off-farm sources is discriminatory when women are most often the partners 
earning the off-farm income. 

 
We also see an underlying need to promote the value of these businesses and to have communities, 
decision makers and family members understand the importance of them, and the value to be gained 
from supporting more regional women into their own business activities. 
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1. Introduction  
This project focused on the needs of women business operators, who are running businesses other than 
farms, in rural and regional Australia.  There are many successful women farmers in Australia, and 
networks and awards for women in primary production.  This project focused on women living in rural 
and regional areas, and running non-farm businesses. 
 
The project grew out of a premise that the development of entrepreneurial skills is central to the 
sustainability of industries and to the development of new and innovative businesses and business 
processes, in particular in rural and regional communities around Australia.   
 
Through our work with regional communities we have made a number of observations relating to 
women’s roles in business, community and economic development. 
 
The first of these observations is that regional communities are dominated by small and very small 
businesses which individually do not employ large numbers of people, and often do not employ any 
workers at all except for the owners, often with the wife as the business administrator.   
 
Yet despite the significance of small business in regional Australia, their numbers are growing very 
slowly.  Between 1995 and 2000 the Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that the number of small 
businesses in capital cities increased by 13.4 percent to 1 007 364 but increased by only 0.9 percent to 
616 267 in the rest of Australia (ABS 2002d). 
 
Anecdotally, it seems that many women feel there are few opportunities within their local community 
to play a part in its economic success, and local business development and import replacement is 
hindered by a general lack of support for those with entrepreneurial skills and aspirations. 
 
Part of the frustration in addressing issues of women in business in regional areas is the lack of data on 
their activities.  While there is some information on regional small businesses, some information on 
home-based businesses, and some information on small and home-based businesses run by women, 
there is very little available that allows separation of regional versus metropolitan information for 
women in business—despite the difference in the business environments they operate in.   
 
Small business support services help address concerns that many small businesses fail in their first 
years of operation. Some of the reasons for failure involve lack of knowledge of how to run a business 
by the business operators, lack of support and, anecdotally, lack opportunity to develop deeper 
business skills as a new business matures.  Regional small businesses are at a disadvantage in that 
most do not have the resources to provide extensive training or mentoring for peers or new start 
businesses.  In regional areas there are fewer supporting agencies—those offering everything from 
advice, and mentoring opportunities to financial services. 
 
There are also signs that non-farm business operators are not well recognised in rural industries and an 
outcome of ‘business operator’ is usually not measured in rural based development programs.  This 
observation fits with a common perception that few regional small businesses understand the national 
small business picture that they are a crucial part of—and this is particularly so for women who see 
themselves as simply ‘doing their thing’. 
 
In fact, the national small business picture1 is one of over 1.2 million businesses, employing around 
half of the private non-agricultural workforce and producing around 30 percent of Australia’s GDP. 
Around 34 percent of Australia’s small businesses are based in regional areas.  Home-based 
businesses are the fastest growing part of the small business sector—and while two-thirds of these are  

                                                      
1 Snapshot information provided by AusIndustry drawn from various Australian Bureau of Statistics sources. 
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run by men, the number of women-run home-based businesses grew by 17 percent between late 1999 
and mid 2001 compared with 13 percent for those run by men. Most small businesses have computers 
and use the internet, with just under half using the internet to place or service orders. 
 

Perceptions 
Perceptions of women in small business in regional areas seem to be a major stumbling block, 
including perceptions held by women.  One female policymaker, from a training and education 
portfolio, quipped that in working on regional businesswomen’s’ issues ‘. you must be knee-deep in 
doilies ..’.  We found many women and men involved in business themselves, or involved in business 
policymaking or support, who share such perceptions.  
 
The stereotypes run deep, and impede exploration of non-traditional roles in business by women.  A 
participant in one of our focus groups, for example, made a throw away comment that ‘... there 
wouldn’t be many businesses run by women in Moree’.  The facilitator generated a lot of discussion 
by then raising the outcomes of an earlier focus group which had been held with businesswomen in 
Moree, raising the similarity in diversity of business types and in business growth issues, and the 
extent of the stereotyping they faced. 
 
These stereotypical perceptions relating to regional women in business are compounded by a ‘cultural 
cringe’ associated with very small and home-based businesses (Houghton & CREEDA 1998). Such 
small business operators often express the feeling that small business support programs are ‘not for 
me’.  Yet small businesses are legitimately able to access a wide range of support programs like 
Export Finance and Insurance Corporation services, Export Market Development Grants, 
Commercialising Emerging Technologies (COMET) grants, research and development start grants, 
small business incubators, and business enterprise or support centres.   
 
In practice, many of the programs offering financial assistance are accessed mostly by medium sized 
businesses as they require matching dollars or have minimum expenditure levels before assistance can 
be claimed, with thresholds above those suitable for small businesses. 
 
An underlying ambition for this project was to explore the perceptions and stereotypes of women in 
business in regional areas, as a precursor to building a stronger foundation for the recognition and 
growth of small businesses run by women in rural and regional Australia. 
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2. Objectives 
This project was funded by the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation (RIRDC) in 
2003 to: 

 Identify ways of supporting female business operators, intenders and current, thereby increasing their 
industries’ and communities’ economic, business and employment opportunities. 

 
The outcomes expected from the project were: 

 Information on the number of women on farms operating businesses or wishing to operate a 
business.  This includes information on farm industry related businesses and non-farm industry 
related businesses (such as tourism and arts and crafts). 

 Targeted and validated information on developing business operations skills in regionally based 
women. 

 Information on the capacity of the business support network and education system to support 
these women with relevant and contemporary business development techniques. 

 Development of networks of women in businesses across Australia and across industries.   
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3. Methodology 
This research project melds existing understanding of women’s business and entrepreneurial 
development with new data on entrepreneurial activity among women in rural and regional Australia 
and their particular development and support needs. 
 
The methodology was geared around the resources available to carry out the project, which reflect the 
role of the project as exploratory research into issues affecting women in business in rural and regional 
Australia. 
 
The project was ambitious in scope but modest in scale.  The project team did not have the resources 
to gather detailed responses from large numbers of women in business around Australia.  Instead we 
focused on securing feedback from a diverse sample of women in regions and business types across 
Australia, supplemented by interviews and focus groups.   
 
The project is a first step in exploring the complexity and multi-dimensionality of issues facing 
women in business in regional Australia.  The findings reflect input from just over 200 regional 
businesswomen, and while these findings reflect consistency in the issues raised and discussed in 
depth, we would suggest that the sample of respondents is not adequate for rigorous statistical 
analysis. 
 
The project had four main phases, and used a variety of methods for gathering both primary and 
secondary information. 
 

Phase 1  Literature review 
The first phase was a literature search and review.  Early research showed that there is a lot of 
information on developing the skills of entrepreneurs but little work on actual female business 
operators and potential operators in the bush. The literature review focused on the nature and scale of 
business activities by women in Australia, and on the characteristics of women business operators   
 
The main findings of the review are summarised in Chapter 3. 
 
The review also summarised a range of business support tools and services available to women in regional 
Australia.  This summary was prepared as a tangible product that could be provided to women interested 
in growing their businesses.  It could be made available generally via RIRDC and other networks. 
  

Phase 2  Primary research 
The second phase involved gathering information directly from regional businesswomen through a 
combination of: 

• a web-based survey 
• a series of one-to-one interviews 
• a series of focus groups. 

 
These processes were selected to allow us to gather higher level feedback on experiences from women 
around Australia (via the survey), which could then be complemented by more detailed probing of the 
issues that emerged with individual interviews and focus groups. 
 
The web approach was used to make best use of networks we had approached to help us find 
respondents.  Most of these networks had email distribution lists and email or web-based newsletters,  
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leading to a web-based survey as being the most suitable vehicle for reaching the target group.  We 
had initially intended to post out copies of questionnaires, but it quickly became apparent that it would 
be very difficult to generate mailing lists.   
 
The web-based approach allowed us to spread the message of the survey further, and we noticed a 
snowballing of responses stemming from people passing on information about the survey to friends 
and colleagues.  Some women we know reported getting advice about the survey from two or three 
quite different sources.  This led to people responding who we would have not otherwise been able to 
contact.  It also led to a great geographical spread of respondents—from Broome and Kununurra in 
northern Western Australia to Judbury in southern Tasmania. 
 
The survey involved three separate (but nested) questionnaires for each of three types of 
businesswomen: 

• those who have started a business and are successfully operating 
• those who want to start a business  
• those who have run, but have since sold or closed, a business. 

  
The questionnaires sought information on three groups of issues: 

• the characteristics of the business (age, industry, employees, location etc)  
• the operator (degree of control, family support, hours worked, origins and goals etc) 
• barriers to business growth and development of business skills. 

 
Copies of the questionnaires are included in Appendix 1. 
   
The survey was launched in mid December 2003 and ran until mid February 2004.  The survey was 
promoted through networks (business networks, women’s networks, regional networks and industry 
networks) and through the media.  The project generated a lot of interest from individuals and media 
organisations around Australia.  We put out a media release in January in order to promote the survey 
and encourage responses, and this was picked up by local newspapers, rural papers, local radio and 
Radio National’s Bush Telegraph program.  The survey netted over 150 responses. 
 
The number of respondents was lower than we expected, especially given the high levels of interest 
and individual feedback to the research team (more than other surveys we have done) and good media 
exposure.  On reflection, Christmas was not a good time to launch the survey, with many 
businesswomen busy over the holiday period with family responsibilities.   
 
The survey findings are reported in Chapter 4. 
 
The initial targets for the project were 200 completed surveys, 12 one-to-one interviews and three 
focus groups.  By the end of the project we had received over 150 completed surveys, completed 12 
one-to-one interviews and conducted six focus groups with a total of 61 women. The findings reported 
on here thus reflect input from over 200 regional businesswomen from across Australia.  We are 
confident of the analysis and findings, as there was considerable consistency in the issues raised and 
discussed, and we were able to probe these issues in one-to-one and group settings to ensure we 
understood them.  Nonetheless, the scale of the project is modest and exploratory, and we would 
suggest that the sample of respondents is not adequate for rigorous statistical analysis. 
 
The questionnaires were designed based on the literature review, then provided to the Reference Group 
for comment and trialled with ten regional businesswomen.  Some changes were made after the trial to 
resolve ambiguities and tighten the range of options under the multiple-choice questions. 
 
Women suitable for face-to-face interview and focus group activities were identified during the 
questionnaire process and through local business networks.  The interviews were conducted in late 
February by telephone.  The interviews blended the core questions from the survey questionnaires  
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with the themes explored in the focus groups.  A copy of the set of interview questions is included in 
Appendix 2. 
 
Four focus groups were held during February and early March.  The focus groups were held in: 
• Guyra (NSW) 
• Wodonga (Vic) 
• Bright (Vic) 
• Kununurra (WA) 
 
Additional support for the project from the Department of Transport and Regional Services enabled 
two further focus groups to be held, with women running businesses in towns rather than from farms.  
These two focus groups were held in Moree and Braidwood (both in NSW). 
 
Each focus group had between 8 and 12 participants, and the discussion was guided by a set of 
questions drawn from analysis of the survey responses.  A copy of the set of focus group questions is 
included in Appendix 3. 
 

Phase 3  Reporting 
The third phase of the project involved drawing the findings of the primary research and the literature 
review together into a comprehensive report for the Reference Group and RIRDC.  
 
A presentation of research findings was made to the Reference Group in mid March, and the report 
finalised in late March 2004. 

Dissemination 
The early consultations and on-going engagement with a range of business advisory agencies and 
organisations, and good media coverage, have set the stage for interest in the research outcomes.   
 
Once the final report has been accepted by RIRDC and made available for public release, we propose 
to communicate the findings to key groups, and encourage them to play a role in backing up support 
mechanisms.  
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4. Literature review - main findings 
The literature review indicated that it is very timely to have a close look at the business development 
trends and needs of women running businesses in rural and regional Australia. 
 
Off-farm income has become very important for farming families, and economic restructuring in 
regional Australia is closing some business doors while opening up other opportunities.  Self-
employment, business formation and business growth are likely to be significant sources of off-farm 
income, as the numbers of ‘employee’ positions are limited.  
 
The role of women in these businesses is likely to be very important, in reflecting wider attitudes of 
society to women in business, and to entrepreneurship.  There are also likely to be a range of different 
motivations for regional women getting into business, and a similar range of different desires for the 
business and its role in their lives and the lives of their families. 
 
Better understanding of these issues and drivers will help underpin development of the right kinds of 
support needs to promote success.  There is already a wide range of government and commercially 
provided support, but it will be important to assess the targeting, marketing and relevance to rural 
businesswomen.   
 
A key factor is a deeper understanding of the very notion of ‘business success’.  It is likely that, given 
the mix of personal attributes and family characteristics that rural women bring to their businesses, 
each will have different feelings about ‘success’.  These can encompass an alternative to a job, core 
income for family, social or personal motivation, or a drive to be an entrepreneur.   
 
Knowledge of these issues are needed to understand the role, impact and support needs of women in 
business ‘in the bush’. 
 

Businesses in regional Australia 
According to a recent Commonwealth Government Fact Sheet.  

‘Australia’s regional communities are a major source of the nation’s export strength and economic 
wealth.  Non-metropolitan Australia generates about half of Australia’s export revenue and employs 
more than one-third of the nation’s workforce’ (DFAT 2002).  

Interestingly, the export earnings attributable to manufacturing and service industries in regional areas 
($23 billion in 2002) are similar to those from agriculture ($21 billion), indicating the importance of 
off-farm industries to regional economies (DOTARS 2003).  By providing economic diversity, off-
farm industries are a valuable buffer for regions that are otherwise subject to the negative impacts of 
variable agricultural income. 
 
Given their importance, it is concerning that from 1995–96 to 1999–2000, the number of small 
businesses in regional areas grew much more slowly than in city areas—by just 0.9 percent compared 
with over 13 percent in metropolitan areas (ABS 2002d).  
 
The number of farming families is decreasing because of economic pressures.  The Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS) suggested that decline in the number of farming families from 145 000 in 1986 to 
120 000 in 1991, was partly influenced by favourable economic conditions. The lower commodity 
prices in broadacre industries throughout the 1990s resulted in some farmers delaying their decision to 
retire, leave farming, or hand the farm over to their children. As a result, the number of farming 
families declined by smaller amounts between 1991 and 1996 (5 300), and between 1996 and 2001  
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(2 400).  The ABS estimates that there were some 112 300 farming families in Australia in June 2001 
(ABS 2002a).  
 
Despite perceptions that Australian agriculture is becoming increasingly ‘corporatised’, in 2001 the 
majority of farms were still owned by family-operated businesses.  In 2001, 91 percent of farmers in 
Australia were members of a family household, with around 99 percent of broadacre and dairy farms 
operated by owner-managers (ABS 2002a).  
 
For women in remote locations and on farms, a successful career can be one they often create for 
themselves, out of necessity, in the farm sector.  But more and more women are considering adding 
value to farm businesses by undertaking income-earning activities such as tourism, arts and crafts 
sales and development, and are making use of better communications technologies to run enterprises 
providing services to businesses, individuals and families.   
 

Importance of off-farm income  
 
Off-farm work provides about half the average farm income.  Over the last two decades Australian 
farming families have become increasingly dependent on off-farm income to maintain their standard 
of living.  Small farms with lower incomes, rather than medium or larger farms, are more likely to be 
dependent on off-farm income.  Broadacre farmers have experienced a greater rise in average off-farm 
income than dairy farmers have.  In 2000–01 almost half the average broadacre farm’s income was 
off-farm, while for dairy farms slightly less than half their income was off-farm (see Table 4-1).  

Table 4-1 Average annual net income per farm – 2000–01 

Farm type 
 

Broadacre ($) Dairy ($) 

Farm income 30 763 44 472 
Off-farm income 29 259 35 672 
Total family income 60 022 80 144 

Source: ABS 2002a 

 

These figures can be used to generate an estimate of the economic impact of rural off-farm businesses 
run by women.  A number of assumptions need to be made: 

1. Farms are becoming diversified, and with most farms operated and staffed by men, women are 
more likely to seek off-farm income.   

2. With one third of small businesses run by women, we conservatively assume that 33 percent of 
total off-farm income is due to businesses run by rural women.  The balance would come from 
off-farm employment (and an average of one third of household income is contributed by women 
across all sectors in Australia) and jointly run on-farm business activities in areas other than 
agriculture. 

With an estimated 112 000 farming families, and an average off-farm income of $32 000 
(adjusting for the relative numbers of broadacre and dairy farms), then: 

3. Income derived by rural businesswomen could be in the order of $1.2 billion per annum. 
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Women in the workforce 
More women are entering the paid workforce.  Between 1954 and 1998 the percentage of women aged 
15 to 64 that were working doubled from 29 percent to 59 percent.  As a result the percentage of the 
workforce that were women increased from 23 percent to 43 percent.   
 
Much of this increase came from married women working in part-time jobs.  Between 1968 and 1998 
the percentage of married women aged 15 to 64 who worked increased from 34 percent to 63 percent, 
while the percentage of unmarried women who worked increased by only 2 from 65 percent to 67 
percent.   
 
In turn, much of the increase in married women working was due to a greater percentage of women 
aged 25–34 entering the workforce, increasing from 32 percent to 66 percent.  Thus in 1998 the 
majority of employed women were married (61 percent), although most (57 percent) worked full time. 
 
Women’s work continues to contribute more to family incomes.  Between 1982 and 1999–2000 the 
proportion of women for whom employment was the main income source increased from 43 percent to 
50 percent.  Mainly because a greater proportion of women were working, but also because their 
wages had increased slightly, their contribution to family income increased.  For couples with children 
the contribution increased from 25 percent in 1982, to 30 percent in 1999–2000.  For couples without 
children the proportion increased from 34 percent to 38 percent (ABS 2001a).  However, on average, 
women earn about 10 percent less than men, and since 1994, women's hourly earnings have fallen 
slightly compared to men's (ABS 2000b).  
 

Women and entrepreneurial activity 
The development of entrepreneurial skills is central to the sustainability of industries and to the 
development of new and innovative businesses and business processes, in particular in rural 
communities around Australia.   
 
The literature on entrepreneurship suggests that there is a spectrum of entrepreneurial behaviour.  At 
one end of the spectrum, the ‘natural entrepreneur’ has many of the characteristics of a troublesome 
child in the classroom:  wilful, independent, self-directed, good networking and coalition-building 
skills, and a strategic risk-taker (Houghton & Slater 2000).  
 
Few business people are as ‘out there’ on the entrepreneur scale as that stereotype.  And indeed, one of 
the central tenets of Michael Gerber’s influential book on entrepreneurship The E Myth (Gerber 1995) 
is that these characteristics alone do not make a successful business.  A successful business needs an 
active mix of entrepreneurial attributes along with technical skills, sound business management and 
administration expertise.  In a very small business these skills need to be rolled into the one package, 
or brought into the business somehow.  Our own research experience has been that overwhelmingly, 
small business operators are great ‘technicians’.  They do something, or make something, well—
whether they are a doctor, a plumber, a graphic designer or a florist.  But this is only one part of 
turning that skill into a good business.   
 
A recent study of entrepreneurial activity in Australia found that women were less likely than men to 
be involved in entrepreneurial activity (Hindle & Rushworth 2002). 
 
The most entrepreneurially active states overall were Queensland and Western Australia and the least 
active was Tasmania.  Females were most active in Queensland and least active in New South Wales.  
Intuitively one might have expected that the highest population states, having a larger market closer to 
hand, would have higher rates of entrepreneurial activity, but such was not the case.  New South 
Wales was only marginally more active than Tasmania. 
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When analysis was extended to regions that distinguish between metropolitan and rural respondents 
for all states except Tasmania, an interesting picture emerged.  For New South Wales, Victoria and 
South Australia, there was little difference in entrepreneurial activity between metropolitan and 
country areas, but for Queensland and Western Australia, entrepreneurial activity was markedly higher 
in the country areas.   
 
The GEM survey (Hindle & Rushworth 2002) also suggests that while necessity is a modest driver of 
entrepreneurship (for both genders combined), it rates as more important in most regional areas, 
especially in New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia. 

Women in small businesses 
The proportion of women who work in small business is increasing.  Over the period 1984–85 to June 
2001, the number of women working in their own small business increased from 225 000 to 526 900, 
being 33 percent of the total.  Over the same period the number of men working in their own small 
business increased from 518 000 to 1 070 300 being 67 percent of the total.  Between November 1999 
and June 2001 the number of male operators increased by 128 600 which represented an average 
annual growth rate of 8 percent while over the same period the number of female operators increased 
by 70 700 representing an average annual increase of 10 percent (ABS 1997; ABS 2002c; 
Commonwealth Office of the Status of Women 2004).  
 
Women in small business tend towards services rather than goods production.  The tendency for full-
time or part-time work differs between industries.  There are interesting differences between the 
proportions of full-time (35 or more hours/week) and part-time (up to 34 hours/week) operators in 
different industries.  For example, in 1995 a far greater proportion of women involved in construction 
work were part-time (20 percent) than full-time (5 percent).  This reflects the ‘back office’ role 
performed by many women in the large number of small construction related businesses in Australia.  
Similarly, women in property and business services were more likely to work part-time (20 percent) 
than full-time (14 percent).  However in retail trade, and in accommodation, cafes and restaurants, 
women were more likely to work full time (ABS, 1997).  
 
About half of all small businesses have been operating for less than 5 years. 

Women in home-based businesses 
Most small businesses in Australia are home-based.  At June 2001 there were an estimated 778 400 
home-based small businesses which were either operated from or at home, and which represented 67 
percent of all small businesses.   Since November 1999, the number of home-based businesses has 
increased at an average annual rate of 16 percent.  This growth rate compares with an 11 percent 
average annual growth rate for small businesses overall (ABS, 2002c). 
 
The number of women who work in home-based business is increasing.  At June 2001, there were 317 
300 female operators of home-based businesses.  This represents 32 percent of all operators, and an 
average annual increase of 17 percent since November 1999.   
 

Home workers tend to be over 35 years old, are more likely to be women, are more likely to work in 
service industries, and about half operate their own business.  Because women in the agricultural 
sector are generally in a family business that is run from home, they are more familiar with the 
benefits, constraints and practices associated with working from home, and so are more likely to be 
comfortable with this type of work.  The most likely at-home occupations for women are professional, 
clerical and managerial, and they make up a good proportion of these groups.  Women that run their 
own home-based business are predominantly between 30 and 50 years old, and tend to be in the 
services sector.   
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Business use of information technology 
In 2001, 53 percent of small businesses had access to the internet, and this figure is likely to have 
increased since then.  The most common use being made of the internet in 2001 was for email (41 
percent of home-based small businesses).   
Other uses were: 

• 39 percent were using the internet for research purposes 

• 16 percent were involved in e-commerce by making or receiving payments via the internet 

• 40 percent were using the internet for other purposes (ABS 2002c). 

Information technology usage was highest among Professionals (83 percent) and Advanced clerical 
and service workers (76 percent). In 2000, women were slightly more likely than men to use 
information technology (66 percent compared with 63 percent) (ABS 2002c). 
 
In 2001, over 80 percent of farming families lived in Inner Regional and Outer Regional areas (33.8 
percent and 46.3 percent respectively), with 10.7 percent in remote areas— see Table 4-2 and Figure 
4-1.  While the geographical classifications in Figure 4-1 are not identical to those in Table 4-2, they 
give an indication of their location in Australia (ABS 2002a). 
 
This degree of isolation has led to the use of information technology to access the ‘outside world’.  In 
2000, among Australian farms with estimated agricultural operations of $5000 or more, 58 percent 
used a computer, and 34 percent used the internet, an increase on the previous year.  The proportion of 
farms using computers and the internet was not uniform across all states and territories.  The Northern 
Territory reported both the highest proportion of farms using a computer (71 percent) and the highest 
proportion of farms using the internet (49 percent).  Farms in New South Wales reported the lowest 
use for both computers and the internet (53 percent and 31 percent respectively).  People aged 15 to 24 
years were the most likely to use both a computer (66 percent) and the internet (45 percent) at home—
a similar pattern of technology use compared to the total population (ABS 2002a). 

Table 4-2 Farming families by remoteness areas – 2001 

Remoteness Area Number Percentage 

Major cities 6 656 5.9 
Inner regional 38 148 33.8 
Outer regional 52 249 46.3 
Remote 12 118 10.7 
Very remote 3 582 3.2 
Australia 112 753 100.0 

Source: ABS 2002a 
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Figure 4-1 Accessible and Remote Areas of Australia 

 
Source:  ABS 2000a 

This IT picture is important when looking at mechanisms for delivering business support services to 
rural and remote areas. 
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5. Survey, interview and focus group 
 findings 

 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the major primary research tool was a web-based survey which was open 
from mid-December 2003 to mid-February 2004.  The survey consisted of three different but nested 
questionnaires, which had a series of common questions. The questionnaires were for rural and 
regional women who: 

• were currently running a business 

• wanted to start a business 

• have run, but have since sold or closed, a business. 
 
There were a total of 156 completed questionnaires.  Of these 111 were completed by women 
currently running a business, 35 were completed by women wanting to start a business, and 10 were 
completed by women who have run, but have since sold or closed, a business. 
 
The number and diversity of responses provides a good platform for interpretation, but we would not 
recommend that the responses be used for rigorous statistical analysis.  
 
This Chapter reports on these findings. 
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 Women in business 

Q1. Do you live on a farm or in a town? 
 

Table 5-1  Residence of Respondents 

Where live Percent 

Farm 55 

Town 45 

 
Respondents were fairly evenly distributed between farms and towns.  
 

Q2. How many employees do you currently have?  
 

Figure 5-1 
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Source:  Survey, n=111 

 
The clear majority of respondents had less than 5 employees (90 percent), with 43 percent being run 
solely by the owner. 
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Q3. How long has your business been operating?  
 

Figure 5-2  Age of Business 
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Source:  Survey, n=101 (i.e. 10 did not respond) 

 
Respondents’ businesses had been operating for a range of periods, from less than one year to more 
than ten years.  The most frequent response was 2 to 5 years (28 percent), while 22 percent said their 
business was 5 to 10 years old and another 21 percent said their business was over 10 years old (Table 
4-2).  The table compares the age profile of respondents’ businesses with the ABS picture of the age of 
Australia’s small businesses. 

 

Table 5-2   Age of Business 

 Survey ABS 

Less than 1 year 17 14 

1–5 years 41 35 

5–10 years 22 19 

10+ years 21 32 

Source:  Survey (n=111) and ABS 2001b 
 
 
Respondents have a similar distribution of business ages to the national average, but show an emphasis 
on younger businesses. 
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Q4. Where is your business located? 
 

Figure 5-3  Location of Business 
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Source:  Survey, n=111 

 
Slightly more than half (51 percent) of businesses were in a nearby town or city, with 41 percent on 
the operator’s farm. A few (25) were on another farm, and 5 percent were in rural residential areas. 
 

Q5. Where are your customers located? 
 
Most customers (59 percent) were within a 300 km radius of the operator’s business, with 41 percent 
being within 100 km. A quarter of the customers were elsewhere in Australia, and a very small 
proportion (2 percent) were overseas. Thus it appears that while some businesses focus more on 
servicing their local area, a significant proportion run operations that are not limited by distance. This 
latter group was made up of a mixture of businesses, ranging from those that focused almost 
exclusively on distant customers, through to those that serviced both distant and local areas, to those 
that only occasionally dealt with distant customers. 
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Q6. What is a ‘local business trip’ for you? 
 

Figure 5-4  Length of Local Business Trip 
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Many business operators clearly serviced a large area distant to their base of operation. The least 
common length of a local business trip was ‘up to 5 km’ (12 percent of respondents), while the most 
common length of business trip was 21 to 100 km, making up 33 percent of trips overall. The next 
most common length of business trip was 101 to 300 km (23 percent), then 5 to 20 km (16 percent), 
then greater than 300 km (14 percent).  
 

Q7. How many hours a week do you spend working in or on your business? 

Figure 5-5  Working Hours per Week 
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Source:  Survey, n=106 
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Business operators worked normal to long hours, with the most common working week being 35 to 50 
hours (34 percent of respondents). About an equal number of operators worked 21 to 34 hours, and 51 
to 75 hours per week (21 percent and 20 percent respectively). Five percent worked over 75 hours per 
week, bringing the total that worked 35 hours or more to 59 percent.  
 

Q8. What was your main motivator for getting the business started?  
 

Figure 5-6  Motivation for Starting Business 
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Source:  Survey, n=108 

 
Of the categories offered as options in the survey, four stood out as being important for getting the 
business started. Secondary and primary family income made up 18 percent and 16 percent of 
responses respectively, together making extra money the main reason for a third of businesses. Making 
the most of under utilised skills, and always wanting to have their own business were also important, 
being selected by 18 percent and 15 percent of businesses respectively. A total of 21 percent selected 
an ‘Other’ reason for starting. Although some of these are similar to the four categories above, they 
included: to make the most of an opportunity and local resources; to do something enjoyable; to be 
with family and animals; to have control over life and flexibility of work hours; due to a marriage 
split; to reduce travel distances; to fulfil a life ambition; and being sick of the current job. Some of the 
‘Other’ responses are given below. 
 
• could see an opportunity 
• wanted to do something I enjoy doing 
• stay home to be with family and animals 
• keeping a career along side husband 
• flexibility to work my own hours at home while raising children 
• to make use of our resources on our farm and in the local area 
• more control over my life 
• marriage split 
• we had the training & skills to teach to our community, and as the local clubs were doing nothing 

to promote this wonderful sport, we decided to start our business 
• to stop my husband from commuting 200 km plus each day 
• my life's purpose 
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• not many other openings in my town 
• always wanted a flower farm 
• more flexibility to spend time with family. Didn't want to work less just more flexibly. 
• combination of off-farm income and personal interest 
• opportunity to start unique business 
• sick of the public service. 
 

Q9. What is your ultimate goal for the business?  
 

Figure 5-7  Ultimate Goal for Business 
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Source:  Survey, n=107 

 
The clear ultimate goal for businesses was to have an ongoing and regular income, selected by 50 
percent of businesses. Roughly equal numbers of businesses (about 14 percent) selected creating a 
valuable asset, selling the business as an ongoing concern, and Other. The Other category included: to 
fulfil a dream; to create jobs; to keep brain and work networks active for later in life; to increase the 
skills of the workforce; to promote a particular sport; to help the community; self satisfaction; and job 
satisfaction and lifestyle. Some of the ‘Other’ responses are given below. 
 
• continue income stream until other long term business ideas are viable 
• to see my dream come true 
• breed the best fleece possible for profit 
• create jobs 
• establish a hefty royalty income 
• keep my brain and networks active and to give me options when children get older 
• flexible hours whilst the kids are young 
• go international 
• to successfully combine passion, income and lifestyle 
• I have achieved my primary goal. My stud is one of Australia's largest and well recognised. 

Ongoing goal? making more farmers efficient with working dogs. 
• job satisfaction and lifestyle 
• self satisfaction 
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• develop skills attractive to employers of choice 
• to have income and lifestyle 
• to expand and employ more staff 
• have fun, learn new things, make money. 
 
 

Q10. Are you the main decision maker in your business? 
 

Figure 5-8  Is Respondent the Main Decision Maker? 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Pe
rc

en
t

Yes No

Main decision maker?

 
Source:  Survey, n=106 

 
In 91 percent of cases the person that completed the survey was the main decision maker in their 
business. 
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Q11. How supportive is the family to your business activities?  
 

Figure 5-9  Level of Support from Family 
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Source:  Survey, n=107 

 
In the clear majority of cases (82 percent), the family supported the business activities. In about half of 
these (43 percent of the total) everyone was involved in the business, and in the other half (39 percent 
of the total) the business was operated by a single person. In only 3 percent of cases the family either 
saw it as an imposition or were unsupportive. The Other reasons given included that the business 
operator was single, or that some members of the family were supportive while others were not.  
 

Q12. How valuable is the business to your family? 
 

Figure 5-10  Value of Business to Family 
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Source:  Survey, n=107 

 
In total, 68 percent of respondents found the business somewhat or highly valuable, while another 14 
percent found it marginally valuable in terms of evening out income flows. In 4 percent of cases the 
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cash flow didn’t matter, while for only 1 percent was the business going backwards. The Other 
responses centred around why the cash flow didn’t matter, and that because the business was fairly 
new it was too difficult to tell at this stage.  
 

Q13. What are the greatest barriers to growing your business?  

Figure 5-11  Barriers to Business Growth 
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Source:  Survey, n=105.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one barrier in answering these 

questions.  105 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of between 3 and 4 barriers each. 

 
 
There was no single barrier to expansion of a business (respondents could tick more than one box). 
The two stand-out problems were family responsibilities and lack of finance, selected by 38 percent 
and 36 percent of businesses respectively. The next most important barriers were health/stress (28 
percent), lifestyle decisions (25 percent), and a lack of skilled staff (24 percent).  

The problematic government regulations identified were: food safety compliance; environmental 
protection laws; GST/tax reporting; workers compensation; superannuation; the ad hoc nature of 
government funding for projects; and the cessation of FarmBis in NSW. All of the ‘Government 
regulation’ responses are given below. 

A quarter of business selected Other reasons for barriers to expansion which included: lack of 
childcare; difficulty defining and marketing skills; drought and flood; lack of time and energy; lack of 
quality internet access; the complexities of hiring staff and expanding; high cost of professional 
indemnity insurance; lack of support from partner; lack of professional support and lack of knowledge.  
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Q14. Where do you go for business advice on day to day business issues?  
 

Figure 5-12  Sources of Business Advice 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one source in answering this 

question.  108 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of 2 sources each. 
 
Most businesses went to their accountant (49 percent), spouse (48 percent) or business partner (30 
percent) for day to day business advice (respondents could tick more than one box). The Other sources 
of information were: friends and family; business associates; the Work From Home Business Centre; a 
Women's business network group; professional associations; books/internet/workshops; AgForce; 
Regional Business Advisor; Business Development Officer, and business/industry organisations.  
 

Q15. If a good job came along would you close the business?  
 

Figure 5-13  Would Respondent Give up the Business for a Good Job? 
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Source:  Survey, n=107.   

 
When asked if they would close the business if a good job came along, the clear majority (77 percent) 
said they would not. Only 17 percent said they would, while 2 percent had mixed feelings. 
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Q16. What formal training have you had in business related areas?  

Figure 5-14  Formal Training Completed 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one type of training in answering 

these questions.  108 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of between 4 and 5 types of 
training each. 

 
Many different types of business training had been undertaken by respondents. Although all 
respondents had undertaken some sort of business training, some had taken much more than others 
(respondents could tick more than one box). On average, respondents had completed four to five 
training courses. While some respondents selected only one of the above categories, others selected up 
to 15. The most common types of training related to computer use (selected by 48 percent), business 
planning (45 percent), customer service (41 percent), and technical aspects of a product or service (40 
percent). The next most common types of training related to marketing, financial management and 
networking, all of which were selected by 35 percent of respondents. The Other types of training were 
university degrees that were not directly related to running a business or training undertaken in 
previous employment. 

It was also clear that many respondents thought the value of on-the-job training, practical experience 
and determination should be recognised, and they can often be more valuable than any sort of training 
course.  
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Q17. How do you maintain/grow your business skills?  

Figure 5-15  Preferred Means of Improving Business Skills 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one means in answering this 

question.  108 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of 4 means each. 
 
Although many different approaches were taken to maintain and develop business skills, it was clear 
that seminars (selected by 71 percent), business networks and informal advice (61 percent), and 
business books (52 percent) were the most common (respondents could tick more than one box). The 
Other types of approaches used were: relying on the accountant, banker, insurer; Ultimate Step 
program; professional development at conferences; lectures & reading journals; Worksafe; FarmBis; 
Smart Women Smart Business, and professional organisations.  
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Q18. What are the factors stopping you from spending more time on business skills 
maintenance/development?  

Figure 5-16  Barriers to Business Skills Development 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one barrier in answering this 

question.  108 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of between 2 and 3 barriers each. 
 
When asked what factors stopped them from spending more time on business skills maintenance and 
development, the two main reasons were the cost of training services (selected by 56 percent) and the 
location of training services (51 percent). Family commitments were also considered a barrier, being 
selected by 39 percent, as was general accessibility of resources and tools (30 percent). Other reasons, 
selected by 29 percent, centred around: accommodation costs for distant courses; time restrictions; 
lack of someone else to run business while away; the availability of suitable courses; and the quality of 
the courses offered.  
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Q19. What training in business topics do you want to undertake in the coming year? 
 

Figure 5-17  Business Training Desired 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one type of training in answering this 
question.  108 respondents completed this question, nominating an average of between 3 and 4 types of training 

each. 
 
The types of training likely to be undertaken in the coming year focused on more strategic business 
skills—business planning (50 percent) and financial management (48 percent).  IT was also high on 
the list (35 percent), followed by marketing (26 percent) and technical product knowledge (22 
percent).  This is a different pattern to that found by the research team in other work on small 
businesses in Australia, where usually marketing comes out as the top priority. 
 
Some of the comments made highlighted: 
• occupational health and safety training 
• anything that will improve my skill base 
• to be more confident and assertive—I am too soft 
• corporate governance 
• local government law 
• MBA 
• quality assurance. 
 
Figure 5-18 compares the main business topics respondents had skilled up (Question 16) with those 
they intend to skill up on in the next 12 months (Question 19). 
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Figure 5-18  Training Completed and Desired 
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Source:  Survey, n=108.  Note that Respondents could nominate more than one type of training in answering 
these questions.   

 
Comparing the training done with that desired shows some marked differences.  Respondents have 
increased intentions to do training in business planning, financial management, tendering & exporting, 
costing and ‘balancing home & work’.  Respondents have decreased intentions for training in all other 
topics—most notably customer service, networking and technical information. 
 
This suggests that many women have come into their businesses with a background in customer 
service, or have worked on that theme as a priority training topic already, and have now moved on.  
The low numbers wanting more networking and technical skills are a little surprising.  The networking 
reaction may reflect the location of the businesses, with the operators feeling they may have exhausted 
all the accessible networking opportunities. The technical information reaction may reflect the age of 
the businesses, with operators feeling they know their products and services well enough. 
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Q20. How interested are you in following up building your skills in these areas?  
 

Figure 5-19  Level of Interest in Building Business Skills 
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Source:  Survey, n=103.   

 
Most respondents (66 percent) were very interested in building up their skills base, while a fifth (20 
percent) were somewhat interested. Only 7 percent were not interested. 
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Women wanting to start a business 
A total of 35 responses to this questionnaire were received (compared to 111 for the ‘In Business’ 
survey), and so represent a smaller sample of feedback from women who are looking to start a 
business.  Many of the questions were designed to overlap with the ‘In Business’ questionnaire so that 
we could look for differences in issues, attitudes and needs between the two groups. 

The main differences are highlighted in the discussion below. 

The reasons for wanting to run a business: For women looking to start a business, financial reasons 
were given slightly less emphasis. 

Hours would like to spend working per week: Here, respondents were more likely to want to work 
shorter hours, with 17 percent wanting to work under 20 hours per week, and a very large 94 percent 
wanting to work no more than the standard 35–40 hours per week. This contrasts with the ‘In 
Business’ survey where 59 percent worked 35 or more hours per week, and the ‘No Longer in 
Business’ survey where 63 percent worked more than 50 hours per week. 

Greatest barriers to starting business: This question was slightly different in the other two surveys 
where it referred to the barriers to expanding a business, and had slightly different options. However it 
still illustrates differences experienced by people in different stages of business development. 

For women looking to start, the main barriers were lack of lack of finance, business skills and 
confidence, selected by 71 percent, 63 percent, and 51 percent respectively. This contrasts with the ‘In 
Business’ survey where a greater variety of barriers were identified, and family responsibilities then 
lack of finance were the main barriers. In the ‘No Longer in Business’ survey, health and stress were 
given as the main barriers.  

Which business skills would you like to develop? This is similar to the question in the other two 
surveys on formal business training already undertaken. Here, the wish to undertake a particular type 
of training is compared to the training undertaken by respondents to the ‘In Business’ survey. 
Understandably intending businesses had a greater interest in undertaking courses, and in particular in 
the following: marketing, business planning, financial management, project management, risk 
assessment, tendering and costing, exporting, negotiation, networking, and balancing home and work. 
There was a lower emphasis placed on training in sales, customer service, and computer/IT skills.  

Interested in a business skills program? Understandably a much higher proportion were interested 
in a business skills program (97 percent) compared to the ‘No Longer in Business’ respondents (25 
percent). This is also higher than the ‘In Business’ survey where 86 percent said they would be either 
very or somewhat interested. 

Involvement in networks or groups? At 57 percent slightly more were interested than in the ‘No 
Longer in Business’ survey (50 percent). 

Interested in support from another business? Understandably a much higher proportion were 
interested in support from another business (91 percent) compared to the ‘No Longer in Business’ 
respondents (25 percent). 

The following points summarise the answers to questions that were not in the ‘In Business’ or ‘No 
Longer in Business’ surveys. 

Operated own business before? Just over one third (37 percent) had operated their own business 
before. 

Feelings about running own business? Most (57 percent) of respondents said they have always 
wanted to run a non-farm business of their own. 
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Figure 5-20  How Close is the Start of the Business? 
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Source:  Survey (n=35) 

 
The most common response here was that the business was just an idea at present, selected by 43 
percent of respondents. A significant number of respondents could start immediately but either wanted 
some business advice first (11 percent), or didn’t have enough money (14 percent). The Other reasons 
given focused on: 
• will start in a few months 
• need more market research 
• plans with Council 
• need more experience. 
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Women no longer in business 
A total of 10 responses were received to this survey (compared to 111 for the ‘In Business’ 
questionnaire and 35 for the ‘Intending’ questionnaire). 

As with the ‘intending’ questionnaire, many of the questions were designed to overlap with the other 
questionnaires so that we could compare responses. With just 10 responses, the comparisons should be 
seen as indicative only. 

Location of business: Some 70 percent of the ‘no longer in business’ respondents were from a town, 
whereas only 45 percent of the ‘In Business’ respondents were. 

Number of employees: Here, businesses were more likely to have been small employers with 1 to 4 
employees or much larger with more than 50 employees that in the ‘In Business’ survey. 

Time of operation: Here, businesses were more likely to have operated for a longer time. 

Location of business: Here, businesses were more likely to be in a nearby town or city. 

Location of customers: Here, businesses were more likely to service customers within a 100 km area. 

Working hours per week: Here, businesses were more likely to work 51 to 75 hours per week. 

Main motivation for starting business: Here, secondary financial income was more likely to be the 
reason. 

How supportive is family? Here, the family is more likely to not mind either way, as opposed to 
being supportive. The value of the business to the family was about the same as for the ‘In Business’ 
survey. 

Greatest barriers to growing business: Here, health and stress were given as the main barriers. 
Finance and family responsibilities were selected by half as many people (as health and stress). 

Transfer to a good job had one come along? Here, although more people answered yes than in the 
‘In Business’ survey, 63 percent still said no. 

Formal business training: Here, respondents were more likely to have technical, marketing, sales, 
human resources and tendering and costing training, and less business planning and networking 
training. 

Interested in a business skills program? Here, only 25 percent of respondents said they would be 
interested, compared to 86 percent in the ‘In Business’ survey saying they would be either very or 
somewhat interested. 

 
The following charts summarise the answers to questions that were not in the ‘In Business’ survey. 
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Q2  What was your main reason for ceasing to operate the business? 

Figure 5-21  Reasons for Closure 
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Source:  Survey (n=10) 

 
Family commitments were given as the main reason for closure of the business, nominated by four 
respondents. Financial reasons were given by only two respondents, while other reasons were given by 
three.  Only one business closed because the operator received a better job offer. The ‘Other’ reasons 
given were: 

• illness 
• uncertainty in the main local employing industry 
• simply didn't like the job. 
 

Q20. What would have helped keep business going? 
Six of the 10 people that completed this survey answered this question. Their suggestions are given 
below: 

• more understanding from financial institutions and support in care of children 
• it was successful, and would have continued if a better offer hadn't come up!  Maybe it was more 

about being 'ready for a change' 
• nothing really 
• community support and community linking economic development with positive ideal of building 

sustainable community 
• money 
• better marketing skills. 
 

Q21. Would you start another business? 
Eight of the 10 people that completed this survey answered this question. Three said they would, two 
said they wouldn’t, and three said they might. 
 

Q22. Involved in any networking activities or groups? 
Eight of the 10 people that completed this survey answered this question. Half were involved in 
networking activities or groups and half were not. 
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Q24. Interested in receiving support from another business operator? 
Eight of the 10 people that completed this survey answered this question. Six were interested in 
receiving support, two were not. 
 
The picture that emerges from this small number of responses is of closure due to overwork and stress.  
It seems most of the businesses outgrew the abilities of the owners to manage it.  Also, it seems that 
many of the businesses were seen as a secondary income source and perhaps were therefore somewhat 
‘on the side’.  This suggestion is supported by the more ambivalent attitude to the business by the 
family—which were said to be less supportive by this group than by most of those who completed the 
‘In Business’ survey. 
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Interview highlights 
We conducted 12 interviews with women in business in rural and regional areas around Australia to 
allow deeper questioning of issues that emerged from the survey.  The interview format blended the 
main questions from the survey (of women in business) with open discussion around four issues: 

1. Balancing business, farm and family responsibilities 

2. Experiences of gender bias 

3. The importance of the business to the family 

4. Preferred modes of delivering support services. 

Main findings 
The interviewees had a similar pattern of responses to the ‘In Business’ survey respondents.  We were 
able to use the interviews to explore questions that had emerged from analysis of the survey responses, 
and the highlights reported here reflect those questions. 

Balancing priorities 
Balancing business, family and farm was the biggest issue for interviewees.  Many of the interviewees 
live on farms, and almost all of those said they do the books on the farm, and work on both their 
business and the farm while the partner concentrates on the farm.  One said ‘It’s a joint effort—the 
farm is the business’. 
 
One interviewee with a well-established tourism related service business said she works 50 hours a 
week on the business, 20–30 hours a week on the farm (including doing the books) and 10–20 hours a 
week on the family—saying ‘It’s easier now with the children grown up’.  When we asked how she 
manages to juggle these commitments she said: 

‘I try to ‘multi-task’ – eg talk on the phone while weeding in the nursery, reading about plants in bed and 
handling an international teleconference at 4 am.  I can’t sit and watch TV any more!’ 

The interviewee said she is not particularly concerned about the possible stress from all these 
responsibilities. To the contrary, ‘We don’t have that dreadful financial stress any more.  I think 
getting more women on farms to be more financially independent is the real way of alleviating stress’. 
 
Another echoed these sentiments, saying ‘I manage by having well managed systems and 
approaches—and special times to do things with family’. 
 
Another said of competing responsibilities: 

 ‘I did not manage in the past, managing better now, better planning, prioritising and delegation.  Stress 
can be a big concern for me.  I use massage for relief and put in effort to find relaxing activities.... Time 
is so valuable, I feel guilty about the amount of time spent on business over that spent with kids’. 

 
One interviewee with a young child and a new business said: 

‘I don’t want a full-time job.  I might take a part-time job, but it would have to be interesting work.    The 
family is my highest priority, alongside personal satisfaction.  The business is harder than I thought —
finding what people in this area are willing to pay for and coping with competition from metropolitan 
areas.’ 

 
Another said: 

‘It’s difficult to balance things, but it’s easier with older children – the kids come to the business after 
school’. 
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One younger interviewee said that her husband ‘is equitable’ and helps with family responsibilities.  
Another said she copes because she has, ‘... a fantastic lady looking after my kids and a great 
husband’. 

Gender bias 
Experiences of gender bias seemed to be connected to the age of the interviewee.  Generally, younger 
interviewees reported less experience with, or concern about, gender bias from institutions, while older 
interviewees were used to it and had worked out ways around it. 
 
One (older family) interviewee said the bank only assists her if she goes with her husband.  She 
wouldn’t dream of going to the bank for business advice.  Another said she wouldn’t have got a loan 
without her husband being with her.   
 
Another said she had not encountered any gender bias as ‘I stand up for myself a little bit’.  Another 
younger woman said that any indication of bias ‘is just laughed off’. 
 

Importance of business 
One interviewee emphasised the role of business in giving regional women purpose and a sense of 
satisfaction—promoting contact, networking and even preventing suicide.  Another spoke of the 
reliance on the business for family income, and the challenge to this with the dependency on rural 
clients with variable incomes. 
 
Another interviewee said she doesn’t feel that she’s running a business as, ‘It’s running us!’. 
 
One interviewee (who was working over 50 hours a week on the business) said she would sell the 
business if a good job came along ‘Because I’m really tired’.   

Skills development 
One interviewee said she would like to develop her skills in financial management, business 
development and stock management, but isolation means nothing is available to her.  Distance 
education might be the only solution and she has not found out about anything suitable yet.   
 
Another commented that while there are some initiatives for farm activities, there’s not a lot around 
for non-farm businesses:  
 

‘It is all pitched at farmer’s wives and their ’on-farm’ businesses… as if there is nothing in the region but 
farming. But there are plenty of other businesses around, they need training as well.’ 

 
Another interviewee said she hasn’t had time to do any training, ‘The demands on small business 
make it a battle.  It’s a big learning curve running a small business’. 
 
Interviewees seem to have different learning styles and approaches.  Some, but not all, emphasised the 
importance of face-to-face learning, linking it with networking and knowledge sharing.  Others were 
happy with online resources, books and CDs.  One interviewee said she was looking particularly for 
marketing assistance online. 

Focus group highlights 
We conducted six focus groups during February and early March.  The agreed project plan specified 
three focus groups, and these were held in: 
Guyra   10 participants 
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Wodonga   11 participants 
Bright   8 participants 
 
The number of focus groups was extended to five when the Department of Transport and Regional 
Services provided additional funding to hold two more focus groups with an emphasis on women 
running businesses in regional towns (rather than running their businesses from farms).  These two 
groups were held in: 
Moree    15 participants 
Braidwood   11 participants 
 
The sixth focus group was held in Kununurra (with 7 participants) and it arose from the strong interest 
of the coordinator in bringing a group of Kununurra’s businesswomen together to provide input into 
the project. 
 
This interest from women in the focus group locations was common across all focus groups.  In each 
case a local businesswoman played a strong role in bringing the participants together—organising 
meeting venues, inviting participants and in most cases organising media coverage as well.  
Attendance levels were high—as were the levels of energy and discussion in each group.  Participants 
were not paid, though in some cases a shared meal was provided.  The topic and role in the community 
of the organisers made participants enthusiastic contributors.  The focus group in Moree was 
videotaped as part of a separate project by women in that community to strengthen business support 
systems in that town.  
 
Each focus group had between 8 and 12 participants, and the discussion was guided by a set of 
questions drawn from analysis of the survey responses.  A copy of the set of focus group questions is 
included in Appendix 3. 

Main findings 
The groups were well attended, thanks to the support of local women business operators and business 
advisers.  The types of businesses that participants came from were quite varied, including engineering 
firms, consulting businesses, retailers and farm and town based business.   
 
The main issues discussed by the groups included: family support; the importance of the business to 
the operation of the farm; gender bias and perceptions of ‘women in business’ in their communities; 
training and skills issues; the importance of the business to them as individuals, and the effect of 
natural disasters (drought and bushfire).   
 
The issues that were prompted by the facilitator were those around the value of the business to the 
family, particularly for farm businesses, the training and skills development issues, gender bias and the 
perceptions of women business operators and the importance of the business to the individual.   
 
The issues that came mainly unprompted from within the groups were the effects of natural disaster on 
the businesses; the importance of support from the direct and the wider families; and the importance of 
the business on lifestyle and independence.  

Gender bias and perceptions of ‘women in business’ 
Gender bias is perceived to still exist in one form or another and seems to impact upon different age 
groups among the participants in different ways.  The participants under the 35 to 40 age group 
reported generally not experiencing situations where decision makers such as bank managers showed a 
bias towards their partners, while older women had in the main recent experience of assumptions that 
the man was the decision maker.  
 
The participants found this particularly annoying when the business had no direct involvement from 
their partner in financial or management processes and was solely owned and run by them. One 



- 38 - 

participant said: ‘I still have people come in and ask to speak to the owner, once I said I was the owner 
so he asked to speak to my husband!’.  The participants agreed that there was a different perception of 
younger women and older women within their communities.   
 
The demand from funding bodies that the income from spouses be included on applications for 
drought assistance or farm support is seen as a form of gender bias as most spouses are women, and in 
cases where the farm is owned by the male and the off-farm business by the female it seemed to be 
punishing the entrepreneurial behaviour of the female. This was felt to be compounded by the lack of 
access to farm management schemes and income averaging for the off-farm business.   
 
The participants felt that many members of their communities, particularly women, believe that a 
woman who runs a business cannot be a good mother. This is particularly true for women who need to 
travel for business purposes.  One comment was: 

‘My in-laws do not like me having my own business and think I am letting my husband down—they 
think I should be a farmer’s wife not a business operator’. 

Another person said: 
‘Women don’t seem to network as well as men which makes it hard to pick up business advice and 
support from other women business owners’. 

 
Of interest is that some women felt that their children did not value their mother’s business activity – 
although this seemed to be more of an issue for the older women.  This is one of the issues at the heart 
of the importance of family support in business success.  One person commented:  

‘My 12 yr old came home early and walked into my office and said “so this is what you do all day”.’ 

And another said: 
‘My kids used to think I was odd because I ran a business when everyone else’s mum was at the charity 
stalls or helping on the farm’ 

The focus group discussions on gender bias led to some interesting comments from participants on 
their perceptions of women in business by other women.  One eastern region focus group thought that 
women in more remote western districts wouldn’t run businesses because it would be too difficult and 
there wouldn’t be many opportunities.  When the findings from a western districts focus group were 
put to this group, they commented that even women have a view that women might not be real 
business operators. 

Family support 
The participants with partners and children believe, very strongly, that their businesses could not 
function without the family’s support and understanding.  The support does not have to be direct 
involvement in the business, indeed direct involvement was not the preference, but support is needed 
at home with family issues.  In most instances the participants also felt that their partners provided 
essential emotional support and understanding.  Some telling comments were: 

‘My husband is very proud of me and supports me all the way, he still runs the farm but he sees my 
business as just as important’ 

‘My husband doesn’t help with the business but he makes life easier with the family’ 

‘My business would fail without my husband’s help with the domestic work and the kids’ 

‘My family is very understanding and very helpful’ 

Of interest is that the families of the younger business operators seemed to have less problems in 
‘fitting in’ with the demands of the business whereas the older participants felt they needed to ‘win the 
family over’ before the support was provided.  One participant said: ‘Everybody is helpful and 
supportive except for my mother’. 
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On the other hand, another commented: ‘My parents gave me a private school education and here I am 
frying chips’. 
 
Participants who were single parents needed the support of the wider family or friends during peak 
workloads or high stress periods and could not survive without that support.  One said: ‘My whole 
family, sister and brothers included, help when I need it’. 
 
The broader family (parents, siblings, in-laws and other relatives) also played a significant part for 
some of the participants in supporting business operations, though in some cases they seemed to make 
business more difficult. 
 
In the majority of cases the business was the main economic provider for the family.  One participant 
said: ‘It took my husband some time to realise that my business makes more money than the farm but 
now he is totally supportive’. 
 
The businesses run by farm-based participants were generally essential to the economic survival of the 
farm.  Participants said: 

‘I have to grow the business as the farm income is always problematic’ 

‘My business is more important than the farm and I want to make sure it is sustainable’ 

The importance of the business to the individual 
The focus group participants were bone fide business operators, they did not see themselves in 
business as a hobby or as ‘something to do’ and in 80 percent of instances they said they would remain 
in business even if offered an attractive job. 
 
The participants were generally the sole decision maker for the business, though in a small number of 
instances they were the joint decision maker with a business partner or their domestic partner. 
 
The participants were in business for similar reasons, these being: 
• the need for an income 
• the need for extra income for the farm 
• a desire to use their skills and qualifications—particularly for professionally and university trained 

women 
• need for flexibility due to family demands 
• a basic desire to run a business, be independent and be their own boss. 
 
One participant said simply: ‘I want to grow my business to help pay for my kids’ education’.  But 
participants were also well aware of the difficulties in running their own enterprises: 

‘The business is too busy and I can’t enjoy the creative things any more’ 

‘There is no such thing as a normal year in business, there is always a crisis’ 

 
And for participants with families, balance was the top priority: 

‘Kids in child care causes me some guilt’ 

‘I changed the approach of my business due to childcare problems’ 
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Effect of natural disasters 
Drought and bushfire had impacted upon most of the businesses by creating a downturn in demand, 
affecting opportunities for growth and necessitating changes in business practices.  The group 
participants felt very strongly about this, particularly in the New England and western areas of NSW.  
The bushfire was an important issue for the Bright focus group.  Some comments were: 

‘We lost a fortune due to the bushfires, we had no business for 6 to 8 weeks’ 

‘It will take us two or three years to get back to where we were before the bushfires’ 

‘I had to downsize the business and it will be very difficult to get people back’ 

‘When the farm community suffers so does my business’ 

‘Not only did the income from the farm suffer but so did the income from my business – it was a double 
whammy’ 

‘The drought has a domino effect across most businesses’ 

‘If I don’t get some customers back soon I’ll have to close—after 17 years’ 
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6. Discussion of Results 
The project has gathered a large amount of material on issues affecting women running businesses in 
rural and regional Australia.   
 
The literature review highlighted the economic significance of women-run businesses in generating 
essential off-farm income and the spin off of generating local jobs, and providing a broader local 
business mix.  The review also covered issues of women in business, and women as entrepreneurs.    
 
The review also compiled an annotated catalogue of support resources which could be made available 
through email / internet to rural and regional businesswomen. 
 
The primary research through surveys, interviews and focus groups allows us to paint a detailed 
picture of the desirable skills, behaviours and activities required for regional business women to be 
successful.  We placed emphasis on support needs by looking at the existing activities supporting 
women in business alongside issues and areas of neglect, with a focus on long distance support. 
 
We have interpreted six major themes running through the project and each of these is discussed in 
turn in this chapter: 

1. Real businesses, real business issues, real business operators 

2. Great diversity of businesses 

3. Significant local economic impact 

4. High level organisational skills 

5. Depth of business skills 

6. Success factors 

Theme 1:  Real businesses, real business issues, real business 
operators 

One of the stand-out characteristics of the businesses who responded to the survey and who took part 
in interviews or focus groups is the depth of business experience.  Overall, 43 percent of survey 
respondents had been running their businesses over five years, including 21 percent over 10 years.   
 
These are not fly-by-night businesses, or hobbies, or knee-jerk responses to the drought.  Our strong 
feeling from this project is that women-run businesses are a well-established and crucial part of the 
fabric of regional economies and communities. 
 
Survey respondents told us they are working long hours in the businesses—just 41 percent were 
working less than standard full-time 35 hour per week.  Some 34 percent were working 35 to 50 hours, 
and a sizeable 25 percent were working over 50 hours per week. 
 
This was echoed in the interviews and focus groups, where we were able to ask about how business 
responsibilities sit alongside farm and family.  These discussions highlighted the dedication and 
organisational skills necessary—see Theme 4. 
 
It is clear that the businesses run by the women who had contact with us are very important to their 
families’ financial survival.  40 percent of survey respondents said their business is ‘Essential, we 
could not survive without it’, and another 28 percent said it ‘Improves our quality of life’. These 
findings were confirmed in the interviews and focus groups.   
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The interviews revealed that generally 40–60 percent of family incomes (and occasionally 100 
percent) were coming from the women’s businesses.  This proportion fits with the ABS estimates 
noted in the literature review that 40 percent of dairy farm household incomes and 50 percent of 
broadacre household incomes are coming from off-farm sources. 
 
We gave particular attention to the initial motivations for starting their business, and the longer term 
desires for their business.  The responses to these questions confirmed the serious nature of the 
businesses being run by respondents and focus group participants.  The three most commonly cited 
initial motivations were financial, to use underutilised skills and ‘I always wanted to have my own 
business’.  Spare time and keeping busy rated a long way behind. 
 
These reasons were confirmed by the one-to-one discussions—overwhelmingly businesses were not 
seen as a hobby or pastime, but as a crucial part of the driver’s personal goals and of the family’s 
activities and income. 
 
The goals women had for their businesses emphasised this drive.  Overall, 50 percent want their 
business to provide an ongoing regular income, 14 percent want their business to become a valuable 
asset, and 13 percent are aiming to sell their business as a going concern in the future. 
 
One of the stereotypes about regional women in business is that they have ‘bought themselves a job’—
to keep themselves occupied when there are few paying jobs available.  We asked everyone we came 
in contact with a specific question to focus in on this stereotype.   
 
Overwhelmingly, women we contacted would not give up their business if a ‘good job’ came along.  
This was despite the very clear knowledge from all the women in the focus groups that good jobs are 
hard to come by and that was a factor for many of them starting their own business.  
 
Many told us they knew of friends who had taken the other path—employment somewhere—even if 
that made a 300 km round trip ‘commute’. And the women running businesses saw themselves as 
quite different from those working for wages. 

Theme 2:  Great diversity of businesses 
The surveys, interviews and focus groups showed the great diversity of businesses being run by 
women in regional areas.  And once again, highlighted the importance of these businesses as an outlet 
for professional skills and as providers of diverse products and services in regional areas.  We have 
encountered many times the myth of ‘the little woman’ who makes doilies, jams and chutneys for the 
local fair.  While these activities are real, and are an important part of the fabric of regional 
communities, the businesses we found were overwhelmingly professional service and goods providers 
in a wide range of fields.   
 
Some of the types of businesses being run by respondents are: 

• value adding local products like tea tree oil, essential oils, alpacas and their wool, knitwear 
produced from own wool and exporting (some direct to export, by-passing local markets) 

• non-traditional products (including captive breeding of sea horses for export 

• web-based sales of art, craft or distributed goods 

• personal services including psychology, leadership training, health, physiotherapy, life coaching 
(not just the preserve of metropolitan areas), immigration advice; 

• professional services 
including professional business services: 
− graphic design, occupational health and safety, web design, outsourced call centre services, 

business consulting, management and coaching services,  
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and professional rural services: 
− rural development consulting, agronomy consulting.  

Theme 3:  Significant local economic impact 
Businesswomen have told us how important their businesses are to the family.  And beyond the 
family, it is clear that regional and rural businesswomen are making a big local and regional economic 
contribution through: 

• income generation 

• employment creation 

• local goods/service provision 

• regional service coverage. 
 
Respondents told us that their businesses are an ‘important’ (28 percent) or ‘crucial’ (40 percent) part 
of household income.  Discussion in interviews confirmed that this means the business accounts for 
40–100 percent of family income.   
 
In the literature review we made some assumptions and estimated that the total income of women-run 
regional businesses in Australia could easily be around $1.2 billion per year.  For many respondents, 
their business was the only reason they were able to keep the farm during the last drought. 
 
One focus group participant put it bluntly:  
 

‘We wouldn’t have the farm without income from the business’. 

 
Women-run businesses also have a significant impact on regional employment. Amongst our 
respondents, 47 percent employed 1–4 people, 6 percent employed 5–9 and another 3 percent 
employed 10–19 staff.  Clearly, while the founders of some of the businesses felt they had to start an 
enterprise as there were no jobs available to them, they are in turn providing much-needed 
employment for others.  By way of comparison, the ABS estimates that of women-run small 
businesses in total across Australia, some 25 percent employ 1–4 people and 5 percent employ 5 –19 
people (ABS, 2002c). 
 
One interviewee saw the high proportion of small businesses in regional Australia as a strength: 

‘The secret in the bush is lots of little businesses and collective marketing’. 

 
The breadth of types of businesses shows how women-run businesses are providing specialised goods 
or services, adding to the breadth of the regional business base.    
 
Many survey respondents cover a lot of ground—with 37 percent saying that a ‘local business trip’ 
covers over 100 km (37 percent). Another 33 percent think of 21–100 km as a ‘local business trip’. 
 
For 60 percent of survey respondents, most of their customers were within 300 km,  though for 25 
percent their customers were mostly elsewhere in Australia.  Only 2 percent were mostly exporting, 
and for a few innovative and specialised businesses the export markets were their main markets. 
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Theme 4:  High level organisational skills 
A key finding from the survey is the high number of hours many respondents say they are working in 
their business.  Overall 20 percent of survey respondents said they were working 51 to 75 hours a 
week and 5 percent said they were working over 75 hours a week. 
 
We also see that long working hours can kill businesses.  Most of the women who told us about the 
businesses they used to run reported that they worked very long hours, had only few staff and that 
personal health and stress was a factor in them closing the business.  Encouragingly, many of these 
women also said they were still keen to improve their business skills.   
 
In our experience, it is better business skills and a structured and strategic approach to growing a 
business that is the only way of managing the stress and time demands that a growing business makes 
on its driver.  In our other work we have seen more businesses fail through rapid growth than through 
slow decline. 
 
Many small business people we have interviewed in other studies told us that they ‘fell into business’.  
They started small but their products and services started selling better than they had expected and the 
business grew up around them.  In our view, the business owner’s level of success in managing this 
growth marks the difference between a balanced and successful entrepreneur and a harried small 
business operator. 
 
Family support is important, and stage of family life came up in the focus groups as an important 
factor.  Several focus group participants commented that their own stage of life, having developed 
skills and interests to a point where they can be sold, was a major pre-requisite to starting the business.  
This needs to be matched by having other aspects of life at a stage where they can take the risk and 
move into business.  Focus group participants said: 

‘After 25 years in teaching I want independence and I want to be creative’. 

‘I felt I could do it better, and in my own business I had the freedom to do that’. 

We identified an unexpected pattern in survey responses which suggested that women on farms play a 
key role in the business aspects of the farm, as well as running their own business.  We asked 
interviewees and focus group participants if this is an issue – working on both their business and the 
farm while partner concentrates on the farm.  Of those that live on farms, most said yes, and confirmed 
their active role in farm business planning and accounting.  
 
One implication of this is that building stronger business skills amongst regional businesswomen will 
lead to more sustainable growth in the farm business as well as the off-farm business. 
 
The key finding here is that there are many women running businesses in rural and regional areas who 
are highly skilled at managing time, priorities and competing commitments.  One of the lively focus 
group discussions, in all groups, was around ‘preparation for business’, as the most common reaction 
was ‘family and partner – managing them is the best training for running a business!’ 
 
That said, though, anyone working over 50 hours a week with family and other business (farm) 
responsibilities is a great asset to any community. 

Theme 5:  Depth of business skills 
One of the most important findings from the surveys and interviews is the extent of training 
respondents had done to develop their business skills.   
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From the survey, 48 percent of women had recently completed computer/IT training; 45 percent had 
done business planning training; 41 percent had done customer service training; 40 percent had done 
training on their particular product or service; and 35 percent had done marketing.   
 
Looking forward, business planning, financial management, IT and marketing were the top training 
needs.  Only 8 percent of survey respondents had no training intentions at all. 
 
These percentages are well above the figures we have found in the many other surveys we have done 
with Australian small, micro and home-based businesses.  With these other surveys (which cover 
similar types, ages and sizes of businesses) run by men and women, typically 50 percent report that 
they have done no business skills training in the last 12 months (Houghton & CREEDA 1998). The 
top-rating training topics for those that have trained are product/service knowledge and IT.  The top-
rating topics for future training are (in order) marketing, IT, business management and financial 
management, while 25 percent still report no future training intentions. 
 
This contrasts markedly with the responses to the same kinds of questions in this project.  A key 
feature of this work on women in business in rural and regional areas is their high level of engagement 
in training and skills development, which suggests they are more strategic and tactical than their peers 
who ‘fall into business’. 
 
Our interpretation of this finding, alongside the discussions on motivations and life stages, is that most 
of our respondent business women have taken their business seriously from the start—and they have 
done the training they think they need to make their business work.  To us, this pattern reinforces the 
finding that women-run businesses in regional areas are not hobbies or experiments, but are vital (and 
valued) parts of family and community life. 
 
The skills of the women running the businesses have an additional value as well, given the role many 
say they play in managing the financial and business aspects of the family farm (if there is one).  
While not all the women we spoke to play this role, many said they do.  This mix of responsibilities 
suggests to us that any efforts made to further strengthen regional women’s business skills (and 
respondents have clearly indicated they have much they want to learn) will yield great rewards—for 
the farm as well as for the off-farm business.   
 
Rural businesswomen appear to be a lynchpin for rural economies. 

Theme 6:  Success factors 
The findings from the literature review and primary research conducted for this project suggest five 
‘success factors’ for women setting up and running small businesses in rural and regional Australia.  
These factors go beyond the merits of a particular business idea, business model and feasibility from 
the chosen location.  The factors look at the personal and business skills attributes of business success. 
One focus group participant said: 

 ‘The climate is right, I get to enjoy the kids and I enjoy building something from the ground up’.  

One interviewee captured the essence of business success:   
‘Business running smoothly, good income, fitting family with business and life’. 

Success Factor 1  Managing growth 
The long working hours of almost half the survey respondents indicate that the ability to manage 
business growth is a key to sustainable business success.   
 
The women who told us about businesses they had closed had generally been working 51 to 75 hours a 
week, and cited ‘health and stress’ as the main reasons for closing the business.  Conversely, most of 
the women looking to start a business want to work much more manageable hours—17 percent want 



- 46 - 

to work under 20 hours a week and all but 6 percent want to work under 35 to 40 hours a week.  The 
most commonly nominated barriers to starting the business were finance, confidence and business 
skills. 
 
The picture here is of many women looking for a balance in home and work responsibilities, finding 
their work demands escalating and then closing their businesses.    This picture is confirmed in a 
recent Ballarat University study (see Box 5.1 below) which found that most businesswomen wanted to 
reduce their working hours. 
 
This pattern was also confirmed in the focus groups and interviews, with many participants 
commenting how much more time they were spending on their businesses than they had expected: 

‘The family is my highest priority, alongside personal satisfaction.  The business is harder than I 
thought—finding what people in this area are willing to pay for and coping with competition from 
metropolitan areas’. 

‘The business is too busy and I can’t enjoy the creative things any more’. 

In our experience, this is a common scenario for growing small businesses, and the best way of 
tackling it, before it gets to crisis point, is to develop strategic business management skills and tools. 
 
An optimistic finding is the high proportion of women who are actively building their business skills.  
This has three components: 

a) high proportions of respondents who have undertaken business skills building training in recent 
years 

b) high proportions who plan to start (or continue) this kind of training 

c) a high proportion who reported that they are actively interested in building their skills.  

Success Factor 2  Family support 
While many respondents and participants did not have family or partner responsibilities, most do and 
accord them considerable importance.  We interpret the information given to us to indicate that the 
more tangible and active the family support for the woman’s business, the more likely it is to be 
successful, and the woman running it to be not burnt out.   
 
Most survey respondents reported that their family is ‘very supportive’.  And it is worth comparing 
this to those women who had closed businesses, where most said their family ‘don’t mind either way’ 
about their role in their business. 
 
When teased out in interviews and focus groups it became clear that the level of family support is very 
closely linked to the stage of the family itself—younger couple without children, with young children, 
with older children or with children having left home.  Focus group participants talked about how they 
needed to be at the right stage themselves in terms of having skills to sell, and also in having time and 
support to focus on the business. 
 
Family support is a strong and crucial success factor, and varies by age and stage of family.  One of 
the focus groups agreed that support can include having had time to accumulate the deep pockets 
required to cover start-up capital requirements as well. 

Success Factor 3  Business networking 
Business-related networking came up as an important factor in growing a business in both the survey 
and focus groups.  Many focus group participants from smaller communities said that they know 
everyone well, and don’t see a need to business-related networking.  But they also acknowledged that 
they rarely talk about anything other than superficial business issues when they run into friends and 
colleagues around town. 
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Several focus group participants said they thought that men had better opportunity to network on 
business issues through Rotary clubs, local fire brigades and other groups.  Conversely, they thought 
that women will network on family issues and around family and other community events where they 
will not necessarily talk about business.  
 
That said, though, the focus groups themselves were arranged quickly and efficiently, had a wide 
range of participants and focused squarely on business issues.  And information about the survey was 
circulated far and wide through an impressive web of networks.  There are clearly some great 
women’s business networks in rural and regional Australia. 
 
The networks play an important role in business skills development.  Many survey respondents (60 
percent) said they maintain their business skills through ‘business networks and informal advice’.  A 
key success factor for women in business in regional areas seems to be the willingness to engage in 
these networks to seek support and discuss business issues and problems. 

Success Factor 4  Neutralising discrimination 
We asked focus group and interview participants about discrimination, and whether they had 
experienced any when dealing with financiers, advisers, business associates etc.  The responses were 
quite split along age lines.  Younger women (under 40, say) reported little experience of 
discrimination.  On the other hand, many older women mentioned that they felt they were not always 
taken seriously, they felt their needs were not considered if they had meetings on their own, and if they 
had meetings with their partner present, their partners were the ones addressed. 
 
Another slant on this is that some women felt that they were caught in a trap, whereby their business 
income counted against the family farm income when seeking drought relief.  They felt this was 
contradictory policy to the (state and federal) governments’ encouragement to diversify.  And in fact 
some reported that their business had allowed the family to stay on the farm: 

‘I have to grow the business as the farm income is always problematic’. 

‘We wouldn’t have the farm without income from the business’. 

 
These women felt that the lack of recognition by government of the significance of their businesses 
was a kind of gender discrimination.  Many of their businesses are totally affected by local economic 
conditions, but non-farm businesses have no access to assistance (other than a small interest rate 
subsidy on any business borrowings). 

Success Factor 5  Control of property 
We interviewed a number of people involved in large-scale agricultural businesses—as senior 
managers and station managers.  They were interested in our research as most were aware of the issue 
of losing staff due to a spouse being unhappy with the circumstances on a remote property.  They had 
thought of spouse employment as a solution.  But in our interviews it was clear that they did not 
favour self-employment by spouses, due to issues of liability and distraction from the main station 
activities.  One senior manager said he would not allow the spouse of a manager to run activities for 
tourists, for example, due to liability concerns and worries about distracting station workers from their 
core activities. 
 
Our interpretation of this is that while employment of spouses is a recognised issue, self-employment 
is not a viable option for most farm managers, indicating that for a woman to establish a successful 
business she will need some certainty and control over the land they live on. 
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Success factors from another study 
Success factors for women in business in regional areas were addressed in a thorough research paper 
prepared by staff of Ballarat University in 2001 (Newton, Gottschalk & Wood 2001). Some of the key 
findings are summarised in Box 5.1. 
 

 

Box 5.1  University of Ballarat Study 
This 2001 study surveyed 359 women in business, and had group discussions with 49 additional 
women to establish details on the nature of women’s involvement in small business in the Western 
Region of Victoria. The survey was long (70 questions) and the sample large enough to allow 
statistical analysis of responses.  The study found that women highlighted experience as the best 
learning tool, that women mostly worked long hours and over half wished that time to decrease.   
Some statistically significant differences were found between those who were sole traders/partner 
with women and those in partnerships with men. The former were more educated and 
concentrated in gender specific industries such as Personal, Cultural and Property Services and 
Health. They had more responsibilities for household tasks but spent less time on them. They were 
more reliant on family and friends for unpaid labour and financial help, less likely to go for 
operating loans and less likely to be successful gaining them. Qualitative data revealed continuing 
instances of gender discrimination by banks. 
The main barriers to business growth were finance and lack of time. Those in partnerships with 
males therefore more likely to do both low part-time hours as well as extremely high hours.  More 
training was being sought in marketing, finance, promotion, computer skills. 
The successful business women were more likely to be living with a partner and for the businesses 
to be the main source of household income. They were more likely to have between 5 and 9 
employees and to see lack of time and size of outlet as hampering factors. They did appear to 
recognise and value good employees and to value mentors. Their aims were more likely to be 
market dominance, market respect, more profit and a comfortable lifestyle. Although more likely 
to be risk avoiders, they tended to have strategies in place to manage risk. More had formal 
business plans.  
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7. Implications 
The themes and success factors discussed above have implications for policy-makers and 
organisations interested in fostering entrepreneurial skills amongst women running businesses in rural 
and remote Australia.  This project has helped define the support needs of this client group, and the 
findings have implications for best ways of designing and delivering the support most needed.  

Support needs 
The primary research undertaken in this project shows that there is strong demand from rural and 
regional businesswomen for business skills training and support.  Two thirds are ‘very interested’ in 
being kept informed about business building, and a total of 92 percent want some training in the next 
12 months.  We found this encouraging given the high proportions of respondents who had undertaken 
skills training in the past, showing an appetite for more learning.  All had accessed some business 
training and business advice in the last 12 months—especially financial and technology management 
and customer service.  But demand for more skills development is high, particularly for more work on 
financial, business and technology management. 
 
In seeking to meet these training expectations, we suggest that this client group will be a 
discriminating one, and have quite high expectations:   

• quality and location of training are often seen as unsatisfactory 

• barriers were costs, location and family commitments 

• preferred training types and delivery methods were seminars, networks and books  

• one to one contact is important for small business 

• business planning, financial planning and IT were the hot topics. 
 
Respondents also indicated a variety of different learning styles and preferences, and recognition of 
these is vital in delivering the training needs.  Recognising the diversity, we suggest that respondent 
feedback gives us a picture of the kind of training and support that is needed: 

• a face-to-face component is important—it can’t just be on-line 

• it should be locally delivered where possible 

• material should be targeted and practical 

• material should be delivered as flexibly as possible 

• high standards should be applied, to avoid a ‘dumbing down’ for the regions. 
 
Focus group feedback showed that businesswomen look for a different emphasis in training – focusing 
on creative, interactive approaches that emphasise inspiration, confidence building and being more 
than a busy working woman constantly juggling family responsibilities. 

‘It is all pitched at farmer’s wives and their ’on-farm’ businesses… as if there is nothing in the region but 
farming. But there are plenty of other businesses around, they need training as well’. 

There has been limited research in Australia on attitudes of small business operators to small business 
training and learning, with one study focused on women (Kearns 2002; Kempnich, Butler & Billet, 
1999; Kilptrick & Crowley 1999).  These studies are consistent in finding that the ‘chalk and talk’ 
approach by much of the formal education and training sector is not appealing to the target group.  To 
succeed, the characteristics of training noted above need to be understood and integrated from the 
ground up into training designed for the target group.  Women’s business networks will play a crucial 
role in designing, publicising and delivering the right kinds of training. 
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We feel that this project’s results indicate that delivering high quality support and training to rural and 
regional business women is not only an important task, but is a crucial one.  The importance of 
women’s roles in managing the family farm, and providing regional services and employment, 
suggests that the flow-on positive effect of good enterprise skills training will be very significant in 
regional areas, and will probably have greater impact than boosting enterprise support in metropolitan 
areas. 

Policy issues  
The project findings raise five main issues for policy makers, program designers and delivery 
agencies. 

Informed understanding 
Policy makers need to include some consideration of the characteristics of women in business when 
developing new business related policy.  Awareness of the crucial role of women in business as a part 
of the national and of local economies seems low.  More weight needs to be given to knowledge that 
women running businesses in rural and regional Australia are real business operators and are 
significant contributors to regional economic activity—they should be included in development and 
promotional activities, and their opinions sought. 

Women in small business and the training sector 
Designing and delivering the right support to regional business women is challenging as research on 
women in farm business and women in small business generally shows that the vocational education 
and training sector is not attractive to these groups in general, and women in small business in regional 
areas in particular.  The research consistently identifies the characteristics of the support that the small 
business sector (including the female small business sector) are looking for, and finds that these needs 
are not being met. 
 
This is an important challenge for the training sector, as well as for business development policy 
makers. 

Demand for skills development 
High levels of business-related training completed and intended indicates that women running 
businesses in rural and regional Australia are looking for effective business support activities.  The 
role of women in influencing farm business activities as well as off-farm business activities suggests 
that business support activities targeting this group will yield additional benefits across farm business 
practice.   
 
Women in business have some distinctive needs and approaches to learning, and business support 
activities need to be designed with these in mind. 

Getting skills development to where it’s needed 
The overarching policy issue in relation to building business skills is how to get the best support out to 
regional areas – with full understanding of what’s needed and how it needs to be delivered. 

 
There is a strong and clear desire from participants for more business skills training.  This is in 
contrast to the stereotype of women in small business hiding themselves away and playing with 
hobbies.  The challenge is to overcome the three key barriers almost all our respondents identified:  
cost, location and accessibility. 
 
The findings from this project paint a clear picture of the types of skills development sought, and 
emphasise the need for local resourcing and local provision to improve delivery. 
 



- 51 - 

Important ingredients seem to be tailored business development programs designed specifically for 
small, women-run businesses, that are locally based and driven (to keep delivery costs down and 
empower locals) drawing on high quality material.  One-to-one networks, face-to-face work and 
seminars also seem to be important. 

Drought assistance and discrimination 
The current policy position of excluding farms from drought relief when more than half their income 
derives from off-farm sources is well known in regional areas.  But the policy is seen as discriminatory 
when women are the partners earning the off-farm income.   
 
Many respondents commented that they would not have been able to keep their farm without the off-
farm business.  They reported a mixed message when a diversified woman-run business is keeping the 
farm going, but then excludes the farm itself from drought assistance.  This rankled some women who 
had put considerable effort and money into diversification through business, but who then saw 
neighbours who were not changing and who instead relied on government support. 
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8. Recommendations 
This project has identified the importance of women-run businesses in rural and regional Australia. It 
has also highlighted the real barriers and difficulties these enterprising women are facing in growing 
their businesses and managing multiple other responsibilities. 
 
Many rural communities face reductions in the numbers of people employed in rural industries.  For 
these communities the presence of women with business skills provides one avenue through which the 
local economy may respond to this structural shift.  It is a means of building new business and 
employment opportunities.   
 
For women in remote locations and on farms, a successful career can be one that they often create for 
themselves, out of necessity, in the farm sector.  But more and more women are considering adding 
value to farm businesses by investigating activities such using technology to provide business support 
services and the development of tourism, arts and crafts community services businesses.  A suite of 
‘business survival skills’ like marketing, financial management, project design and management, and 
customer relations will enhance their survivability in business and indeed all through their working 
lives.   
 
Our conclusions focus on describing support services, suitable for use in remote and regional 
locations, to encourage and foster business activity among women on farms. 

Supporting business growth 
Building the entrepreneurial skills of women, and supporting those who have visions for business 
activity in regional areas, requires flexible and practical support.  Demand appears strong, with 
respondents to this survey having undertaken training in recent months, but still wanting more, 
especially on higher level business skills. 
 
However, such support must be high quality in content and delivery, appealing to and tailored for the 
needs of women.  An adaptation of existing models might not be the answer.  Discussion in focus 
groups showed that businesswomen look for a different emphasis in training – focusing on creative, 
interactive approaches that emphasise inspiration, confidence building and being more than a busy 
working woman constantly juggling family responsibilities. This poses a challenge for existing 
business support services, like Business Enterprise Centres and extension officers. 
 
To date, most of the businesswomen who responded to the survey have used seminars (selected by 71 
percent), business networks and informal advice (61 percent), and business books (52 percent) to build 
their business skills.  For day-to-day advice, most respondents went to their accountant (49 percent), 
spouse (48 percent) or business partner (30 percent) for day to day business advice (respondents could 
tick more than one box).   
 
The factors identified as stopping respondents from spending more time on business skills 
maintenance and development were the cost of training services (selected by 56 percent) and the 
location of training services (51 percent). Family commitments were also considered a barrier, being 
selected by 39 percent, as was general accessibility of resources and tools (30 percent). 
 
These responses indicate a need for innovative new ways of reaching regional businesswomen.  There 
are some good models available, such as that delivered and evaluated by Sue Kilpatrick in northeast 
Tasmania (Kilpatrick & Crowley 1999) and the SpringBoard micro business growth program 
delivered by the Capital Regional Enterprise and Employment Development Association 
(www.creeda.com.au) that was mentioned by one of the interviewees. 
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Training support in particular, needs to be practical, targeted and delivered flexibly, if it is to avoid the 
problems with much of the training currently offered by the vocational and educational training sector.  
Tailoring is important, as is a local delivery base and use of high quality material.   
 
Given the importance of networking as a low cost and isolation-breaking way for regional 
businesswomen to improve their business skills and customer base, we would also recommend 
investigation of a more formal networking process.   
 
This could be developed as a template and provided to communities, Business Enterprise Centres, 
women’s groups and women’s business groups to use.  The women’s business networks in Moree, 
Armidale, Bright and Kununurra could be used as case studies, and resource materials could be 
developed to help set up and strengthen the activities of women’s business networks in other areas. 

Policy issues  
Negative stereotypes are an important policy issue.  The project’s findings suggest that the perceptions 
and stereotypes around what it means to be a businesswoman in regional Australia are outdated and 
restrictive.  We see a need to promote the value of women-run businesses—to have communities, 
decision makers and family members understand the importance of them, and the value to be gained 
from supporting more regional women into their own business activities. 
 
There are many inspirational stories that need to be known more widely.  Some tools to do that include 
feeding information to and lobbying the rural media to promote success stories; lobbying regional 
councils to include businesswomen as a key part of discussions of local business issues; lobbying 
government agencies to run periodic surveys of regional business women’s issues; and seeking out 
new case studies—especially of innovative products for business developed by and for women 
operators.   
 
A good example of a collection of innovative and inspiring stories is the collection of case studies of 
enterprising women in rural industries published recently by Queensland’s Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI, 2003).  
 
A second policy issue relates to deficiencies in the way the formal training sector provides services to 
women in small business.  We recommend that rather than another review of training and small 
business, there be a tighter review of innovative programs to identify what works for the client 
group—especially in moving from learning new business management skills to implementing new 
business management skills. 
 
A third policy issue involves getting skills development to where it’s needed and meeting the expected 
demand for skills development by women in regional Australia.  Innovative approaches will need to be 
developed to ensure that effective, quality support services are extended into regional and remote 
areas.  A local base is important (to avoid experts simply flying in and flying out), and local train the 
trainer initiatives will be important.  Some tools might include a campaign to support and offer prizes 
for e-business initiatives for regional women business operators, support resources prepared for 
‘intermediaries’ like accountants, seminars delivered through local networks and support bodies, and 
stronger support for internet chat rooms on business development for women. 
 
A fourth policy issue is to address the disincentives for business growth that emerge from excluding 
families from drought assistance when off-farm income levels reach a modest threshold. 
 
We believe that this project provides better understanding of one particular business and economic 
segment, to enable supporters, service providers and policymakers to provide the best and most 
appropriate support to businesswomen in rural and regional Australia.  We hope that the project’s 
outcomes will be used to have a positive impact on women in business ‘in the bush’, and on their 
communities. 
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We feel that increasing business skills in women will increase the general business know-how of their 
community, increase the likely success of new local businesses, and ultimately ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the community.  The process of succession in farm businesses can become easier with 
the women and young women receiving training in business activity. 
 
Women in business in regional areas are playing a vital role in their regional economies, and efforts to 
help them improve their business management skills will have positive flow-on effects for the women 
themselves, their abilities to juggle competing responsibilities, their farms and their economies. 
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Appendix 1 Survey Questionnaires 

Women in Business Questionnaire 
 
This questionnaire is for women who are operating a non primary industry business from a farm or 
from a country town.  
 
Please check the appropriate box(es) in each question.  You may tick more than one box if necessary.  
 
Information about you: 

� I live on a farm/station � I live in a town/city -   Postcode:     ____  ____  ____  ____ 

 
1. Please describe in a few words the main activities of your business. 

 
 
 
 
 

2. How many employees do you currently have? 
 None, just me 
 1–4 
 5–9 
 10–19 
 20–49 
 50+ 

 
3. How long has your business been operating? 

 Less than 1 year 
 1–2 years 
 2–5 years 
 5–10 years 
 10+ years 

4. Where is your business located? 
 On my farm 
 On another farm 
 In a town/city 
 Other:  

 
 
 

5. Where are your customers located?  
(% of customers from each group) 

% Local area – within 100 km 
% Regional area – within 300 km 
% Elsewhere in Australia 
% Overseas 

Main countries:  
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6. What is a “local business trip” for you?  

(how far you would usually travel to see clients, accountant, lawyer, bank, etc) 
 Up to 1 km 
 1–5 km 
 5–20 km 
 21–100 km 
 101–300 km 
 300+ km 

7. How many hours a week do you  
spend working in or on your business? 
 
 Less then 10 
 10–20 
 21–34 
 35–50 
 51–75 
 Over 75 

 
8. What was your main motivator for getting the business started? 

 Financial – secondary family income 
 Financial – primary family income 
 Kids at school – time to spare 
 Skills being underutilised 
 I always wanted to have my own business 
 Keep myself active 
 Community spirit 
 Other’s recommendation/suggestion 
 Could not get a job 
 Other: 

 
9. What is your ultimate goal for the business? 

 Have an ongoing and regular income 
 Create a valuable asset 
 Create a business to pass on to the kids 
 Sell the business as a going concern 
 Franchise the business in other locations 
 Go national 
 Go international 
 Other: 

 
 

10. Are you the main decision maker in your business? 
 Yes 
 No 
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11. How supportive is the family to your business activities? 

 Totally supportive – everyone’s involved 
 Supportive – I do my own thing 
 They don’t mind either way 
 They see it as an imposition on the family and farm 
 Unsupportive 
 Other: 

 
 

12. How valuable is the business to your family? 
 Highly valuable – essential, we would not survive without it 
 Somewhat valuable – it improves our quality of life 
 Marginally valuable – it evens out the peaks and troughs 
 Not at all valuable – the dollars don’t matter 
 A hindrance – its causing us to go backwards 
 Other: 

 
13. What are the greatest barriers to growing your business? 

 Family responsibilities 
 Farm responsibilities 
 Health/Stress 
 The lifestyle that I want to have 
 Lack of confidence 
 Lack of business support 
 My business skills 
 Self imposed – I don’t want to grow my business 
 Lack of demand for product/service 
 Too far from the marketplace 
 Location of business 
 Lack of physical space 
 Lack of skilled staff 
 Lack of finance  
 Government regulations (which ones?): 
 Other: 

 
14. Where do you go for business advice on day to day business issues? 

 Business partner(s) 
 Spouse 
 Accountant 
 Bank 
 Chamber of Commerce 
 Business Enterprise Centre 
 Business Coach/Mentor 
 Farm association 
 Do  not seek business advice 
 Other:  
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15. If a good job came along would you close the business? 

 Yes 
 No 
 Mixed feelings 
 Comments:   

 
16. What formal training have you had in business related areas? 

 Technical – related to business products/services 
 Marketing  
 Sales 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Exporting 
 Negotiation 
 Networking 
 Balancing home & work 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 

 
17. How do you maintain/grow your business skills? 

 Attend seminars 
 1:1 coaching or mentoring 
 Business networks, informal advice 
 Read business books 
 Use audio tapes, CDs, Videos, DVDs 
 Subscribe to business magazines 
 Subscribe to web based information groups 
 Attend TAFE or equivalent course 
 Correspondence education/training 
 On-line education/training 
 Skill “gap filling” training 
 “Just-in-time” training when a need arises 
 Other: 

 
18. What are the factors stopping you from spending more time on business skills 

maintenance/development? 
 Nothing is stopping me 
 Family commitments 
 Farm commitments 
 Location of training services 
 Cost of training services 
 Accessibility of resources/tools 
 Comments:   

 



- 61 - 

 
19. What training in business topics do you want to undertake in the coming year? 

 Technical – related to business products/services 
 Marketing  
 Sales 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Exporting 
 Negotiation 
 Networking 
 Balancing home & work 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 

 
20. How interested are you in following up building your skills in these areas? 

 Very interested – keep me informed 
 Somewhat interested 
 Not really interested 
 Comments:   

 
21. If you would like to be kept informed of initiatives designed to help rural and regional women 

in business to develop their business skills (and their businesses!), please provide contact 
details.  You may complete the section below if you wish – your contact details will not be 
linked to your answers to this questionnaire.  If you are concerned about confidentiality please 
provide details separately via a separate email, or by posting your details to Economic 
Solutions 8 Toyer St Tempe NSW 2044. 

 
Name  
Business Name  
Address  
Phone  
Fax  
Email  
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Women Starting a Business Questionnaire 
 

This questionnaire is for women who wish to operate a non primary industry business from a farm 
or from a country town.  
 
Please tick the appropriate box(es) in each question.  You may tick more than one box if 
necessary.   
 
Information about you: 

� I live on a farm/station � I live in a town/city -   Postcode:   ____ ____ ____ ____ 

 

• Have you ever operated your own business?                                        

• Please describe in a few words the activities or type of business you would like to run: 
 
 
 

• Generally, how did you feel about running a business of your own? 

� 
I have always wanted to run a non farm 
business of my own  � 

I have sometimes wanted to run a non farm 
business 

� 
My spouse and I have always wanted to run a 
non farm business � 

I would like to run a business but would prefer a 
job 

� Other 

• Why do you want to run a business? 

� Financial – a secondary family income � I have kids at school and time to spare 

� Financial – a primary family income � My skills being under utilized 

� I have always wanted to run my own business � Loneliness/boredom/isolation 

� I cannot move and want something to do. � 
There is a need in my community for this type 
of business 

� 
I have a good business idea and want to make 
it work � Others are recommending that I start a business 

� Other 

 

Yes   � No 
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• How close are you to starting your business? 

� 
I could start immediately but want some 
business advice first � It is just an idea at present 

� 
I can start immediately but do not have 
enough money to do so � I would start the business if I was closer to town 

� 
I can start when the children are at school/or 
are older 

 
 

� 
 
 

Other (please elaborate) 
 

 
 

• How many total hours would you like to spend working in your business each week? 
 

� Under 10 hours � 21 to 34 hours � 51 to 75 hours 

� 10 to 20 hours � 35 to 50 hours � Over 75 hours 
 
 
  

• What are the greatest barriers to starting your business? 
 

� Lack of confidence � 
I Need better business 
skills � Too far from the marketplace 

� Lack of finance � 
Family situation too 
demanding � Farm manager not supportive 

� Lack of time � Lack of space � Lack of demand 

� Lifestyle � Health / stress � Government regulations  

� 
Lack of support from family 
members � 

I don’t know how to 
actually start a business 

 
 

� Other (specify) 

• Would you like to develop any particular business skills in the next 12 months?  
 

� Financial management � Customer Service � Marketing & promotion 

� Project management � Exporting � Balancing home & work 

� Risk assessment � Sales � Business planning 

� Tendering and costing � Negotiation � 
Computer / IT (better use of 
technology) 

� Staff management � Networking � Stress management 

� Other (specify) 
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• Are you involved in any networking activities or groups (eg local business association, industry 
association, Chamber of Commerce, CWA, Women in Agriculture etc)? 

� Yes � No 
 
If yes which ones? 

  

• Are you interested in participating in a program to develop business skills?  

� Yes � No 

• Are you interested in receiving one to one support from another business operator when you start 
your business?       

� Yes � No 
 
 
If you answered Yes to either of Question 10 or 11, we will need your name, a contact address, day time 
phone number and / or email address.  You may wish to complete the section below– your contact details 
will not be linked to your answers to this questionnaire.  If you are concerned about confidentiality please 
provide details separately via a separate email, by Fax to 02 9558 6222, or by posting your details to 
Economic Solutions 8 Toyer St Tempe NSW 2044. 
 
Name  
Address  
Phone  
Fax  
Email  

THANK YOU! 
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Women Who Have Closed a Business Questionnaire 
 

This questionnaire is for women who have previously operated a non primary 
industry business from a farm or from a country town. 
 
Please tick the appropriate box(es) in each question.  You may tick more than one box if 
necessary.  
Information about you: 

� I live on a farm/station � I live in a town/city -   Postcode:     ____  ____  ____  
____ 

 
 
1. Please describe in a few words the main activities of the business you used to run. 

 
 

 
2. What was your main reason for ceasing to operate the business? 

 Financial – became unprofitable 
 Financial – creditors forced its closure 
 Family commitments 
 Farm commitments 
 Someone made me a good offer on the business and I took it 
 Someone made me a good job offer, and I took it 
 Lack of emotional support from family and friends 
 Lack of business skills 
 Lack of business support services 
 Lack of mentoring/coaching 
 Lack of training opportunities 
 Other: 

 
 
 

3. How many employees did you have when your business operated? 
 None, just me 
 1–4 
 5–9 
 10–19 
 20–49 
 50+ 

 
4. How long did your business operate? 

 
 Less than 1 year 
 1–2 years 
 2–5 years 
 5–10 years 
 10+ years 
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5. Where was your business located? 

 On my farm 
 On another farm 
 In a nearby town/city 
 Other:  

 
6. Where were your customers located?  
(% of customers from each group) 

% Local area – within 100 km 
% Regional area – within 300 

km 
% Elsewhere in Australia 
% Overseas 

Main countries:  
7. What was a “local business trip” for you?  

(how far you would usually travel to see clients,  
accountant, lawyer, bank, broker, etc) 

 Up to 1 km 
 1–5 km 
 5–20 km 
 21–100 km 
 101–300 km 
 300+ km 

8. How many hours a week did you spend working in or on your business? 
 

 Less then 10 
 10–20 
 21–34 
 35–50 
 51–75 
 Over 75 

 
9. What was your main motivator for getting the business started? 

 Financial – secondary family income 
 Financial – primary family income 
 Kids at school – time to spare 
 Skills being underutilised 
 I always wanted to have my own business 
 Keep myself active 
 Community spirit 
 Other’s recommendation/suggestion 
 Could not get a job 
 Other: 
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10. What was your ultimate goal for the business? 

 Have an ongoing and regular income 
 Create a valuable asset 
 Create a business to pass on to the kids 
 Sell the business as a going concern 
 Franchise the business in other locations 
 Go national 
 Go international 
 Other: 

11. Were you the main decision maker in your business? 
 Yes 
 No 

 
12. How supportive was the family to your business activities? 

 Totally supportive – everyone’s involved 
 Supportive – I do my own thing 
 They don’t mind either way 
 They saw it as an imposition on the family and farm 
 Unsupportive 
 The reason for closing the business 
 Other: 

 
13. How valuable was the business to your family? 

 Highly valuable – essential, we did not survive without it 
 Somewhat valuable – it improved our quality of life 
 Marginally valuable – it evened out the peaks and troughs 
 Not at all valuable – the dollars didn’t matter 
 A hindrance – it caused us to go backwards 
 Other: 

 
14. What were the greatest barriers to growing your business? 

 Family responsibilities 
 Farm responsibilities 
 Health/Stress 
 The lifestyle that I want to have 
 Lack of confidence 
 My business skills 
 Self imposed – I didn’t want to grow my business 
 Lack of demand for product/service 
 Lack of business support 
 Too far from the marketplace 
 Location of business 
 Lack of physical space 
 Lack of skilled staff 
 Lack of finance 
 Government regulations (which ones?): 
 Other: 
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15. Where did you go for business advice on day to day business issues? 

 Business partner(s) 
 Spouse 
 Accountant 
 Bank 
 Chamber of Commerce 
 Business Enterprise Centre 
 Business Coach/Mentor 
 Farm association 
 Do not/did not seek business advice 
 Other:  

 
16. If a good job had come along would you have closed the business sooner? 

 Yes 
 No 
 Mixed feelings 
 Comments:   

N 
17. What formal training have you had in business related areas? 

 Technical – related to business products/services 
 Marketing  
 Sales 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Exporting 
 Negotiation 
 Networking 
 Balancing home & work 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Other: 

 
18. What are the factors that stopped you from spending more time on business skills 

maintenance/development? 
 Nothing stopped me 
 Family commitments 
 Farm commitments 
 Location of training services 
 Cost of training services 
 Accessibility of resources/tools 
 Comments:   
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19. How did you maintain/grow your business skills? 
 Attended seminars 
 1:1 coaching or mentoring 
 Business networks, informal advice 
 Read business books 
 Used audio tapes, CDs, Videos, DVDs 
 Subscribed to business magazines 
 Subscribed to web based information groups 
 Attended TAFE or equivalent course 
 Correspondence education/training 
 On-line education/training 
 Skill “gap filling” training 
 “Just-in-time” training when a need arose 
 Other: 

 
20. Is there anything that would have helped you to keep your business going (if you wanted to)? 

 
 

21. Given the right circumstances, would you start another business? 
� Yes � No � Maybe 

  
22. Are you involved in any networking activities or groups (eg local business association, 

industry association, Chamber of Commerce, CWA, Women in Agriculture etc)? 
� Yes � No 

 
If yes, which one(s)?   

23. Are you interested in participating in a program to develop business skills?  

� Yes � No 
 

24. Are you interested in receiving one to one support from another business operator if you start 
a business 
� Yes � No 

 
If you answered Yes to either of Question 23 or 24, we will need your name, a contact address, day time 
phone number and / or email address.  You may wish to complete the section below– your contact details 
will not be linked to your answers to this questionnaire.  If you are concerned about confidentiality please 
provide details separately via a separate email, or by posting your details to Economic Solutions 8 Toyer 
St Tempe NSW 2044. 

Name  
Address  
Phone  
Fax  
Email  
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Appendix 2: Interview Questionnaire 
 

 
Hi, my name is xxx and I calling with some questions about running a business in the 
bush.  I am working for Strategic Economic Solutions.  We are doing a research project 
for the Federal Government (the Rural Industries Research and Development 
Corporation) on issues affecting women running businesses in regional areas.  Have 
you got 30 minutes to do the interview now?  If not, can you suggest a time for me to 
call back? 
 
Would you like to me read our Privacy Statement to you?  This survey is being conducted by 
Strategic Economic Solutions Pty Ltd, a consulting business specialising in small business and small 
town economic development (www.economicsolutions.com.au).  We are conducting the survey as part 
of a research project on issues affecting women running businesses in regional and rural areas in 
Australia.  The results of the survey will be compiled and analysed as part of a report into these issues.  
No individuals will be identified, or identifiable, in the research report. 
 
Please read each question and then tick the appropriate box(es) that best fit the interviewees 
answers.  Only prompt (by reading through the list of options) if really necessary. 
 
Information about you: 

� I live on a farm/station � I live in a town/city -   Postcode:     ____  ____  ____  ____ 

 
1. Please describe in a few words the main activities of your business. 
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2. How many employees do you currently 
have? 

 ____ full time  ____ part time/casual 
 

3. How long has your business been 
operating? 

    _____ years 
 

 
4. Where is your business located? 

 On my farm 
 On another farm 
 In a town/city 
 Other:  

 
 
 

5. Where are your customers located?  

(% of customers from each group) 
% Local area – within 100 km 
% Regional area – within 300 km 
% Elsewhere in Australia 
% Overseas 

Main countries:  
 

6. What is a “local business trip” for you?  
(how far you would usually travel to see 
clients, accountant, lawyer, bank, etc) 
 Up to 1 km 
 1–5 km 
 5–20 km 
 21–100 km 
 101–300 km 
 300+ km 

7. How many hours a week do you  
spend working in or on your business? 
 
 Less then 10 
 10–20 
 21–34 
 35–50 
 51–75 
 Over 75 
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7b  How many hours a week: 

• Do you spend working on your farm?   ___________ 

• Do you spend on your family (for those with partners and/or families)?  ___________ 
 
How do you manage to balance the demands on your time? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 

Is stress a big concern for you? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
 

8. What was your main motivator for getting the business started? 
 Financial – secondary family income 
 Financial – primary family income 
 Kids at school – time to spare 
 Skills being underutilised 
 I always wanted to have my own business 
 Keep myself active 
 Community spirit 
 Other’s recommendation/suggestion 
 Could not get a job 
 Other: 

 
 

 
9. What is your ultimate goal for the business? 

 Have an ongoing and regular income 
 Create a valuable asset 
 Create a business to pass on to the kids 
 Sell the business as a going concern 
 Franchise the business in other locations 
 Go national 
 Go international 
 Other: 

 
 

9b  What does ‘success’ mean for you business? 

................................................................................................................................... 
 

10. Are you the main decision maker in your business? 
 Yes 
 No 
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11. How supportive is the family to your business activities? 

 Totally supportive – everyone’s involved 
 Supportive – I do my own thing 
 They don’t mind either way 
 They see it as an imposition on the family and farm 
 Unsupportive 
 Other: 

 
 
11b  Do you find you have to manage both the family and business, while your partner concentrates 
just on the farm? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
 
Do you ‘do the books’ for the farm as well as for your business? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 

 
12. How valuable is the business to your family? 

 Highly valuable – essential, we would not survive without it 
 Somewhat valuable – it improves our quality of life 
 Marginally valuable – it evens out the peaks and troughs 
 Not at all valuable – the dollars don’t matter 
 A hindrance – its causing us to go backwards 
 Other: 

 
 

12b OPTIONAL – pass if interviewee is uncertain about answering 
What % of your total (farm or household) income does your business provide?  ________ 

 
13. What are the greatest barriers to growing your business? 

 Family responsibilities 
 Farm responsibilities 
 Health/Stress 
 The lifestyle that I want to have 
 Lack of confidence 
 Lack of business support 
 My business skills 
 Self imposed – I don’t want to grow my business 
 Lack of demand for product/service 
 Too far from the marketplace 
 Location of business 
 Lack of physical space 
 Lack of skilled staff 
 Lack of finance  
 Government regulations (which ones?): 
 Other: 
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13b  Have you encountered any gender bias with: 

• Banks? 

• Accountants (do you have one?) 

• Business support organisations? 

• Government organisations regulating business? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
14. Where do you go for business advice on day to day business issues? 

 Business partner(s) 
 Spouse 
 Accountant 
 Bank 
 Chamber of Commerce 
 Business Enterprise Centre 
 Business Coach/Mentor 
 Farm association 
 Do  not seek business advice 
 Other:  

 
 

 
15. If a good job came along would you close the business? 

 Yes 
 No 
 Mixed feelings 
 Comments:   

 
 

 
16. What formal training have you had in business related areas? 

 Technical – related to business products/services 
 Marketing  
 Sales 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Exporting 
 Negotiation 
 Networking 
 Balancing home & work 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 
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17. How do you maintain/grow your business skills? 

 Attend seminars 
 1:1 coaching or mentoring 
 Business networks, informal advice 
 Read business books 
 Use audio tapes, CDs, Videos, DVDs 
 Subscribe to business magazines 
 Subscribe to web based information groups 
 Attend TAFE or equivalent course 
 Correspondence education/training 
 On-line education/training 
 Skill “gap filling” training 
 “Just-in-time” training when a need arises 
 Other: 

 
 

 

17b  What do you think of the training and learning activities you’ve been involved with?   

- Too hard to get to?   

- Too general?   

- Too expensive? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 

What do you think of the business development services available to women in regional areas?  
Have they got the capacity to help you?  What about cost and location? 

• Is face-to-face contact important? 

.................................................................................................................................. 

• What about on-line learning? 

................................................................................................................................... 

• Guidebook(s)? 

.................................................................................................................................. 

• Training/support material designed for BECs and accountants (as major sources of advice)? 

.................................................................................................................................. 
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18. What are the factors stopping you from spending more time on business skills 

maintenance/development? 
 Nothing is stopping me 
 Family commitments 
 Farm commitments 
 Location of training services 
 Cost of training services 
 Accessibility of resources/tools 
 Comments:   

 
 

 
18b  Do you feel like you are on top of your business?  Are you running it or is it running you?! 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
 
What gets in the way of you getting on top of your business? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
 

 
19. What training in business topics do you want to undertake in the coming year? 

 Technical – related to business products/services 
 Marketing  
 Sales 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Exporting 
 Negotiation 
 Networking 
 Balancing home & work 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 

 
 

 
19b  What are the highest priorities for you?  Why? How might you address these priorities? 

................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................... 
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20. How interested are you in following up building your skills in these areas? 

 Very interested – keep me informed 
 Somewhat interested 
 Not really interested 
 Comments:   

 
 

 
 

21. If you would like to be kept informed of initiatives designed to help rural and regional women 
in business to develop their business skills (and their businesses!), please provide me with 
your contact details. Your contact information will be forwarded to your region’s Business 
Enterprise Centre or equivalent community-based business support agency for inclusion on 
their database.  Your contact details will not be linked to your answers to this questionnaire.  
If you are concerned about confidentiality you can provide details separately via a separate 
email, or by posting your details to Economic Solutions 8 Toyer St Tempe NSW 2044. 

 
Name  

Business Name  

Address  
Phone  
Fax  
Email  

 
 

THANK YOU!!! 
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Questions 
 

Start by presenting some of the interim charts as a discussion starter – especially the ones on 
motivation, aspirations for business, barriers to growth, sources of support, maintaining (and barriers 
to developing) business skills. 
 
What do focus group participants think – do the results reflect their experiences? 
 
Specific follow-up questions: 
 
Quantitative – ask whenever an opportunity arises, and move on if these questions make participants 
uncomfortable. 

1. How many employees do people have – family and others?  (We only asked respondents to tick a 
box (1 to 4 etc)) 

2. What percentage of farm income  (or in particular of off-farm income) does the business provide?  
(Refer to the press release on the expected scale of business activities by WIBB, and that around 
half of farm incomes come from off-farm sources....) 
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Qualitative 
3. How do participants react to the business development needs emerging from the surveys 

(marketing, business planning and financial management in particular)? 

• Do participants ‘do the family and/or farm books’ as well as their own? 

4. Over 60% of survey respondents are working over 35 hours a week (with half of these working 
over 50 hrs/wk) – and family/stress are significant constraints. Is this the same for participants? 

5. How many hours a week are people working: 

• On their business? 

• On the farm? 

• With their family (for those with partners and/or families)? 

6. How would they go about meeting their own business development needs? 

• What about access to training and face-to-face activities?   

• What do they think of the activities they’ve been involved with?   

- Too hard to get to?   

- Too general?   

- Too expensive? 

7. What gets in the way of getting on top of the business? 

8. What do participants think of the business development services available to women in regional 
areas?  Have they got the capacity to help them?  What about cost and location? 

• Is face-to-face contact important? 

• What about on-line stuff? 

• Guidebook(s)? 

• Training/support material designed for BECs and accountants (as major sources of advice)? 

9. What business development activities do participants want to do to next? 

10. Do participants find they have to manage both the family and business, while partner concentrates 
just on the farm? 

11. Have participants encountered gender bias with: 

• Banks? 

• Accountants (how many have one?) 

• Business support organisations? 

• Government organisations regulating business? 

12. What do participants think ‘success’ means for their business? 

(Refer to the ‘wouldn’t drop it for a job’, women ‘always wanting to run a business’ and desire for 
business to be sustainable/sellable) 
 

 
 
 


