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Foreword 
 
Australia’s schools are well-equipped to help their students move on to tertiary education, to 
vocational education, and to find work as employees in large or small businesses.  But there seems to 
be little place in the school system for young people who want to find their own employment by 
running their own businesses, or who take the opportunity to set up their own enterprise while they are 
still at school.  These students are a taking a pathway from school to work that is under-recognised and 
under-valued. 
 
Many communities in rural and regional Australia are concerned about young people leaving them for 
the cities once they finish school.  There are also often concerns in these areas about the need for new 
businesses to start and to prosper, with the number of small businesses in regional areas having grown 
by just 0.9 percent between 1995-96 and 1999-2000, compared with growth of over 13 percent in 
metropolitan areas.  This project seeks to address both these underlying concerns, by researching the 
characteristics, needs and aspirations of school students who are operating their own businesses. 
 
This project looks closely at this group, estimated at around 53 000 students nationwide, to find ways 
in which they might be acknowledged and supported.  The project used a national web-based survey 
and a series of focus groups to hear first hand from students about their businesses and their business 
goals.  In looking closely at this group for the first time, this publication provides information to help 
schools and communities to support their young business operators, helping their businesses grow and 
providing these students with stronger motivations to stay and build their local economies. 
 
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 1 200 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  
 
 
 
Peter O’Brien 
Managing Director 
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 

http://www.rirdc.gov.au/fullreports/index.html
http://www.rirdc.gov.au/eshop
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Executive Summary  
This report looks closely at the aspirations and support needs of Australian school students who are 
either running businesses (while they are still at school) or who are interested in starting a business.  
The research underlying the report was undertaken to look for ways to support these students in their 
business goals, as a means of addressing two concerns common across rural and regional Australia:  
that young people leave regional areas to look for work, education and business experience; and that 
the rate of business formation in regional areas seems well below that for metropolitan areas.  The 
research started from a perception that encouraging school-aged people with an interest in business to 
pursue their business goals might be able to have an impact on both these concerns. 
 
In looking closely at this group for the first time, this publication provides information to help 
education authorities, schools and communities to support their young business operators, helping 
their businesses grow and providing these students with stronger motivations to stay and build their 
local economies. 

Aims and objectives 
This research project sought to provide vital information about young people with business aspirations 
and their development support needs.  The project aimed to analyse this information to identify ways 
of enhancing the business skills of young people, while at school, thereby increasing their 
communities’ economic, business and employment opportunities. It also aimed to help stimulate 
debate within the education sector and among other stakeholders with interest in this area. 

Background 
The Business Operators Still at School (BOSS) 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.  The research stemmed from a belief that development of these skills at an early age may 
increase the number of new start businesses in Australia and at the same time increase efficiencies and 
decrease small business closure and failure rates.  
 
Many communities in rural and regional Australia are concerned about young people leaving them for 
the cities once they finish school.  There are also often concerns in these areas about the need for new 
businesses to start and to prosper, given that the number of small businesses in regional areas grew 
much more slowly from 1995-96 to 1999-2000 than in city areas—by just 0.9 percent compared with 
over 13 percent in metropolitan areas.  This project sought to address both these underlying concerns, 
by researching the characteristics, needs and aspirations of school students who are operating their 
own businesses. 
 
There are currently a range of business simulation programs and activities that are available for 
schools to use in preparing young people for the business world.  These activities provide excellent 
simulations in management and business activity and assist in developing enterprising behaviour and 
an improved understanding of business needs.  But it seems there is a gap, in the absence of individual 
and professional support for the young person who has already started a business or wants to start their 
own business.  
 
A broad-based survey carried out in 2000 estimated that 68% of Australian 15 to 24 years old would 
like to run a business, while 6% of 15 to 19 year olds had already run a business.  Another survey in 
2001 estimated that 4% of 15 to 24 year olds in Australia were already running businesses.  Based on a 
conservative estimate that 4% of school students are running a business, there are likely to be up to 
53 000 Australian students running businesses while they are still at school.   
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This project addresses a missing piece of the jigsaw in the education of Australia’s young people—
education specially tailored for the next generation of business owners. 

Methodology  
This research project was funded by RIRDC and carried out in 2004.  The project involved contact 
with over 400 teachers and schools and comprised: 

• A literature review; 

• A national online survey of school students—including those from rural and regional areas—
which gathered responses from over 200 students in three broad types: 

1. Those already running their own business; 

2. Those intending to run a business;  

3. Those simulating a business through an enterprise education activity; and 

• A series of four focus groups involving a total of 60 students. 
 
The findings from the primary and secondary research activities were analysed and compiled into this 
report. 

Findings  
The project made contact with many school students who are either already running a business, or who 
would like to.  The project found that businesses run by students are hard to define and that the school 
system is not connected in any formal way with business operators as a group, and does not see 
running a business as a recognised outcome for students.  The project found that business operators at 
school have strong similarities with their adult counterparts and have particular support needs, and that 
schools therefore have a challenging role in supporting students running businesses.  
 
In contacting schools, the project found that the school system does not seem well-placed to 
understand the needs of business owners and their particular communication requirements, the school 
system is not connected in any formal way with business operators as a group, and does not see 
running a business as a recognised outcome for students. 
 
Six main findings have emerged from the research: 

1. School-aged young people have strong interest in being in business 

2. Many students are wanting to start their own business  

3. School students run businesses—but the notion of ‘business’ may be hard to define 

4. Business operators at school have strong similarities with their adult counterparts 

5. Business operators at school have particular support needs 

6. Schools have a challenging role in supporting students running businesses. 
 
The businesses run by student respondents to the surveys carried out through this project were 
generally of small scale, but were in a variety of industries and were valued by their owners—with just 
28% of these students wanting to swap their business for a good job. 
 
On questions on attitudes to business, the barriers to growth, business skills needs and approaches to 
meeting those needs, the responses by business operators still at school look very similar to responses 
from adult small business operators.  These similarities suggest that the business operators still at 
school have a good knowledge of what it means to be in business, and may well go on to be small 
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business operators later in life.  One focus group of students from farms was unanimous and emphatic 
in the knowledge that to run a farm is to run a business. 
 
The survey yielded useful information on the support needs of business operators still at school, and 
showed that they have strong interest in activities to build their business skills.  These survey 
respondents reported: 

• They are interested in developing their business skills (73%); 

• They do not have all the skills they need (23%); and 

• Their top needs are marketing, accessing customers, risk assessment and managing money. 
 
But respondents also told us that they are not sure how, or even if, school could help.  One of the focus 
groups participants said: 

Business is completely separate from school 
Another said,  

Schools can’t really help, I don’t know why we are bothering with this 
 
This seems to be partly due to the strongly practical nature of their skills needs, and the perception that 
school is not able to deliver the kind of informed, practical help they are looking for. 
 
In their emphasis on practicality, business operators still at school are very like their adult 
counterparts.  Recent reviews of the learning needs and learning styles of small business operators in 
general have found that they require very practical, hands-on training that gives them quick returns on 
their investments of time and money.  This learning style may not be well suited to the classroom. 
 
Existing business related activities in schools are in three areas: 

• Business studies curriculum—which focuses on studying aspects of business management from a 
textbook perspective;  

• Enterprise education—which focuses on encouraging students to ‘be enterprising’ in very general 
sense rather than on developing business operational skills; and 

• Extra-curricular exercises like Young Achievement Australia (YAA) and Practice Firms—which 
are well known tools that help students learn about business from the perspective of the roles and 
responsibilities of Boards of Management of companies. 

 
While all very well regarded, these activities do not seem to be picking up students who are already 
running their own business, or giving them the skills they are looking for.  For example, only one of 
the operators of an existing business surveyed had participated in a YAA program, and one focus 
group participant said of their curriculum: 

Business studies is about reading books not about out there doing it 
 
Respecting these needs, we expect that the training and skills development sought by respondents 
needs to be delivered in a personal, applied style (by knowledgeable teachers, trainers or mentors) to 
ensure that each student gets the practical outcomes they are looking for. 

Implications   
The project identified several models that can assist in developing the skills and the business success 
of young people while they are at school. These models would need the involvement from the 
education sector, and a willingness for it to see business ownership and operation as a relevant school 
outcome.  
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It is likely to surprise many in the education sector that the project found that there are many students 
who are already running a business or conducting business-like activity, and that many school students 
do want to run a business as a career outcome.  
 
The information gathered through this project can be used to guide the creation of support tools or 
models to effectively respond to the needs of these young people.  It could consequently contribute to 
the long-term sustainability of many regional towns in supporting processes to build their future 
business capacity.  
 
The similarities this project has identified between adult and school-aged business operators is 
important, especially when experience has shown that start-up businesses need close personal support 
to survive and thrive.  The school environment may be a perfect place to provide and foster early and 
long lasting business ownership skills. 

Recommendations   
The findings from this research project were discussed in a forum which included representatives from 
some of the main stakeholder organisations:  the Australian Government’s Department of Education, 
Science and Training and its Office of Small Business, and a State Department of Education.  The 
recommendations have been written around the interests of these organisations and have been 
prepared under three broad headings: 

• Case studies – to be prepared nationally to appeal to students and teachers to raise awareness and 
interest. 

• Development and trial of models to support business operators at school – to provide a more 
active and interventionist approach than case studies. 

• Models for the education sector included inclusion of business ownership as a part of VET in 
Schools activities; modification of current curriculum to include business operations and business 
start-up as an examinable component; a school that specialises in developing young people into 
business; and a specialist teacher trained to deliver business support to students from a number 
schools. 

• Models for the community included development of business networks for young people still at 
school; provision of business support from parents; and provision of business support from 
‘business professionals’ like business facilitators, local business groups, or retired business people 
in a community to mentor and provide business leadership to business operators at school, and to 
those thinking of starting a business. 

• Support materials prepared by education authorities to underpin model trials including curriculum 
information, class and lesson notes and a list support resources likely to be available at the local 
level. 

 
We hope that the interest in these concepts that was demonstrated in the discussion forum is indicative 
of some individuals, or organisations, picking up the recommendations set out above, and acting to 
recognise and support this unrecognised group of enterprising young people in Australia.  We believe 
that action on these recommendations will be important for the further development of healthy 
economies, especially in regional areas, healthy local business communities, and improved assistance 
to young people (and their families) in pursuit of their hopes and dreams.  
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1. Introduction  

Rationale 
 
The Business Operators Still at School (BOSS) 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.  The development of these skills at an early age may increase the number of new start 
businesses in Australia and at the same time increase efficiencies and decrease closure and failure 
rates. 
 
There are currently a range of business simulation programs and activities that are available for 
schools to use in preparing young people for the business world.  Young Achievers Australia (YAA), 
“Practice firms”, Australian Business Week, for example, are all successfully functioning in some 
schools or for a number of school students.  These activities provide excellent simulations in 
management and business activity and assist in developing enterprising behaviour and an improved 
understanding of business needs.   
 
But it seems there is a gap, in the absence of individual and professional support for the young person 
who has already started a business or wants to start their own business.   
 
This research project sought to provide vital information about young people with business aspirations 
and their development support needs.  It aimed to identify specific needs of regionally based young 
people in comparison with their urban-based peers.  It also aimed to help stimulate debate within the 
education sector and among industry bodies and peak groups with interest in this area.  The 
information gathered through this project can be used to form a conceptual framework which could 
guide the creation of support tools or models to effectively respond to the needs of these young people.  
It could consequently contribute to the long-term sustainability of many regional towns in supporting 
processes to build their future business capacity.   
 
This project has focused on gathering information about school students, who are operating 
businesses, or wish to operate a business.  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 school 
students around Australia.  Instead we focused on securing feedback from a diverse sample of students 
across Australia, supplemented by focus groups.   
 
The project is a first step in exploring the complexity and multi-dimensionality of issues around 
developing the skills of business operators while they are still in the education system.  The findings 
reflect input from over 260 school students who wish to start a business or who already started a 
business, but while these findings reflect consistency in the issues raised and discussed in depth, we 
would suggest that the sample of respondents is too small for rigorous statistical analysis. 
 
This project is the missing piece of the jigsaw in the education of Australia’s young people—
education specially tailored for the next generation of business owners. 
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Background 
Through our work with regional communities we have identified a number of issues relating to young 
people, and community business/economic development.   
 

1. Regional communities are dominated by small and very small businesses which do not tend to 
employ large numbers of people, and often do not employ any workers at all except for the 
owners.  The number of these businesses in regional Australia is growing much more slowly 
than the number of their counterparts in metropolitan areas. 

2. The closure rate for small business in their first two years of operation is thought to be 
between 50% and 80%, due to various reasons including lack of knowledge of how to run a 
business by the business operators, lack of support and, anecdotally, lack of support and 
development at a young age. 

3. Young people often feel there are no opportunities within their local community to play a part 
in its economic success. 

4. Import replacement and local business development is hindered by a general lack of support 
for those with entrepreneurial skills and aspirations. 

5. Recognition of business operators does not occur in school and an outcome of ‘business 
operator’ is not measured at all in any education system where ‘university and vocational’ 
outcomes are measured and seen as the main objective. 

6. Regional businesses often complain that local school leavers lack an understanding of 
business needs. 

7. Regional small businesses do not have the resources to provide extensive training or work 
experience for young people. 

8. Lack of support is a common reason for people not to start a business or not to succeed in 
business.  

 
For young people in regional communities, a successful career can be one that they create for 
themselves. This may well be across industry sectors, and a suite of ‘business survival skills’ like 
marketing, financial management, project design and management, and customer relations will 
enhance their survivability all through their working lives.  Hands-on experience as a young person 
running a business can be, if developed and ‘sold’ properly, a great asset in a young person’s 
employability portfolio while enabling them to contribute effectively to the economic life of a 
community. 
 
For the community, increasing business skills in young people increases the general business know-
how of the community, increases the likely success of new local businesses, and ultimately ensures the 
long-term sustainability of the community.  The process of succession in farm businesses can become 
easier with the young person receiving training in business activity at an early age and the parents 
seeing that that training has occurred and has been recognised. 
 
It seems that young small business operators, or school students who wish to start their own business, 
are not receiving the recognition or support they need in the school system.  The BOSS project sought 
to build a broad-based collection of data on development needs and issues to provide a solid basis for 
the creation of tools to support young people with entrepreneurial aspirations.  
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2. Objectives 
 
This project was funded by the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation (RIRDC) in 
2004 to: 
 

 
identify ways of enhancing the business skills of young people, while in school, thereby increasing 

their communities’ economic, business and employment opportunities. 
 
The outcomes expected from the project were: 

• A description of the nature and scale of current business activities by young people at selected 
sites—including a leading focus on farm based businesses. 

• An analysis of existing activities supporting young people running a business to identify key 
issues and areas of neglect, including a focus on school based support. 

• A description of the characteristics of the identified young business operators and the desirable 
skills, behaviours and activities required for this group to be successful. 
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3. Methodology 
 
This research project melds existing understanding of young people in business and youth 
entrepreneurship with new data on business activity among school students 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 business operators still at school. 
 

Terminology 
The project deliberately used the terminology ‘business operators’ as a way of overcoming the 
confusion that exists in the research literature and the education system over the term ‘entrepreneur’.  
The term ‘business operator’ also helped us target students who were running a business or wanting to 
run a business rather than those displaying entrepreneurial attitudes or behaviours. Whilst there is 
some overlap in understanding of the terms an entrepreneur and business operator in the wider 
community, in the education system ‘entrepreneur’, ‘enterprise’ and ‘business’ seem to have many 
meanings. 
 
Definitions of these terms are provided in more detail in the first part of Chapter 4. 
 
To assist teachers and others in defining the target group, we looked for young people who earn 
money, have a cash flow, who market their services and/or products, who have many customers and 
who actively seek those customers and/or who operate independently of a supervisor or employer.  
These are the students who have chosen to earn money by working for themselves, rather than by 
working for someone else. 
 
During discussions with teachers and others we found that school focus on enterprise appears to 
concentrate on developing entrepreneurial skills among all young people, and that these skills could be 
those of a social entrepreneur, or a corporate entrepreneur, or indeed an enterprising behaviour of 
some type.  It appears that students who have a business or wish to start a business may be included in 
this wide group.   
 
This broad use of these terms in schools was a challenge for us in talking with teachers about the 
project and its aims, and in seeking their support to promote the project to their students. 
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Young Achievement Australia and the Australian Network of 
Practice Firms 
In working with this project we have attracted information from two key organisations or programs, 
Young Achievers Australia (YAA) and the Australian Network of Practice Firms (ANPF). 
 
The mission of YAA “ is to develop business enterprise skills, capacities and understanding in all 
young Australians through partnerships with business, education and the community to contribute to 
Australia’s prosperity.”  The vision of YAA “is for a future in which young Australians are well 
prepared to make the transition from studies to work, in a positive and strongly supportive 
environment.”   
 
The Australian Network of Practice Firms (ANPF) describes itself as:  

“ ... a network of training businesses that students manage and operate as part of their 
learning programs. Each of these simulated businesses follows real-world business practices 
and trades within a virtual economy. 

Practice firms are formed from a partnership between a training provider, a real business that 
agrees to mentor the students, and the ANPF Central Office. Each firm is tailored to suit 
vocational outcomes, with a strong emphasis on developing a wide range of competencies that 
fit within the Australian Training Frameworks and qualifications structure. 

Students work as business people, operating their own business and making decisions that 
lead the business into profitable (or not-so-profitable) outcomes. ANPF provides a safe and 
secure learning environment for students to work on a national basis with the 150 Australian 
firms and globally, with the some 4,000 international firms. 

ANPF is a great example of enterprise education, with students developing skills that make 
them highly employable. Students learn about business, but they also learn how business 
really works and how decisions are made. They test their skills in IT, customer relations, 
interpersonal relationships, negotiation, and time management. They learn to work with their 
business partner, who mentors and coaches them in how that industry operates. 

Practice firm training differs from other business training schemes in that:  
 practice firms trade only within practice firm networks (not in the real world thus 

avoiding potential problems with real money)  
 practice firms are coached and mentored by real businesses on a permanent basis 

(students move through the firm as employees and are recruited, inducted, work and 
leave the business)  

 students take full responsibility for their business and its outcomes (which means both 
students and teachers take on different roles), and  

 action learning underpins all activities in the firm”.  
 
We believe that YAA and ANPF are providing students with experience and learning about corporate 
and business life that will increase their understanding of the needs of business and the problems that 
they face.  These programs could be expanded to include more schools and more students.  These 
programs do not, however, necessarily provide support to students who have a business of their own or 
want to have a business of their own.  The programs cannot reflect the nature of a true business and 
the pressures faced by single operators who do not operate as part of a team or without close support 
through national programs.  One support model we may investigate in the last Chapter of this report is 
to expand these programs to take in real businesses and reflect real business outcomes. 
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Project phases 
The project had three main phases, and used a variety of methods for gathering both primary and 
secondary information. 
 
Phase 1  Literature Review 

The first phase involved a review of available literature on young business operators, with an emphasis on 
Australian material. The review found very little previous work on the main target group, young people 
running businesses while they are still at school, and as a result it broadened to encompass a wider 
literature on entrepreneurship and youth attitudes to business to give the research a solid context.   
 
The findings of the literature review are described in Chapter 4. 
  
Phase 2  Primary Research 

The second phase involved gathering information directly from students through a combination of: 
• A web-based survey; and 
• Focus groups. 

 
The project team designed two questionnaires, one for students who are already running a business (in 
business), and the other for students who wish to start a business (thinking).   
 
The questionnaire for young people in businesses focused on: 

• Characteristics of the business; 

• Attitudes to the business and its future; 

• Attitudes to entrepreneurialism; 

• Barriers to business growth; and 

• Support options. 
  
The companion questionnaire for young people interested in starting a business focused on: 

• Attitudes to their future business; 

• Attitudes to entrepreneurialism; 

• Barriers to starting the business; and 

• Support options. 
 
Copies of the questionnaires are included in the Appendix. 
 
The questionnaires were trialed at a school in the ACT and revised and simplified where necessary.  A 
teachers’ explanatory sheet and poster was also developed, and copies are included in the Appendix to 
this report.  The questionnaire was converted to a web-based format with an option to download a hard 
copy.  We received responses both electronically and through written replies. 
 
We directly contacted over 400 schools and interested people through a number of mechanisms.  
 
We obtained a list of names of teachers involved in enterprise education, and contacted them by bulk 
email.  We also contacted groups and individuals that we thought might be interested and could 
provide support.  This included the Vocational Education and Training in Schools program manager 
from New South Wales Department of Education and Training, the Victorian Department of 
Education, the West Australian Department of Agriculture, the managers of the Youth 2 Youth 
program, the practice firm network managers, Young Achiever Australia, STUDENTWORKS, 
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Slingshot and the Enterprise Network for Young Australians.  We also joined the YouthGAS 
Exchange, used the e-vocation network and took advantage of other contacts such as Area 
Consultative Committees, the Human Resource Managers for the Australian Agricultural Company 
and the Northern Australian Pastoral Company (NAPCO), Australian Women in Agriculture, and 
others, as the opportunity arose. 
 
We were also contacted by organisations that heard of the project and desired more information.  This 
included the Lighthouse project in Sydney, Western Australian Small Business Development 
Corporation's youth enterprise support program, staff from Job Network providers, staff involved in 
the AusIndustry schools program, the Australian Youth Development Program, and the foundation for 
Young Australians.  We also contacted several agricultural colleges, one (Tocal) was very supportive 
in assisting students complete the questionnaires. 
 
It is worth noting that there was a distinct contrast of reactions to this project.  When teachers, or 
others, were interested in the project, that interest was normally very high.  These interested people 
supported the gathering of this type of information and the development of support for young people 
who wanted to start a business and these teachers often assisted in gathering information by further 
distribution of survey information.  These teachers could see the difference between an enterprising 
student and a student who was operating a business of some type. 
 
There is also a lot of passion among the practitioners in the Practice Firms and in YAA where there 
seemed to be a belief with some of the local managers that the operation of a true student-owned 
business and the desire to own and operate a business is not yet valued properly in the school system.   
 
In some schools the teacher was keen to become involved but could find no interest elsewhere within 
the school, from students or from other teachers.   
 
The other, less interested, reaction was much more common. The majority of teachers did not find this 
issue of significance or import.  Many teachers felt that they had no students who ran businesses or 
wished to run a business.  Some responses included the statement that ‘students don’t run businesses’ 
and ‘no student in this school would run a business’.  The reaction of these teachers seemed to be that 
a student running a business was not something that had ever been considered as an issue.   
 
This process of gathering information was selected to allow us to gather higher level feedback on 
experiences from students around Australia (via the survey), which could then be complemented by 
more detailed probing of the issues that emerged with the focus groups. 
 
The web approach was used to make best use of networks we had approached to help us find 
respondents.  As mentioned some of these networks had email distribution lists and email or web-
based newsletters, leading to a web-based survey as being the most suitable vehicle for reaching the 
target group.   
   
The survey findings are reported in Chapter 5. 
 
The initial targets for the project were 200 completed surveys, and one focus group.  By the end of the 
project we had received over 200 completed surveys and conducted four focus groups with a total of 
over 60 students. The findings reported here thus reflect input from over 260 students from regional 
and urban 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 group settings 
to ensure we understood them.  Nonetheless, the scale of the project is modest and exploratory, and we 
would remind readers that the sample of respondents was not random and is too small for rigorous 
statistical analysis.    
 



- 8 - 

The survey was released in August 2004 and closed off in November 2004.  The focus groups were 
held in September and November 2004.  The focus groups were held in Bega, Grenfell, and Cooma (2 
groups). 
 
Three of the focus groups had around 11 participants, and the discussion was guided by a number of 
themes drawn from literature review and the early survey responses.   
 
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. To aid this process, the findings were presented to and 
discussed in a workshop with a wide range of invited participants in early December. 
 
The report was finalised in late December 2004.   

Dissemination 
The early consultations and on-going engagement with a range of schools, education policy bodies, 
business advisory services and youth support organisations, as well as some good media coverage, 
have set the stage for wide 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 acting on its findings 
and recommendations.  
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4. Literature review—main findings 
 
Self-employment by young people is often overlooked as a key part of the school-skilling-work 
pathway for young people.  It is a missing piece of a puzzle, as most interest is placed on young people 
getting into further education or into employment. 
 
This chapter draws on some recent research to inform the Business Operators Still at School (BOSS) 
Project about youth business activity in Australia.  While there an established field of research on 
entrepreneurship (including youth entrepreneurship), and a smaller field of work on small business 
more generally, we have been able to find very few references to business operators still at school.  
This literature review draws in part from a comprehensive literature review of youth entrepreneurship 
issues prepared in July 2003 for the Department of Family and Community Services by Eureka 
Strategic Research (FACS 2003), as well as other relevant material. 
 

Business operation, enterprise and entrepreneurship 
The BOSS Project has a deliberate focus on business operation, as opposed to entrepreneurship or 
enterprise.   
 
Entrepreneurship and even enterprise are somewhat technical terms that have seen extensive academic 
debate about their meanings, and our focus groups found that they are not terms that are well 
understood by school students.  Business operation is a more commonly understood term, used to 
describe an activity of self employment—the main element of which is selling something (a good or a 
service) to earn income, where one’s income is based on sales not on wages paid by a ‘boss’.  
 
But even this term provoked some discussion in the focus groups, where it often took participants 
some time to describe what they did as ‘business operation’ or ‘running a business’.   In a school 
context, another useful term is business behaviour—which we used to describe the kinds of activities 
someone might do that could mean they a running a business, even though they may not have 
previously described themselves as a business operator.   
 
For young people, this is a grey area as few have, or have a need to, formally establish a business 
structure before they start running a business.  The same is true for adults too, as in Australia 
technically no-one needs to formally register a business name or obtain an Australian Business 
Number (ABN) before starting to run a business and earn income.  A person can simply ‘hang up a 
shingle’ and start selling their good or service.  The technical aspects of establishing a business are 
more to do with the taxation and legal (eg protecting intellectual property) implications of running a 
business.   We found that young people running businesses tend to not think ahead about these issues 
and so usually do not go through a formal process of establishing their business while they are at 
school, though they may go on to take these steps later in life. 
 
So we found that the term business behaviours meant more in the classroom than business operation or 
entrepreneurship. 
 
Most academic research has focused on entrepreneurship rather than business operations, usually to try 
and understand who are entrepreneurs, where do they come from, what drives them, what can be learnt 
from them and how can they be supported. 
 
Entrepreneurship means different things to different people.  For some researchers, anyone who starts 
or buys a small business is an ‘entrepreneur’.  For others, there are many small business operators who 
are not entrepreneurial, and entrepreneurs can also work in and emerge from large organisations. 
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Seven elements characterising entrepreneurship that are commonly found in the literature are: 

1.   Creating an organisation; 

2.   Identifying and pursuing opportunity; 

3.   Innovation / creativity; 

4.   Attitude to resources; 

5.   Risk-taking; 

6.   Pursuit of growth; and 

7.   Creating value. 
 
A key issue in defining entrepreneurship is whether these elements are based on “personality 
characteristics” or “behaviours”.  Entrepreneurs are frequently described as people who are wilful, 
independent, and tempered risk-takers (eg Houghton & Slater 2000). 
 
The Youth Entrepreneurship Scoping Paper (FACS 2003) prefers to define entrepreneurs in terms of 
their behaviours, as it avoids a possible circular argument (we first find entrepreneurs because of what 
they do and then try to base that on who they are), and it is a better base for analysis and policy-
making.  The review proposes the following definition: 

Entrepreneurship is the recognition of an opportunity to create value, 
 and the process of acting on this opportunity,  

whether or not it involves the formation of a new [business] entity. 
 
A useful international tool for looking at entrepreneurship is the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 
(GEM)1.   
 
GEM distinguishes between opportunity-motivated entrepreneurship and necessity-motivated 
entrepreneurship.  Entrepreneurship is said to be driven by necessity when there is a lack of other 
available options for making a living.  Opportunity-driven entrepreneurship refers to entrepreneurship 
that is the result of the identification of an opportunity that is attractive, but is not the only option for 
generating an income at the time.  In practice, this distinction is likely to exist more as a continuum, 
with entrepreneurs experiencing different levels of opportunity and necessity. 
 
In 2001, inter-country comparisons within the GEM study found opportunity-driven and necessity-
driven entrepreneurship to be associated with different factors (Hindle & Rushworth 2002).  
Necessity-driven entrepreneurship levels in a country were associated with low tax revenue as a 
percentage of GDP, lower levels of participation in both secondary and tertiary education and high 
levels of income disparity.  Presumably, these factors were also themselves associated with low levels 
of social security.  Opportunity-driven entrepreneurship was associated with: a belief in having the 
skills to start a business, knowing someone who has started a business in the last two years, seeing 
good business opportunities in the near future; and high business angel investment activity. 
 
This distinction is important for school-based business operators, as some say they started their 
business because they wanted to earn some money and there were no jobs available for them, while 
others said they could find a job, but preferred to do their own thing via their own business. 
 
In practice, there are a variety of entrepreneurs in a variety of organisations.  Some are the archetypal 
privately held small business, others are larger private, or even public, entities, and there is a growing 

                                                      
1 The GEM research program (www.gemconsortium.org) is an annual assessment of the national level of entrepreneurial activity. 
Initiated in 1999 with 10 countries, expanded to 21 in the year 2000, with 29 countries in 2001, 37 countries in 2002 and 31 national 
teams in 2003. It expects 30 countries in 2004. The research program, based on a harmonised assessment of the level of national 
entrepreneurial activity for all participating countries, involves exploration of the role of entrepreneurship in national economic 
growth. 
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number of social entrepreneurs.  The FACS review includes a useful diagram showing how these types 
fit together. 
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FACS 2003, p 29 

 
This diagram highlights the overlapping types of entrepreneurship—social entrepreneurs and 
economic (private) entrepreneurs, along with existing and new ventures, and other, less 
‘entrepreneurial, ventures. 
 

Young people and business activity 
One of the premises of this project is that the development of business 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.   
 
As noted at the start of this Chapter, there is a spectrum of entrepreneurial and business-like 
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).  At the other end, a semi-retired 
small business operator may be trying to sell the same goods in the same way to a market that has 
changed considerably since their shop first opened in the 1960s.  
 
One of the central tenets of Michael Gerber’s influential book on entrepreneurship The E Myth 
(Gerber 1995) is that none of these characteristics alone make a successful business.  Gerber argues 
that 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 
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this is only one part of turning that skill into a good business, and the complementary skills of business 
management and marketing are also required.   
 
The GEM study found that women were less likely than men to be involved in entrepreneurial activity, 
and that for some states there are differences in the levels of entrepreneurial activity between urban 
and rural areas (Hindle & Rushworth 2002).   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.   
 
 

Youth attitudes to business 
An excellent benchmark on the attitudes of young people to entrepreneurship is found in the National 
Youth Entrepreneurship Attitude Survey (NYEAS) conducted for the Commonwealth Departments of 
Industry, Science and Resources and Education Training and Youth Affairs in 2001 (DISR 2001).  
The survey covered 784 Australians aged 15 to 24 years and included measures of experience in 
setting up a business, as well as desire to start one’s own business in the future2. 
 
In response to the question “Have you ever set up a business in the past?” 10.3% of research 
participants indicated that they had.  It should be noted that this measure may include some over-
claiming and would include businesses that, once started, were discontinued.  Older respondents were 
significantly more likely to have started their own business than younger respondents, with 6.3% of 
those aged 15 to 19 years claiming to have done so, compared to 14.7% of those aged 20 to 24 years.  
This is likely to reflect the fact that the older group would have had more opportunity (in terms of 
time) to have done so. 
 
Of most interest, though, is the enthusiasm the survey shows amongst young people towards 
entrepreneurship.  Around two thirds (68.2%) of respondents in the NYEAS indicated that they would 
like to start their own business at some stage in the future.  This is a similar level to that noted in 
similar surveys in the United States (Walstad and Kourilsky 1999).  This suggests that there is great 
potential for youth entrepreneurship in Australia, as well as (and, no doubt because of) a certain 
amount of optimism among young people.  Respondents mentioned ‘earning a living doing something 
I enjoy’ and ‘having a career that uses my skills and abilities fully’ as the main benefits of starting 
their own business.   
 
Another study, in 1998, investigated the perceptions of students, parents and teachers Australia wide, 
of the world of small business (Goddard & Ferguson 1998).  The study used 36 focus groups and a 
survey of 1 200 parents, students and teachers to examine awareness of and perceptions to self-
employment.  The study found that students, parents and teachers saw employment in the traditional 
sense of ‘working for someone else’ rather than self-created employment.  The study found that while 
small business has an ‘acceptable image’, it is not a priority employment option. 
 
Some two-thirds of NYEAS respondents felt they have entrepreneurial qualities and the skills to start 
their own business.  Most respondents also have positive views of entrepreneurs in Australian society, 
and of the entrepreneurial climate in Australia. 
 
The GEM survey, however, notes that the percentage of the overall population with interest in starting 
a new business is much smaller, despite feeling they have the aptitude for business.  This suggests that 
these enterprising attitudes, and the confidence that underpins them, are strong in our young people, 
but fall away with age.  The GEM survey found that just 11% of Australians (of all ages) surveyed 
‘intended to start a business in the next 3 years’, while 51% felt ‘they had the skills to start a business’ 
                                                      
2 Note the confusion between ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘business’—the terms are used synonymously in much of 
NYEAS report. 
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(Hindle and Rushworth 2002). This is consistent with the finding in the NYEAS that younger 
respondents (15-18 year olds) were more likely to want to start a business than older respondents (19-
24 year olds) were.   
 
The report also noted that young people whose parents were business owners were more likely to want 
to start a business of their own, and there was no difference between metropolitan and regional areas 
with respect to wanting to start a business. 
 
This loss of desire to start a business is a concern for regional Australia in particular, given that the 
number of small businesses in regional areas grew much more slowly from 1995-96 to 1999-2000 than 
in city areas—by just 0.9 percent compared with over 13 percent in metropolitan areas (ABS 2002a).  
 

Young business operators in Australia 
 
While there is some information available in Australia on levels of business activity and 
entrepreneurship in the general population, there is little available for young people, particularly 
school students. 
 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics Forms of Employment survey gives an indication of the proportion 
of employed people who are owner managers (of either incorporated or unincorporated enterprises), 
and a breakdown by age and gender (ABS 2001).  These data show that 54,800 people under the age 
of 24 were self-employed in November 2001.  This represents 3.3% of employed people in this age 
group.  The comparable figure for the whole employed population is 19.4%.  It can thus be seen that, 
of those who are employed, young people are much less likely to be self-employed than other workers. 
 
As the discussion at the start of this Chapter noted, being self-employed is not synonymous with being 
an entrepreneur.  Some self-employed people, operating mature or static businesses, will not be 
entrepreneurs in any meaningful sense.  Therefore, statistics on the proportion of people who are self-
employed are likely to be only indicative of the level of entrepreneurship.  But despite this limit on 
interpretation, the fact that relatively few young people are self-employed, while over two-thirds have 
the aspiration, suggests that there is considerable scope to increase the level of entrepreneurial activity 
among young Australians. 
 
Other work suggests that there is some evidence that many businesses operated by young people have 
limited turnover, with just over half of those surveyed in a 1996 study by Peter Kenyon and Simon 
White reporting monthly turnover of less than $1,000 (Kenyon & White 1996).  These figures are 
based on a limited sample, but they suggest that many young people are operating businesses that 
could be considered marginal.  However, these results need to be seen in the context that these 
businesses often are likely to be relatively new and may represent a secondary activity, combined with 
full or part-time study. 
 
As noted above, the National Youth Entrepreneurship Attitude Survey indicated that around 6.3% of 
those surveyed (15 to 19) had set up a business in the past (DISR 2001).  This contrasts with the 
results of the GEM survey that in 2002, just over 4% of 18 to 24 year olds were participating in 
entrepreneurial activity (Hindle and Rushworth 2002).   
 
Taking the lower percentage (4%) as a conservative base estimate, with the 2001 Census counting 
1 325 000 people aged 15-19 in Australia, this would suggest that there could be 53 000 businesses 
being run be these young people while they are still at school.  This is equivalent to the number of 
small businesses in Australia in the Wholesale Trade industry sector, or about one-third the number of 
small businesses in the Retail Trade industry (ABS 2002b). 
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Supporting young business operators 
Enterprise education is an approach to school-based learning which may provide support for young 
business operators. Enterprise education is a relatively new concept for Australian schools, and is an 
approach to learning that brings ‘authentic situations’ into the classroom to help students develop 
competencies to help them in the post-school environment.  Enterprise education goes beyond having 
students conduct a business.  A recent report on a two-year study of enterprise education in Australia 
schools gives the following definition, according to the Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment Training and Youth Affairs: 

Enterprise education is learning directed towards developing in young people those skills, 
competencies, understandings, and attributes which equip them to be innovative, and to 
identify, create, initiate, and successfully manage personal, community, business, and work 
opportunities, including working for themselves. (MCEETYA) 

 
This definition shows the broad focus of enterprise education on helping students develop ‘what might 
be termed ‘life skills’.  The report notes that enterprise education is often perceived as being 
associated with students conducting a business, or as part of fundraising, but that the action research 
methodology of the study helped schools realise that it has a broader approach affecting the learning of 
students across the curriculum. 
 
The study developed a working definition of enterprise education that reflects this role beyond 
business skills: 

Enterprise education is an approach to learning for all primary and secondary students that 
focuses on the development of enterprising behaviour in authentic situations.  Enterprising 
behaviour involves students taking responsibility for actions in school and community 
situations where they develop and show initiative, resourcefulness, organisation, drive and 
commitment. (Erebus Consulting, p1) 

 
This definition indicates that in its practice in schools, enterprise education appears to be losing the 
connection with business itself, and losing the connection with the post-school option of working for 
oneself.  In becoming a more of a broadly-based approach to education and less of a curriculum 
component to help students learn about the world of business, enterprise education is likely to have 
little direct relevance to those students who are running businesses while they are still at school. 
 
Students who are running, or a genuinely intending to run, businesses are likely to need more targeted, 
practical support. 
 
Two Australian experts have argued that youth enterprise policies should need to focus on the 
opportunities and barriers specific to young people entering self-employment.  Many of the problems 
that young people experience in small business development are shared with the general population.  
According to White & Kenyon (2000), these include a lack of business and management skills and 
abilities, inadequate, inaccurate or non-existent financial record keeping, an inability to cope 
effectively with fluctuating costs and prices, and taking too much money from the business for 
personal use. 
 
However, White & Kenyon note that many young people face additional challenges in starting up a 
business including limited life and work experiences, limited financial resources, limited business 
networks and contacts, limited exposure to relevant role models and age discrimination.  In addition, 
young people often lack the necessary skills to develop their business idea, including performing a 
market analysis, differentiating their product or service from the competition, preparing cash-flow 
statements and book-keeping, and presenting a case or business plan for financial support. 
According to White and Kenyon, proponents for specialised youth business support programs argue 
that young people as a group require more time and attention than other clients, and that this may 
exceed that which general agencies wish to or are able to provide.  In addition, it is argued that 
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agencies specialising in young people are able to build up expertise in those areas that are unique to, or 
more common in, young people.  Furthermore, staff in youth-specific agencies can be specially trained 
and gain expertise in dealing with young people, which may increase the chance of a program’s 
success. 
 
The FACS review suggests that young entrepreneurs at different stages have different needs, which 
has further implications for policy and the design of youth enterprise promotion programs.  We found 
these groups emerged from the surveys and focus groups conducted for the BOSS project. 
 
Three different stages of youth entrepreneurship are identified: 

 Pre-entrepreneurs:  This is the formative stage that appears to serve as a probationary period.  The 
majority of youth in this group have a very low level of proprietary participation in the small 
enterprise sector.  They are often in transition from the security of the home or education to the 
work place.  This period tends to be a period of experimentation, before young people attempt to set 
themselves up in business.  Youth in this stage are generally aged 15 to 19 years. 

 Budding entrepreneurs:  This is identified as the growth stage.  It comprises people who are likely 
to have gained some experience, skills and capital to enable them to run their own enterprises.  
Youth are generally in the 20 to 24 year old age group. 

 Emergent entrepreneurs:  This group has a higher level of maturity than youth in the earlier 
stages.  They are likely to have accumulated vital experience in business or other areas of life.  They 
are more likely to run viable enterprises than younger people are.  Young people in this stage are 
most likely to be 25-29 years of age. 

 
The paper argues that those in earlier stages face a different set of problems and have a different set of 
needs from youth in later stages who are trying to do the same thing, highlighting the need to 
recognise the capabilities of youth at different stages and to deliver carefully targeted programs.  
Youth in the earlier stages may need special attention to address their needs, and again, counsellors 
and advisors may need to be specially trained to deal with this younger age group with skill and 
sensitivity.  In contrast, it may be more appropriate to refer those in the later stage of entrepreneurship 
to general enterprise support agencies. 
 
Reviews of youth entrepreneurship promotion programs have found that four basic steps are required 
in good program design.   
 
The first involves raising awareness and understanding of what entrepreneurship is and what it takes to 
own and manage a business, so that young men and women can consider self-employment realistically 
as a career option.  Enterprise education activities like school-based ‘practice firms’ and Young 
Achievement Australia’s youth business competition are two examples. 
 
The second involves the provision of training and business start-up support services, and is appropriate 
should a young person decide to explore further, or actually to start their own business.   
 

The third step, after establishment training, is for those who are both trained and ready to establish 
their own businesses, where the emphasis shifts to practical help for start-ups.   
 
A fourth, and often-overlooked step, relates to business expansion support services, as a business in its 
growth phase requires the operator to have different skills, knowledge and support than those needed 
when the business was first established.  Growing businesses, those past the establishment phase, need 
a broad suite of business management skills, from managing finances to debt recovery to marketing.  
Specifically tailored information resources, grants and finance, advice and mentoring are also useful to 
assist businesses during development and expansion.   
 
White and Kenyon (2000) have outlined the training needs of young people currently in business: 
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• The management of business finances; 

• Time management; 

• Stress management; 

• How to improve sales; 

• How to manage and reduce costs; 

• Debt recovery techniques; 

• Stock control techniques; 

• Marketing; 

• How to hire and fire; and 

• How to make decisions regarding insurance and superannuation. 
 
Some of these skills can be acquired through structured learning, others via mentoring or buddy 
relationships, and others through networks.  A new an exciting network dedicated to young 
entrepreneurs is ENYA—the Enterprise Network for Young Australians (www.enya.org.au).  ENYA 
promotes the active participation of young people in enterprise, in an ethical and sustainable manner, 
offering practical support to young business or social entrepreneurs, students and young professionals 
through workshops, mentors and advisory services.  
 
In the United States, there is a specialised support service dedicated to school-based internet business 
operators.  ‘High School Start-ups’ (www.highschoolstartups.com) was started by a business operator 
who started his business while at school, and describes itself as a “non-commercial website dedicated 
to encouraging entrepreneurship among youth”.  The site: 

... will not help you run your babysitting business or increase sales of your lemonade stand. 
We will not invent silly jargon or paint on overly optimistic picture of the brutal world of e-
commerce. This site is for young people serious about starting a business on the web. You will 
discover nuts and bolts advice, find various methods of encouraging entrepreneurship among 
young people, and understand how youth can actually give you an advantage as an 
entrepreneur. 

 

Implications for the BOSS Project 
The FACS review, the NYEAS report and the GEM reports all provide useful information on youth 
business activity generally, but provide very little data on business interests and activities undertaken 
by school students, and the BOSS project sought to fill that gap. 
 
The BOSS Project sought to identify ways of enhancing the business skills of young people, while in 
school, thereby increasing their communities’ economic, business and employment opportunities. 
 
The literature review provides a solid foundation for investigating the business interests, business 
skills and business activity of young people in Australian schools.  It also provides guidance on 
designing effective support mechanisms—to foster and extend entrepreneurial people at school in 
Australia. 
 
If the surveys are right, and around two-thirds of Australia’s young people would like to be 
entrepreneurial, there seems to be a market for this kind of support. 
 
Some of the characteristics of entrepreneurs discussed in the literature—independence, risk taking, 
impatience, leadership—are shared by ‘the unruly kids’ at school.  Rather than pushing these young 

http://www.enya.org.au/
http://www.highschoolstartups.com/
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people into conformity as entry-level employees, the BOSS Project looked at the issue of validating an 
alternative pathway into self-employment.  
 
With the current emphasis on getting out of school and into a university as a measure of personal 
success, especially in regional areas, it seems that self-employment is an under-recognised option in 
the school-to-work transition process.  Many government sponsored agencies and programs are 
working to provide the most suitable training to help clients—often young people —get a worthwhile 
job, while little targets young people interest in running their own business.   
 
School-based enterprise activities use tools like ‘practice firms’ and ‘business idea’ or ‘business 
planning’ competitions to simulate business activity and stimulate business thinking. The BOSS 
Project sought to go beyond these activities to explore support for existing business operators at school 
through role models, planing help for real businesses, access to start-up finance, accommodation (even 
if it’s simply a hot-desk), and volunteer mentor support. 
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5. Survey findings 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3, the major primary research tools in the BOSS project were two web-based 
questionnaires and a series of focus groups.  This Chapter reports on the survey findings and Chapter 6 
presents the highlights of the focus groups. 
 
The project made use of two web-based questionnaires, one tailored for students running businesses, 
and the other tailored for students thinking about staring a business.  The two questionnaires contained 
a number of questions in common, enabling analysis of similarities and differences across these 
groups.  Copies of the questionnaires are included in the Appendix. 
 
The questionnaires were available on-line from mid-August to mid-November 2004, and we pursued a 
range of methods (set out in Chapter 3) to make schools, teachers and students aware of them. 
 
There were a total of 211 responses, but 17 were incomplete, leaving a pool of 194 valid responses.  
We feel that the number and diversity of responses provides a good platform for interpretation, but we 
note that the number of responses is too small to be used for rigorous statistical analysis.  
 
In reviewing the completed questionnaires we noted there were actually three classes of respondents to 
the two questionnaires: 

1. A total of 26 respondents fitted the profile of the project’s key target group, describing themselves 
as business operators still at school, and providing useful descriptions of their business activities; 

2. Another 54 respondents completed the ‘in business’ questionnaire but were not independent 
business operators, instead being part of a Young Achievement Australia (YAA) business project 
(described in Chapter 3); and 

3. A total of 114 respondents completed the “I would like to run a business” questionnaire.   
 
This Chapter presents question-by-question data for the actual business operators, comparing their 
responses with those from YAA participants and intending business operators where possible. 
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Survey findings 

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

Table 5-1  Residence of Business Operators 

Where live Percent 

Farm/Station 35 

Town/City 65 

 
Respondents who were actually running businesses (operators of existing businesses) were mostly 
from towns or cities, with nine of these respondents (35%) from farms or stations. 
 
This pattern is different to the two other respondent types.  The YAA respondents were mostly (93%) 
based in towns and cities, reflecting the limited number of country schools able to offer the program.  
Respondents who completed the “Would like to run a business” questionnaire (intending business 
operators) were mostly from towns and cities (80%). 
 

Q2. What is your current Year at school?  
 

Figure 5-1 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 and 114 
 
Most respondents were in Year 11 and 12.  There was a slightly higher percentage of respondents 
operating businesses in Year 9 compared to those intending to operate a business.  YAA respondents 
have not been included in the chart as they were overwhelmingly (82%) in Year 11, reflecting that 
most schools offer the YAA program to Year 11 students.  Just 4% of YAA respondents were in 
Year 10 and 13% were in Year 12. 
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Q3. What is your gender? 

Figure 5-2  Gender of Operator 

0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

100.0%

Operators YAA Intenders

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Male Female
 

Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 

 
A total of 62% of respondents operating businesses were male, while respondents doing YAA were 
mostly (70%) female and respondents intending to start a business were evenly divided. 
 

Characteristics of businesses 
 

Q4.  Business Activities and Industries 
 
The ‘in business’ questionnaire asked respondents to describe the nature of their business. The 
responses show a wide diversity of business activity. Their answers are reproduced below, in their 
words: 
• I make my own jewellery and sell it to my friends and family.  Also I sell it to people I work with 
• Babysitting for children 8 months up to 15 years—up to 6 clients 
• Designing and screenprinting—clothing, mostly t-shirts 
• Design and create advertise and sell visual artwork 
• We play live shows in a band called Filmore 
• Selling stuff on ebay 
• The main activities of my business include lawn mowing, cleaning around houses and any jobs 

around the house 
• I get old push bikes eg 10 speed, and I do them up and sell them  
• Owning a small stud and owning a commercial cattle program of artificial insemination of all 

females to sell stud bulls and steers from commercial breeders to breed superior bloodlines.    
Operating since I was 8 years old 

• Buying and selling cattle, buying and selling all types of poultry and poultry products, breeding 
cattle, goats and various types of poultry for sale. 

 
These businesses can be categorised into industry groups (Figure 5-3).  By industry, it is clear that 
most of the businesses are in the services sector, though there were five manufacturing businesses.  
There are generally low start-up costs and low barriers to market entry for service sector businesses, 
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making it easier for school students to start businesses in this industry than many others that require 
specialised equipment or capital (or both).  

Figure 5-3 Industry types 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 

 
The ‘in business’ questionnaire continued by asking a series of questions to test the perception that 
businesses operated by school students would be small businesses—customer numbers, staff numbers, 
age of business, hours worked by operator and income earned by operator.  The responses indicate that 
most of the 26 businesses operated by school students have the characteristics of very small 
businesses.   

Q5.  How many paying customers do you have? 
In terms of customer numbers, 50% have less than 5 customers, while 15% have 6 to 10 customers and 
a sizeable 35% have more than 10 customers (Figure 5-4). 
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Figure 5-4  Number of customers 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 

 

Q6.  Do you employ anybody or do you pay other people to help you? 
 
Most (22) respondents said they were owner-operators, employing no staff except themselves, though 
three said they employ up to four people and one (the band) said they employ more than four people.   
 

Q7.  How long has your business been operating? 
 
The mix of ages of respondents is reflected in the mix of business ages (Figure 5-5).  Overall, 35% of 
businesses were less that a year old, and the same proportion had been running for two years or more.  
Another 15% had been running their businesses from 1 to 2 years.  
 

Figure 5-5 Age of business 
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Q8.  How many hours per week do you personally spend on running your business? 
Most respondents (84%) spend less than ten hours a week running their business, which is to be 
expected given their full-time school commitments (Figure 5-6).  Just 4% said they work more than 20 
hours a week on their business. 

Figure 5-6 Hours worked per week 

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f r
es

po
nd

en
ts

Less than 5 5 to 10 10 to 20 Over 20

 
Source:  Survey, n=26 

 

Q9.  How much money, on average, do you earn each week from the business?  
In keeping with the small numbers hours worked, most respondents said they earned modest income—
with 58% earning less than $50 per week (Figure 5-7).  A total of 19% earned more than $100 per 
week. 
 

Figure 5-7 Income earned each week 
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Q10.  Where is your business located?   
Given their small scale, it is not surprising that most of the businesses (73%) are located at home 
(including 31% on farms (Figure 5-8).  Just 19% had other locations, including a shop, galleries, 
markets and a friend’s facilities. 
 

Figure 5-8 Location of business 
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Q11.  What is/was the main reason for wanting to start a business?  
Business operators at school and students intending to start a business clearly favoured ‘doing 
something I enjoy’ and ‘making money’ as reasons for getting into business.  This pattern is similar to 
that reported in the National Youth Entrepreneurship Attitude Survey (DISR 2001) and in a recent 
study on women running businesses in rural and remote Australia (Houghton & Strong 2004).  In 
contrast, YAA students emphasised the more experimental nature of that program by favouring 
‘putting ideas into practice’. It is worth noting that over 33% of YAA students reported that they ‘have 
always wanted to run a business’, only a slightly smaller percentage of those student already in 
business or intending to start their own. 
 
One option that showed wide divergence across the types of respondents was on the people behind the 
drive to start a business—parents, friends and teachers. 
• Parents’ influence—where 15% of those in business said their parents had suggested they start, 

compared with 4% of those intending and 6% of YAA students;  
• Other person’s influence—similar for those in business at 12%, and high for YAA at 15% 

(teacher’s recommendation) but just 3% of intenders; and 
• Teachers’ influence—which was nominated by 15% of YAA students and 3% of intenders, but not 

by any business operators. 
 
Another option that showed wide divergence was on the perception that being in business helps the 
operator work the hours they want.  This option was nominated by 35% of those in business and 32% 
of intenders—indicating a preference for the sense of control that running one’s own business 
brings—but by just 11% of YAA students, reflecting its role in school curriculum. 
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One option that rated very low was ‘couldn’t get a job’, with no business operators nominating this as 
a reason—suggesting there are no ‘necessity entrepreneurs’ in the sample. 

Figure 5-9 Reasons for starting 

 
Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 

 

Q12.  Who makes most of the decisions in your business?   
77% said of the operators of existing businesses said they make all the business decisions—with 15% 
sharing the decision-making with others.  The others nominated were generally parents or customers 
or both. 
 

Q13.  What is your ultimate goal for the business? 
The current business operators showed three main goals (Figure 5-10):   

• To make a lot of money (58%); 

• To provide pocket money until I get a job (46%) or to provide me with employment (23%) ; and 

• To grow into a large business (38%). 
 
These results suggest that for around 23-46% of the operators of existing businesses the business is an 
enjoyable means towards the end of making (pocket) money, while for 38% it is about something 
more—a desire to run their own business in adulthood.  This is explored further in the next question. 
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Figure 5-10 Ultimate goal for business 
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Q14.  If a good job came along would you close the business and take the job? 
Operators of existing businesses gave mixed responses when asked if they would give up their 
business for a ‘good job’ (Figure 5-11). 
 

Figure 5-11 Swap business for job? 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 
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While 28% said they would give up their business, 20% said they would not and a very large 52% said 
they would have mixed feelings.  These responses are similar to those reported for women running 
businesses in regional Australia, where 79% said they would not give up their business for a job or 
would have mixed feelings about doing so (Houghton & Strong 2004). 
 
These responses to this question provide support for the interpretation of the previous question that 
many of the operators of existing businesses are committed to being in business, while others are just 
in it for the money.  The results suggest that there is pool of some 30-45% of operators of existing 
businesses who are just using their business activities as a way of earning money ‘doing something 
they enjoy’, another pool of 20-40% who are in it for the satisfaction and desire to run their own 
operation as well as the money, and another 15-50% who have mixed motivations. 
 

Q15.  What are the greatest barriers to successfully running your business? 
Too much school work (50%) and too little time (42%) were the two barriers to growth mentioned 
most frequently by the operators of existing businesses, followed by ‘lack of money (27%)—see 
(Figure 5-12).  Few operators see a lack of demand for their goods or services (15%), and few also 
doubt their business ability (15%)—this latter response is similar to responses to the same question 
when put to adult small business operators.  Few also perceive that they are not taken seriously as 
young business operators (15%).   This pattern of responses is similar to that reported for adult 
operators of home-based businesses (Houghton & CREEDA 1998) and for women in business in rural 
and remote Australia (Houghton & Strong 2004). 
 
The young people intending to start a business were also concerned by schoolwork (65%) and time 
(39%), but more were concerned about money (53%) than those already in business.  Many more 
intenders were also concerned about their lack of business skills (30%), while a similarly small 
percentage were concerned about not being taken seriously (18%). 
 

Figure 5-12 Barriers to business growth 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 and 114 
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Q16.  Where do you go for advice on business issues?  
 
 
The operators of existing businesses nominated a very narrow range of sources of business advice 
(Figure 5-13).  Only two sources were nominated by more than 10% of respondents—parents (77%) 
and relatives (27%).   
 
In contrast, those intending to get into business nominated a diverse array of advice sources in addition 
to parents and relatives.  
 
These patterns of responses are very similar to those given by adult counterparts in other surveys of 
small businesses that we have conducted (see, for example, Houghton & CREEDA 1998 and 
Houghton & Slater 2000).  In these other studies, most existing small business operators typically 
describe getting their advice from their accountant (68%), though this drops to around 33% when they 
describe a more diverse array sources of advice they would like to use in the future. 

Figure 5-13 Sources of business advice 
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Source:  Survey, n=26 and 114 
 

Q17.  Have you been involved in any of the following programs and activities? 
Only one business operator still at school had been involved in a school business program—YAA. 
This also mirrors what we have found when surveying adult small business operators—most of whom 
have not done any formal business-related training. 
 
Of those intending to start a business, 15% had done (or were doing) YAA and 8% had involvement 
with a Practice Firm. 
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Q18.  Have you been involved in any other programs and activities to help start a 
business?   
None of the operators of existing businesses nominated any other programs or activities. A total of 
26% of those intending to start a business nominated other activities, and these included experience 
gained through working for other employers, studying (eg business studies or retail at TAFE) or 
previous business activities they had done themselves. 
 

Q19.  What would you like to be taught in school that would help you with a business? 
Both of the questionnaires (for people running a business—including YAA businesses—and students 
intending to run a business) asked respondents to nominate the skills they would like to be taught in 
school that would help them with their business activities.  The responses who some marked 
differences across the three main respondent types—those in business already, those intending to start 
a business, and those doing a YAA program.  Figure 5-14 shows the eight options nominated most 
frequently. 
 
The chart shows that the options nominated by the operators of existing businesses have a fairly even 
emphasis on a range of practical, skills that will help give quick returns for the time invested in skill-
building—marketing, risk assessment, managing money, customer service, selling skills and technical 
skills were each nominated by 25-30% of these respondents. 

Figure 5-14 Business skills needs 

 
Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 

 
In contrast, over 50% of YAA students nominated ‘business planning’, while just 17% nominated 
‘technical skills’.  This suggests that the YAA participants are experimenting with running a business, 
and are keen to learn the general principles rather than the practical tips that those in their own 
business are looking for. 
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Students intending to run a business have a pattern of skills needs more similar to the YAA students 
than to those already running a business—and emphasised ‘managing money’, ‘marketing’ and 
‘business planning’. 
 

Q20.  How interested are you in learning more about these subjects? 
Each of the three main respondent types showed great interest in learning more about these subjects 
and building their business skills.  A total of 73% of the operators of existing businesses school were 
interested in building their business—very similar to the 66% typically found in surveys of adult small 
business operators.  Overall 74% of YAA participants were interested, and 84% of intenders. 
 

Figure 5-15 Interest in skill building 
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Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 
 

Q21.  Overall, do you feel you have the practical skills to start or run a business of 
your own?  
Where answers were given to this question, they were similar across each of the three groups—with 
43-50% saying they do have the skills, and 20-23% saying they do not.  It is noteworthy that 23% of 
operators of existing businesses said they feel they do not have the skills, more than the 20% of 
intending business operators with that response.  This may be partly explained by the higher 
proportion of intender and YAA respondents not providing answers to this question.  
 

Table 5-2  Adequacy of practical business skills (%) 

 Existing YAA Intenders 

Adequate 46 43 50 

Inadequate 23 22 20 

No answer 11 35 30 

Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 
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Q22.  How do you think your school could help you build these skills? 
Students were asked an open-ended question about how they think their school might help them build 
their business skills.  The answers provided fell into six groups (Figure 5-16). 
 
The chart shows that there were marked differences across the three types of respondents, with 30% of 
operators of existing businesses at school saying the school can’t help, or not being sure how it might.  
Over 20% of each of the three groups suggested that their school teach business skills—and this was 
highest for the operators of existing businesses.  A small proportion from each type said the school’s 
role was to provide a good education. 

Figure 5-16 Role of school in developing business skills 

 
Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 

 

Q23.  What other support with your business would you like to receive? 
Students were asked if there were any other kinds of support they would to receive for their business 
(actual, YAA or intended), and a small number of respondents provided suggestions.  Though the 
numbers of suggestions were small, there were marked differences across the three respondent types 
(Figure 5-17) that reflected the answers to the previous question. 
 
Operators of existing businesses gave practical, business-oriented suggestions—finance, and access to 
networks /markets.   
 
The suggestions from students intending to start a business seem to reflect their lack of experience as 
this group also suggested finance, but then favoured guidance/advice rather than networks/markets, or 
could not say what they needed. 
 
Most YAA students did not nominate specific support needs, those that did mentioned 
networks/markets and guidance/advice. 
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Figure 5-17 Other support sought 

 
Source:  Survey, n=26, 54 and 114 

 

Q24.  Do you agree with these statements about business owners? 
Students were asked a series of questions about their perceptions of business owners, to help build a 
picture of their views on what business owners are like.  Respondents were then also asked to rate 
themselves on the same criteria, to see how they score themselves on having the attributes they think 
apply to business owners. 
 
The characteristics were: 
• Good with people 
• Ruthless 
• Determined and persistent 
• Confident 
• Honest 
• Intelligent 
• Enthusiasm and energy 
• Take risks 
• Are creative and innovative 
 
Students were asked to rate on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) how much they 
agreed with the corresponding statements—eg “Business operators are good with people” and then “I 
am good with people”. 
 
The overall ratings given to the characteristics by the three types of respondents are shown in Figure 
5-18 and Figure 5-19. 
 
In broad terms, the students intending to go into business agreed with statements more strongly than 
the other two types of respondents—including agreeing with the statement that ‘business operators are 
ruthless’.  Fewer operators of existing businesses and YAA students agreed with this statement.   
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The highest ratings were given to being good with people, determined and confident.  Existing 
entrepreneurs and YAA students were slightly less inclined to agree that ‘business operators take 
risks’.  Intenders agreed more strongly that ‘business operators are honest’ than did existing operators 
or YAA students. 

Figure 5-18 Perceptions of business operators 
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Source:  Survey, n=194 

 

Q25.  How do you rate yourself on these characteristics? 
 
When asked to rank themselves against the same characteristics, respondents showed a very similar 
pattern of agreement overall—rating themselves highly on all characteristics, especially on being good 
with people, determined, enthusiastic and creative.  Operators of existing businesses rated themselves 
slightly lower than ‘other business operators’ in terms of ruthlessness, though intenders and YAA 
students both rated themselves more highly on this characteristic. 
 
Three of the characteristics showed some interesting differences in responses: 

• Honesty, where both existing and intending business operators rated themselves on average above 
4 (compared with rating of 3.1—3.5 for business operators in general); 

• Enthusiasm and energy, where both existing and intending business operators gave themselves 
higher ratings than they gave business operators in general;  and  

• Taking risks, where YAA students gave themselves a lower rating than they gave other business 
operators, as did intending operators, while existing operators gave themselves a higher rating. 
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Figure 5-19 Own characteristics 
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6. Focus Group Highlights 
 
 
Focus groups were held in several locations in September and November 2004. The agreed project 
plan included one focus group but the results of that group, held in Bega, was of such interest that it 
was decided to seek more information through three more focus groups.  Focus groups were held at: 
 
Bega High School   12 students from Year 10 
Henry Lawson High School, Grenfell 13 students from Years 10 and 11 
Monaro High School, Cooma  11 students from Year 11 
Monaro High School, group 2 30 students from Year 9 
 
These groups were organised by the project manager contacting a large number of schools until 
interest in running a focus group was found.  In the end the groups were organised by careers teachers 
and geography teachers.  The project manager facilitated the groups and a teacher remained with each 
group to provide introductions and scene setting.  The teachers also assisted in managing the groups 
and participated by asking some questions or by making observations. 
 
The approach to the focus groups was to find out who may be running a business, who wants to run a 
business, opinions on what support a school could provide to these people and what the students 
thought of businesses in general. In investigating what constitutes a business the examples used were 
that a business behaviour might include advertising a service, such as babysitting, or having more than 
one or two ‘customers’, or receiving payment direct from a customer instead of in the form of wages, 
or the actual act of selling some product as part of a hobby. 
 

Main Findings 
The three smaller groups were lively in discussion and the majority of students participated in open 
discussion or provided comment.  It was more difficult to facilitate the large group discussion and 
information was collected in closed questioning rather than through open discussion, although some 
discussion did occur.  As the smaller groups progressed the more quiet students would also join in the 
discussion.  The issues that aroused the most interest was based on individual students discussing their 
business aims and aspirations, and opinions on the behaviour of business operators.   

Are you operating a business? 
In all of the focus groups there were at least some students who believed that they were operating a 
business.  As each focus group activity continued other students would suggest that they may also be 
running a business.   
 
The number of students in business were not normally from the majority of the group. 
 
In all groups there were two types of responses, those who quickly responded “Yes I have a business” 
and those who responded later in the discussion, often after 20 minutes or longer, that they believed 
that they were also running a business.  This occurred after some discussion on what constitutes a 
business and included examples such as ‘a babysitter who has many customers and who advertises 
services’, ‘someone who sells a product and is paid directly by a customer rather than through a salary 
or wage’ and ‘someone who provides a service and is paid directly by the customer’.  Some of the 
examples given were: 

I run a business mowing lawns and tidying yards and things like that 

I baby sit for a number of people 

I get old bikes and do them up and sell them 



- 36 - 

I shape surfboards 

I do contract work for some people 

I run operate the kiosk at the swimming pool 

I work with Mum making jackets and things like that 
 

Do you want to operate a business? 
All groups had participants who wished to operate a business.  Several students were adamant that 
they wanted to run a business and, as mentioned above, appeared quite excited that they could discuss 
this goal.  Two students made a deliberate point of approaching the facilitator after the focus groups 
finished and asking how to start a business or at least to let them know where they could find out.   
 
I want to own my own milk truck but they won’t insure me until I am 25, so how do I get the training? 

 
Many of the businesses proposed by these people were the type that could only be conducted outside 
school and after more education, training, experience and resources.  This included hotels and motels, 
the electrical franchise mentioned above and various specialist related businesses such as motor repair, 
electrical repairs and law firms. 
 
The participants of the focus groups seemed to understand that running a business would be a hard 
task.  One student said that she wanted to run a business but couldn’t do the books—she stated that  

I would start a business only if he (pointing at another student) 
 does my accounts because he is really good at numbers. 

 
Each group had one or two students who had been very quiet but, as the discussion progressed, would 
express a strong desire to run a business, and this was normally after the facilitator gave them some 
individual attention.  These students appeared to be excited by the thought of running their own 
business and all expressed words to the effect  

I have always wanted to run my own business 

I have always wanted to have my own cattle station 
 
These people seemed motivated and energised by the thought of running a business.  The teachers that 
were present also commented on the intensity of their replies and were surprised as these particular 
students who were quite good students were normally very quiet. 
 

Business ideas? 
The ideas that came from the focus groups appeared to be well thought out and considered and were 
not spur of the moment responses.  These included: 

I want to make surfboards and have my own name and my own brands and my own logo 

I want to run my own cattle station 

I know I want to run a business but I am not sure what 

I’m interested in the pretty things in business ie the logos and business cards and shop fronts, not the 
financial stuff. 

I have always wanted to have a café 

I want to own a Retravision store 

I want to run my own tennis coaching business—I would be the head coach and tell the others what to 
do 
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I will teach people guitar 

I want to have a business doing cartoons 

I want to run an engineering company 

I want to own my own law firm 

I want to run a service station 

We are going to open a ski shop 

I want to operate a farm of my own. 
 

Is the activity a business or just a hobby or a means of getting pocket money? 
In three of the groups there was discussion about whether a certain activity was truly a business.  In 
one group a student was ‘doing up old bikes and selling them’, the teacher thought that this may be a 
hobby and not a business and the group discussed whether ‘selling’ a product made an activity or a 
hobby into a business.   
 
Another group discussed whether baby-sitting was just an opportunity for some pocket money or a 
business.  There was discussion over the different approaches to baby sitting—some students will 
advertise their services through community notice boards or ‘the window at the bank’ and would have 
more than five customers, while others baby sat only for their relatives.  The group discussed whether 
the act of advertising a business was a business behaviour, or whether having a lot of customers made 
up a business.  The general feeling was that these were business behaviours, but this was not 
something that appeared to be discussed or thought about in any other forum by group members. 
 
Several students, normally only one or two in each group, seemed adamant that this was business 
behaviour and they seemed excited that they were discussing these concepts.  These were normally the 
students that did not already have a business but really wanted to run a business of their own.  Several 
students in three of the groups believed they were running a business no matter what others thought of 
what they were doing—this included working for a local retailer (this particular student wanted to 
eventually own his own franchise as a retailer of electrical items). 
   

Perceptions of business owners 
Questions on the ethics and behaviours of business operators yielded the most and liveliest discussion 
within groups.  It appeared that many students had an experience of a good or bad business operator 
and were willing to discuss this with the group. This included poor customer servicing, or exceptional 
customer servicing. In one group there was a lengthy discussion about the ethics of business people. 
One student’s comment, that received support from the group, was that small business operators had 
no choice but to be dishonest as a way of competing with corporations who are always dishonest and 
unethical in their behaviour.  
 
During these discussions the recognised business operators, and those wishing to run a business, did 
not normally participate in a major way.  The discussions were led by those that did not seem so 
interested in starting or running a business.  Some of the comments made were: 

Sometimes business operators can gyp you 

I’m too lazy to run a business 

The hours are too long and you can go bankrupt 

To succeed in business you might have to cheat a little to get ahead 

Big corporations are dishonest so little business have no choice but to be dishonest to survive 

They have to lie to get ahead 
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What happens if they are using cheap labour? 

Small businesses have better customer service 

To be successful you have to have passion and confidence 

Bigger business give better training to its’ workers 
 

Developing business skills 
In three of the groups the participants were almost unanimous in their belief that the school could not 
help people who were running or wanted to run a business.  In the fourth group some students thought 
that the school could provide support by giving advice to people who wanted to start a business of 
their own.  The facilitator suggested that schools already provide support for students in all other areas 
including sport, art, music and science and that perhaps businesses can be included.  At this stage 
many students seemed to ponder the issue and often then agreed that the schools should be doing 
more. One student, in a business, did not want the school to become involved saying:  
 
If school was helping us then we would have to become more legal and pay taxes and things like that 

 
This comment may provide a motivator for teaching the importance of red tape and keeping records—
an action-based learning outcome for these types of students. 
 
Some students felt quite strongly that schools do not get involved with business and that discussing 
this was a waste of time. 
 
The use of outside support from relatives was considered by some to be the better way of obtaining 
advice and support.  Some of the comments were: 

School has nothing to do with business 

In business studies we don’t learn anything about being in business 

If we are doing something outside of school then it shouldn’t matter what we are doing 

I can’t start a business, I don’t know how to do the finances. 

The council said they would offer to help if I needed it 

My Uncle would help me 

I would work with someone who runs a business and learn from them 

My Aunt runs a hairdressers and I would like to learn from her 

I would get married and have my wife do the books 

Farms as a business 
The focus group that consisted of students from farms was asked if they believed that a farm was a 
business and the overwhelming and unanimous reply was an emphatic “Yes!”  The participants were 
quite adamant that a farm was a business and that anybody who thought different “did not know what 
running a farm was about”. 
 
The other groups, where the number of farm based students was low, had no real focus on farms as a 
business except for two students who wished to run a farm as a business.  Most students were more 
interested and more comfortable discussing businesses based in town. 
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Students not interested in business or discussing the issues 
There were students in all of the groups who were not interested at all in running a business.   
 
Many of these participants were of the opinion that business owners had a hard life.  One group 
mentioned the difficulties to be faced by small businesses because of new supermarkets that are to be 
opened by the major chains.  Some students discussed relatives who had run a business but had ‘gone 
bankrupt’ or closed down because it was too hard.   
 
All groups understood that businesses were difficult and seemingly fraught with problems including 
red tape.  Some of the comments were: 

I would never run a business it is too hard 

I’m too lazy to run a business 

The hours are too long and you can go bankrupt 

To be successful you have to have passion and confidence 

I am not taken seriously, all the older people get the work , because of my age I am seen as unreliable 

To avoid risks businesses should save as much as possible 
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7. Discussion of Results 
 
The project has gathered a large amount of material on issues affecting students who are running 
businesses or would like to run a business.   
 
The literature review highlighted the bigger picture in terms of the likely numbers of students running 
businesses or wanting to, as well as issues of entrepreneurialism and approaches to meeting the 
learning needs of young business operators. 
 
The primary research surveys and focus groups allowed us to look in more detail at the characteristics, 
needs, interests and aspirations of students running businesses, or wanting to.  The surveys and focus 
groups had a forward-looking approach, looking for barriers to growth and for ways in which these 
students might be supported in their ambitions. 
 
Five main findings have emerged from the research: 

1. School-aged young people have strong interest in being in business 

2. Many students are wanting to start their own business  

3. School students run businesses—but the businesses may be hard to define 

4. Business operators at school have strong similarities with their adult counterparts 

5. Business operators at school have particular support needs 

6. Schools have a challenging role in supporting students running businesses 
 
These findings are discussed in turn in this Chapter, and their implications for the design and delivery 
of recognition and support to business operators still at school are discussed in Chapters 8 and 9. 

1  School students have strong interest in being in business  
We have found that many school students are interested in being in business.  A good indication of the 
extent of this interest is the finding in the National Youth Entrepreneurship Attitude Survey (DISR 
2001) that over two thirds (68.2%) of respondents indicated that they would like to start their own 
business at some stage in the future.  
 
We encountered this interest in the focus groups where typically half to two-thirds of the class groups 
said they were interested in running a business one day.   
 
We also saw evidence of this interest in the survey, with 84% of respondents who were intending to go 
into business saying that they are interested in building their business skills—with almost half of these 
saying they were ‘very interested’ in building these skills. 
 
We feel that this interest is especially significant given the lack of value placed by schools on business 
operations.  The education environment places value on scholastic achievements and tertiary entrance, 
on sporting achievements, and, gradually, on VET achievements—and yet places little tangible value 
on business achievements.  
 
In this environment it is difficult to see a comfortable place in the school system for students keen on 
running their own businesses from start-up, or recognition that running a successful business is a good 
outcome from a school education.  And yet despite the low emphasis placed on business operations in 
schools, over two-thirds of students have this goal in mind. 
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We feel this lack of focus on business operations in schools may be stifling business formation.  As 
the Chapter 4 noted, younger students show greater interest in starting businesses than older students, 
and we feel this interest needs to be respected and supported rather than ignored.  Especially in rural 
areas where, as also noted in Chapter 4, rates of new business formation are lower than metropolitan 
areas, and yet the need for new business activity and employment options for young people is much 
greater. 

2 Many students are wanting to start their own business 
The focus groups suggested that there is a spectrum of timing of students’ desires to run their own 
business.  This spectrum extends from those already operating a business, to those keen to start a 
business ‘now’ while they are still at school, through to those intending to start a business once they 
leave school. 
 
In this section we explore the issues and needs of those intending to start soon or after leaving school, 
while subsequent sections discuss the issues and support needs of those students already in business.   
 
Students thinking of setting up their own business: 

• Ranged from Year 9 (16%) of survey respondents to Year 12 (38%); 

• Shared ‘to earn a living doing something I enjoy’ (79%) as the strongest motivation; 

• Saw school work (65%), lack of money (53%) and lack of time (40%) as the major barriers to 
starting their business; 

• Were keen to build their business skills (84%); 

• Were sometimes participants in YAA (15%) or Practice Firms (8%); and 

• Were willing to seek advice from parents (62%) as well as from a broad range of other people 
(including teachers (34%), Business Enterprise Centre (33%), or accountants (29%)). 

 
Students in the focus groups who wanted to start a business after they finished school spoke of 
needing a solid education first, of being seen as too young or not taken seriously, and of the need to 
better understand and plan what they wanted to do before starting it.  One said: 

We are too young and we are not thinking about those things yet 

While another said: 

If I really knew what business I wanted to start then I would like some school support in getting there 

 
Some also acknowledged the different skill sets required to run a successful business, and in one class 
group a student pointed to another student saying “I would start a business only if he does my accounts 
because he is really good at numbers”. 
 
Students in the focus groups who were keen to start their business ‘now’ said that they wanted role 
models and practical help in getting themselves going.  This is clear in the survey responses as well 
with students wanting their school to teach them practical skills like: 

• How to start a business (71%); 

• Financial management (56%); 

• Marketing (52%); and 

• Business planning (49%). 
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Overall, 37% of survey respondents who nominated areas where they’d like their school to help said 
‘teaching practical skills’, but another 26% said that school cannot help, or said they did not know 
how their school could help.  We interpret this as suggesting that many students associate school with 
education and learning, not with practical business help.  One focus group participant said: 
 

Schools can’t really help, I don’t know why we are bothering with this 
 
With most students indicating that they would look outside the school for practical business help, we 
feel that community resources and the schools’ links with these take on extra importance. 

3 School students run businesses, but they may be hard to define 
A business may be hard for a school student to define, as we found that students do not have formal 
structures to their business activities.  The focus groups included lively discussions on the topic of 
‘income earning’ versus ‘being in business’.  A common theme was that business like behaviours 
helped identify a business.  For example, a student babysitting only for family members would 
probably not be running a business, while another student with an advertisement in the local paper 
offering babysitting services, charging a rate that reflected travel needs, and a maximum number of 
clients, was seen as running a business. 
 
Each of the focus group discussions on this topic led to students raising their hands saying, that, on 
thinking about, they do run a business.  This suggested to us that the informality of many of the 
businesses run by school students mean that the operators do not necessarily identify as business 
operators, and this has significant implications for models of support for school-based business 
operators. 
 
We were able to find two estimates of the numbers of school students in Australia running businesses:  

• The GEM survey found that 4% of Australian respondents aged 18 to 24 were running a business 
(Hindle & Rushworth 2002); and 

• The National Youth Entrepreneurship Attitude Survey estimated that 6% of 15-19 year olds had 
started or were running a business (DISR 2001). 

 
A total of 26 of the 194 respondents to the surveys done through this project said that they were 
running businesses.  We would not advocate using this ratio of 27% as this project set out to find those 
students, not to profile students at random. 
 
The businesses run by survey respondents were in a range of industry types, and were generally small 
in scale: 

• 50% operating for less than 2 years;  

• 84% working less than 10 hrs per week on their business; and 

• 54% earning less than $50 per week from their business. 
 
These findings support those noted by Kenyon and White (1996). 
 
While the businesses are modest in scale, their operators told us that they are generally highly 
motivated, with many having clear growth plans and goals: 

• Main motivations were ‘doing something I enjoy (50%), ‘making money (42%) and ‘always 
wanted to run a business (38%); 

• Ultimate goals were ‘to make money’ (58%), ‘to earn pocket money until I get a job’ (46%), and 
‘to grow into a large business’ (38%); and 
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• 20% said they would not give up their business for a good paying job, and another 52% said they 
would have mixed feelings about doing so. 

 
These characteristics of school-based business operators suggest that while not all students running 
businesses see themselves as ‘business operators’, there are many who do, and who have a desire to 
improve their business skills and grow their businesses. 

4 Business operators at school have similarities with adult 
counterparts 

Survey respondents who were school students operating existing businesses provided us with some 
useful information on their attitudes to business, the barriers to growth, their business skills needs and 
approaches to meeting those needs.  It is noteworthy that on these questions, the responses by business 
operators still at school look very similar to responses from adult small business operators in the 
similar surveys we have done for that population. 
 
Some examples are shown in the following table. 
 

Table 7-1  Similarities between younger and older small business operators 

 Business Operators Still 
at School 

Home-based business 
operators 

Women in business in 
regional Australia 

Motivations Earn a living 
To make money 

Always wanted to have 
my own business 

n/a Income 
To use my skills  

Always wanted to have 
my own business 

Goals Make money 
Earn pocket money 

Grow into large business 

n/a To have ongoing income 
To create a valuable asset 

To sell business as a 
going concern 

Barriers to growth Time 
Money 

Time 
Demand 
Finance 

Family/farm 
responsibilities 

Finance 

Advice types Finance 
Networks/markets 

Marketing 
Networking/contacts 

Business planning  

Business planning 
Financial management 

IT 

Advice sources Parents 
Other relatives 

Accountant 
Colleague  

Business partner 

Accountant 
Spouse 

Business partner 

Swap for job? No/mixed feelings, 72% n/a No/mixed feelings, 79% 

Source:  Survey, Houghton & CREEDA 1998, Houghton & Strong 2004 
 
We feel that these similarities indicate that the business operators still at school have a good 
knowledge of what it means to be in business. The similarities could also suggest that these young 
people may well go on to be small business operators later in life.   
 
We feel that the commonality of attitudes to questions on goals and business skills growth bodes well 
for regional communities, as the young business operators look well-suited to continuing in business. 
It is significant that the focus group of students from farms was unanimous and emphatic in the 
knowledge that to run a farm is to run a business.   
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These findings are important in regional communities, as business aspirations and experience is one 
tool to stop the flow of young people towards urban areas, as well as to foster the growth of new 
regional businesses.   

5 Business operators at school have particular support needs 
The survey yielded useful information on the support needs of business operators still at school.  
These survey respondents told us: 

• They are interested in developing their business skills (73%); 

• They do not have all the skills they need (23%); 

• The top needs are marketing, accessing customers, risk assessment and managing money; and 

• They feel they have many of the characteristics they see in adult business operators—especially 
honesty, enthusiasm and creativity. 

 
But they also told us that they are not sure how, or even if, school could help.  One of the focus groups 
participants said: 

Business is completely separate from school 
 
This is partly due to the strongly practical nature of their skills needs, and the perception that school is 
not able to deliver the kind of informed, practical help they are looking for. 
 
In their emphasis on practicality, business operators still at school are again very like their adult 
counterparts.  Recent reviews of the learning needs and learning styles of small business operators in 
general (eg Business Skills Victoria 1996, Houghton & Slater 2000, Schaper & Volery 2004, Jay & 
Schaper 2003) have found that business operators require very practical, hands-on training that gives 
them quick returns on their investments of time and money.  As discussed further under the 6th 
research finding, below, this learning style may not be well suited to the classroom. 
 
Business operators still at school seem to be looking for practical help with accessing customers, 
managing money and applied business planning.  And with some diversity in the ages of the operators 
and the length of time they have been running their business, we interpret a need for this training to be 
delivered in a personal, applied style (by knowledgeable teachers, trainers or mentors) to ensure that 
each student gets the practical outcomes they are looking for. 

6 Schools have a challenging role in supporting students running 
businesses 

 
Survey respondents and focus group participants highlighted some concerns about the role and 
capacity that they see for schools to help development of applied business skills.  For example, while 
35% of business operators still at school thought that it would help them if the school taught them 
business skills, another 30% could not say how their school might help or thought that their schools 
could not help.  While 37% of students intending to start a business thought the school could help by 
teaching business skills, even in this inexperienced group another 26% thought the school could not 
help them develop the practical skills they need or could not articulate how it might help.   
 
In the focus groups, some students commented on the separation between the school world and the 
world of business.  Two relevant comments were: 

School has nothing to do with business 

Business studies is about reading books not about out there doing it 
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It seems that schools are perceived by some young business operators, and business intenders, as not 
relevant to their business aspirations.  In this view, these students have much in common with adults 
who have investigated the links, or lack thereof, between the formal education system and small 
business. 
 
In his book The Elephant and the Flea, about the changing sources of innovation in the business 
world, Charles Handy discusses the tension between the two worlds, describing schools as being about 
learning core skills and conformity, while entrepreneurship is about adaptation, innovation and 
opportunity (Handy 2001). 
 
Peter Kearns reviewed the poor record that the formal training sector has in engaging small business 
operators, and found that the while training content might be thorough, its delivery style and 
classroom-based approaches did not attract business operators—a situation he describes as ‘.. two 
worlds colliding ...” (Kearns 2002).  Similarly, Jennifer Gibb has summarised the major research 
conducted in the area of small business and VET between 1990 and 1997, finding that while small 
business undertakes a lot of informal training, “... the training system has failed to address its needs 
...”. (Gibb 1997). 
  
In this environment, schools are in a difficult position and are not well-placed to straddle the worlds of 
education and business, making it a challenge for them to meet the needs of their business-operating 
and business-oriented students. 
 
Existing business related activities in schools fall into three areas: 

• Business studies curriculum—which focuses on studying aspects of business management from a 
textbook perspective; and 

• Enterprise education—which focuses on encouraging students to ‘be enterprising’ in very general 
sense rather than on developing business operational skills; and 

• Extra-curricular exercises like Young Achievement Australia and Practice Firms—which are well-
regarded tools that help students learn about business from the perspective of the roles and 
responsibilities of Boards of Management of companies. 

 
In our view, business studies has great potential, if it can move away from text-book studies of 
businesses and business practice, and towards practical applications of these underlying principles.  It 
will, however, have to overcome the experience and perception of students that it is about “reading 
books not doing it [business]”. 
 
Enterprise education also has great potential, especially in the elements of it that relate to improving 
students’ knowledge about the world of business.  We are aware that in New South Wales there are 
moves to introduce enterprise components to all school subjects, which would also help with 
improving this knowledge.  These initiatives do not seem to have a specific focus on supporting 
student running, or intent on running their own businesses, or on delivering the practical, hands-on 
business learning that these students are looking for.  
 
Young Achievement Australia and the Australian Network of Practice firms also have great potential 
in helping participants learn about establishing, running and then winding up a company, using 
energetic and ‘real world’ curriculum ideas.  But again, these programs teach participants general 
skills about company management, which do not always apply to sole traders, and which cannot be 
easily translated to the problems students operating their own businesses are facing.  YAA and 
Practice Firm students share with students who running their own businesses issues like managing 
cash flows, marketing, and technical know how.  But students running their own businesses are in 
their own territory when it comes to the consequences of their decision making, where the wrong 
decision can impact upon the financial viability of the individual to the degree of personal bankruptcy, 
which is not normally an outcome that is considered by ‘practice’, social or corporate entrepreneurs. 
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It is worth noting that only one of the business operators at school had participated in a YAA 
program—the others had all started without going through any formal business training.  In our 
experience, this process of ‘falling into business’ is common with adult business operators as well.   
 
While we would expect that student business operators would get a lot of valuable information out of 
these activities, their business development needs are still clearly focused less on generic skills and 
more on finding specific answers to barriers they perceive to be constrain their own particular 
business.  
 
It is these students that the Implications and Recommendations in the next two Chapters seek to 
support. 
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8. Implications 
 

The findings discussed in the previous Chapter have implications for policy-makers and organisations 
interested in fostering business skills amongst school-aged young people, especially those already 
running businesses.  This project has helped describe this group and their support needs, and our 
findings have implications for best ways of designing and delivering the support most needed.  
 

Business operators and schools 
The project’s findings have particular implications for schools.  These implications are based on the 
interest that exists in schools and the capacity to embed ‘business operation’ or ‘business ownership’ 
as an outcome in the school education system.  Without the school’s interest or recognition, 
development of a successful business owner remains an ad hoc process.  And, unless support is 
received from elsewhere, it also remains reliant upon the sink or swim method of learning—which is 
not a method that is conducive to improving the efficiency of the small business sector. 
 
Our contact with hundreds of schools through this project has left us with the impression that the 
school system does not seem to understand the needs of school-aged business operators and their 
particular communication requirements. 
 
The school system does make use of innovative programs such as Young Achievement Australia and 
the Australian Network of Practice Firms to provide students with experience, but these activities are 
not connected formally with curriculum and accreditation, and do not necessarily include students 
already running their own business.  The learning involved from these activities often relate to the 
corporate world and, whilst providing real experiences, they do not necessarily reflect the world of 
small business or the farm business environment. 
 
There are other highly successful, and innovative, support programs that may pick up a business 
operator and provide support, but again our perception is that these programs are not focussed on the 
existing business operator and work more generally on developing entrepreneurial behaviours in all 
students. 
 
The school system does, however, provide support, learning and pathways to students for a range of 
activities, vocations, careers and skill sets.  A student can access support for general science, 
mathematics, languages, the humanities, the arts, social sciences and sport. There are well-developed 
and comprehensive networks to support students in these fields.   
 
Students will receive support in entering the higher education system and in entering vocational 
education and training (VET).  A student with potential in the sporting arena will receive specialist 
support from some schools or they can find a pathway into a supportive environment.  Sports clubs 
will often assist schools in the development of skills in the student population.  Schools will boast of 
the number of their students that have gone onto university or have become an elite sportsman or 
woman, and more recently schools have started to acknowledge students who move into New 
Apprenticeships and into the VET sector.   
 
Parents who wish to support their child into a chosen profession or into the next level of education will 
find information and support from within the school system.  Yet if their child wants to start a 
business, or is already running a business, the school system is currently very poorly placed to provide 
information and support.   
 
In our discussions with schools, we found that acknowledgment of a student successfully starting a 
business, growing a business and perhaps employing other students, does not often occur, if at all.  
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And we have not yet come across recognised pathways for a student to go into business, or networks 
focussed on support, or schools taking pride in students who start a business. 
 
Some teachers have found it interesting that business owners and students with behavioural problems 
have similar personality traits.  These teachers see the potential to work with these students and not 
only provide them with the learning they need and put them on the right pathway, but also make life a 
little easier for the teacher and other students. 
 
It is often stated that small business is the engine room of an economy, with Australia’s 1.2 million 
small businesses employing almost half the workforce.  Small businesses provide the framework of 
healthy, buoyant and growing regional and local economies.   
 
Given the importance of small business to the Australian economy, and to regional economies in 
particular, it seems clear that the education system needs to do more to provide young people with the 
skills and attitudes they need to be successful in business.  This includes close and personal support for 
the young person who is in business, or who starts a business while in school.  The education system 
needs to develop measurable support for business operators—for the next generation of employers. 
 
Experience with adult business operators shows that getting in contact with a business operator is 
difficult, these people are busy running a business and trying to survive and grow, they often do not 
have time or the motivation to seek specialist support. Many government agencies and departments 
have spent much time and money on developing mechanisms to communicate with and support small 
business.   
 
In the education system we can have direct access to current and potential business operators and can 
educate them in the best way to manage and operate a business while they are in their formative years.  
We can impact upon the efficiency and the survival of small business at the grass roots level.  We can 
provide the necessary support and education while the business operator is in the education system, 
before they leave and become difficult to find, and before communications become even more 
difficult. 
 
In testing the findings from the BOSS project in a workshop of interested professionals, a number of 
threshold issues were raised that will set the parameters of any future support models. 

Interest levels 
The general feeling from the workshop was that the school system is not focussed on ‘in business’ as a 
priority outcome, and that developing a higher level of interest would prove difficult.  The workshop 
heard that teachers have many issues to consider and are feeling overwhelmed by all the new demands 
placed upon them and they will not be interested in any new challenge unless it was shown to be 
valuable and worthwhile.  Our contact around Australia showed, however, that there is real interest in 
this issue by some teachers and by local economic development practitioners, and this can be taken 
advantage of and used to perhaps start the process and develop long-term interest. 

Accreditation   
Several participants from the workshop expressed the opinion that developing new accreditation for a 
business outcome of some type would be extremely difficult.  There was also a belief that the business 
operators themselves might not be interested in any type of accreditation.  This is similar to their adult 
counterparts who rarely seek accreditation for their business skills as they focus on business outcomes 
as their reward for effort.  
 
The workshop heard that there have been some changes made recently to outcomes that will help 
focus teachers more onto work, employment and enterprise activity which may assist the development 
of better support for students in business or wishing to start a business. 
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Source of support 
The development of support from outside the school system was discussed by workshop participants.  
The expansion of YAA and practice firms, the continued development and support through activities 
already offered from various youth programs, and better use of community resources were all seen by 
workshop participants as practical ways of providing support.  Other options included networking of 
young people in business, and the development of assistance for teachers to access outside support. 
 
The development and trialing of models can be used to foster interest as well as test concepts. 

Legal issues 
The legal issues for schools and students was not seen by workshop participants as a particular 
problem for schools or students, although this may depend upon the type of model and activities that 
may be developed.  This is an area where further investigation will need to occur as models and 
responses are developed.  

Widening the research base 
The workshop participants agreed that the development of case studies and examples of students in 
business and the support that is, or can be, offered would be an important part of changing attitudes 
and developing activities for these students.  The case studies should include young people who have 
recently left school and are in business, parents who are mentoring their son or daughter, teachers who 
have been involved in some way in supporting students in business, business facilitators, YAA, the 
practice firms and programs such as Youth2Youth and Vocational Education and Training In Schools, 
among others. 
 
It was also suggested that longitudinal research into the role and influence of parents, teachers, peers 
and specialists such as careers advisers would be valuable. 

Engaging schools 
The selection of interested schools to trial any models that are developed was seen as important by the 
workshop group, although the reaction of teachers who are concerned about the amount of new 
programs and the amount of information being provided to schools needs to be taken into account.  
There are certain schools that are already recognised as being pro-active and innovative in the area of 
entrepreneurialism and these may be interested in trialing new support activities. 
 
The long-term engagement of schools will depend upon acceptance by teachers and by the education 
system itself of having ‘being in business’ as a valued outcome for students. 
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9. Recommendations 
 
The similarities this project has identified between adult and school-aged business operators is 
important, especially when experience has shown that start-up businesses need close personal support 
to survive and thrive.  The school environment may be a perfect place to provide and foster early and 
long lasting business ownership skills. 
 
It may be worth recalling the reaction to the introduction of VET in Schools (VETIS) into the 
education system, when many believed that it was not the school’s role to deal with this type of 
activity.  VETIS is now recognised, by most, as a successful and worthwhile activity for schools and 
as providing valuable support to students and to industry. Perhaps the support of business operators in 
schools will also be eventually seen as worthwhile and as something that will add to the economic 
viability of a community. 
 
We found great interest from the wider community during this project.  This included teachers from a 
range of private and state schools, people involved in the VET In Schools program, the Youth 2 Youth 
program, practice firm network managers, Young Achievement Australia, Area Consultative 
Committee executive officers, Australian Women in Agriculture and ENYA. 
 
We were also contacted by individuals that heard of the project and desired more information.  This 
included interest from the Lighthouse project in Sydney, Western Australia’s Small Business 
Development Corporation's (SBDC) youth enterprise support program, staff from Job Network 
providers, staff involved in the AusIndustry schools program, the Australian Youth Development 
Program, and the Foundation for Young Australians.   
 
As previously mentioned there was also a lot of passion among the practitioners in the Practice Firms 
and in YAA who supported the project by organising responses to the survey and forwarding 
information to their wider networks.   
 
We also found great professional interest from a broad range of educators, education policy people at 
the Federal and State levels and from the Business Enterprise Centre (BEC) network. 
 
We hope this interest is indicative of some individuals, or organisations, picking up the 
recommendations set out below, and acting to recognise and support this unrecognised group of 
enterprising young people in Australia.  The findings from this research project were discussed in a 
forum which included representatives from some of the main stakeholder organisations:  the 
Australian Government’s Department of Education, Science and Training and its Office of Small 
Business, and a State Department of Education.  The recommendations below have been written 
around the interests of these organisations. 
 
We believe that action on these recommendations will be important for the further development of 
healthy economies, especially in regional areas, healthy local business communities, and improved 
assistance to young people (and their families) in pursuit of their hopes and dreams.  
 
The recommendations have been prepared under three broad headings: 
 
• Case studies – to appeal to students and teachers to raise awareness and interest; 
 
• Development and trial of models to support business operators at school – to provide a more 

active and interventionist approach than case studies; and 
 
• Support materials prepared to underpin model trials. 
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Case studies 
If the Office of Small Business is interested in promoting business activity amongst young people 
from rural and regional Australia, then it might wish to consider further investigation into students 
who wish to start a business or have started a business while still at school. We recommend that this 
should involve a package of national case studies made up to highlight: 

• Students who  
− Have a business 
− Want a business now 
− Expect to start a business sometime after they finish school 

• Parents of the above students 

• Teachers of the above students 

• Young people who have left school and who either started a business at school or started a 
business soon after leaving school 

• Business operators from regional communities who may have had experience with young people 
in business 

• Welfare and support agencies who may have experience with young people in conflict with the 
education system who have found a business as an outlet and an income source 

• Students from Higher education and Vocational Education who are operating or wish to operate a 
business 

• Business facilitators who may have experience with young people 

Models of support 
We recommend developing and testing some or all of the following models—either developing from 
scratch or using case studies, where they exist, as a base.  The models seek to engage schools, teachers 
and community resources and have been designed to be developed and trialed either by education 
authorities, State and Federal, or by communities. 
 
Models for the education sector 
 
1. The inclusion of business ownership as a part of VET in Schools activities, a process which would 

require participation from DEST in enabling extension of VETIS, and by State education 
departments in implementing the extension. 

 
2. Modification of current curriculum to include business operations and business start-up as an 

examinable component – a responsibility of state education authorities. 
 
3. A school that specialises in developing young people into business. 
 

This is another concept for State education authorities, though there may be scope to engage the 
national Australian Technical Colleges as well.  Such a school might well include some of the 
components of a small business incubator with lessons for the participants and on-the-job 
assessment for certificate purposes, and tuition for different lessons where necessary. 
 

4. A specialist teacher trained to deliver services to students from a number schools. 
 

This approach would require active involvement from State education authorities, as such a 
teacher would have training as a teacher and also receive a Diploma of Business Facilitation.  For 
a trial this teacher could target a number of schools and interview any student who considers they 
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have a business or would like to start a business.  They would then develop a case load based upon 
those students and base their activities on some group work and individual counselling and 
business support.  The activities could be assessed against business studies, maths, economics and 
other subjects for learning outcomes. 

 
Models for the community sector 
 
5. The development of business networks for young people still at school.   
 

While this approach can start at a local level, there is scope to engage national organisations with a 
demonstrated interest regional business support – such as the Area Consultative Committees under 
the Department of Transport and Regional Services; Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries Australia; 
and the Small Business Field Officers sponsored by AusIndustry. 

 
6. A BEC person or a nominated business facilitator working closely with a school or schools to help 

identify current and potential business operators.   
 

This approach would require collaboration between State business development agencies (those 
looking after BECs) and education authorities. 

 
7. A model based upon the provision of support from parents.   
 

This support could be made available through farm organisations, through industry groups, P&Cs 
etc.  This and the following three models are  well-suited to starting as a grass-roots, community-
led initiatives. 

 
8. A model whereby local business groups such as Chambers of Commerce, councils or small 

business support groups act as supporters and mentors of school-based business operators. 
 
9. A model enabling active support to school-based business operators by ‘business professionals’ 

like business facilitators, accountants and other business support agents. 
 
10. A model that takes advantage of skills and experiences of retired people in a community to mentor 

and provide business leadership to business operators at school, and to those thinking of starting a 
business. 

Support Materials 
Models need support materials to make them effective.  We recommend that the four models focusing 
on the education sector would need specific support materials consisting of: 

• Curriculum information 

• Case studies 

• Learning outcomes tracked against current curriculum 

• Class and lesson notes 

• Text books and work books 

• Information for teachers 

• Information on how to find and track these students 

• Examples of various education sector responses 

• A list support resources likely to be available at the local level. 
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Appendices 
 

Survey questionnaires 
 

• Students running businesses 

• Students wanting to run a business 

Introductory Material for Teachers and Poster  
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Questionnaire for school students who are operating their 
own business. 

 

For more information on this survey visit  
www.economicsolutions.com.au 
 

How do you know if you are operating a 
business**? 

 
Do you receive money from an activity but are not earning a wage or salary? Or do you 
get paid by more than one person?  Do you have many different customers?  Do YOU 
consider what you are doing a business? If you can answer yes to any of these questions 
then you may be in business so please complete this questionnaire.  If you are not sure 
but you still want to run your own business one day please complete the other 
questionnaire at the website. 
 

** A business could include:  
• Buying and selling products 
• Making and selling products 
• Managing your own animals or primary produce for eventual sale - breeding cattle, a 

yabbie farm, working dogs, training or breeding horses etc 
• Providing a service to customers, for example fixing computers, doing websites, 

washing vehicles, designing pamphlets, walking dogs, mowing lawns, babysitting for 
more a number of different people etc. 

 
  

Information about you:  

I live on a farm/station  I live in a town/city  
 

 Your  Postcode:   __  __ __  __

 

Your age   Your year at school Year  ___   Gender Male   Female   

 
Name of your school/college: 
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
Please tick the appropriate box in each question.  In some questions you may tick more 
than one box if necessary.  You may also include more information on a separate page if 
you wish. 
 

1. Please describe in a few words the main activities of your business. 
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2. How many paying customers do you 
have? (Please tick one box) 
 1 
 2 to 5 
 6 to 10 
 More than 10 

3. Do you employ anybody or do you pay 
other people to help you? If so how 
many.(Please tick one box) 
 None, there is just me 
 1-4 
 5 or more 

4. How long has your business been 
operating? (Please tick one box) 
 Less than 1 year 
 1-2 years 
 2 years or more 
Comment 
 
 

 

5. Where is your business located?  
(Please tick one box) 
 At home - farm 
 At home – town/city 
 In a shop 
 Other:  

 
 

 
 

6. How much money, on average, do you 
earn each week from the business? (Please 
tick one box) 
 0 - $50 
 $51 - $100 
 $101 - $150 
 More than $150 

 
 

7. How many hours a week do you  
spend working on your business? 
(Please tick one box) 
 Less then 5 
 5-10 
 10 – 20 
 Over 20 
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8. Do you make most of the decisions  

about the business? 
 Yes 
 No 
 Other people help me 

make the decisions 
 Other 

 
 

 
9. What was the main reason for starting your business? (You may tick more than one box) 

 I have always wanted to have my own business 
 I want the control that comes from being my own boss 
 I want to build up something for my future 
 I cannot find a job 
 I want to make lots of money 
 I want to earn a living doing something I enjoy  
 I want to put my own ideas into practice 
 I want to work the hours I choose 
 I want to have a career that uses my skills and abilities fully 
 My parents suggested I start a business 
 A teacher suggested I start a business 
 Another person suggested I start a business 
 Other: 

 
 

10. What is your ultimate goal for the business? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Make a lot of money 
 Provide me with employment 
 Grow into a large business 
 Provide some pocket money until I get a job 
 I don’t really have a goal 
 Other: 

 
 

 
11. If a good job came along would you close the business and take the job? (Please tick one 

box) 
 Yes 
 No 
 Mixed feelings 

 



 

- 59 - 

 
12. What are the greatest barriers to successfully running your business? (You may tick more 

than one box) 
 Lack of time 
 School work 
 No one takes me seriously 
 Lack of confidence in myself 
 There is no one to help me when I have a problem 
 Lack of business skills 
 Lack of demand for product/service 
 Too far from the marketplace 
 Lack of physical space 
 Lack of technical skills 
 Lack of good IT equipment 
 Lack of other equipment 
 Lack of money 
 There are no barriers 
 Government regulations (which ones?): 

 
 

 Other: 
 
 
 
 

 
 

13. Where do you go for advice on business issues? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Parents 
 A teacher or teachers 
 A relative (Uncle, Aunt etc) 
 An accountant 
 A friend 
 Business Enterprise Centre 
 Do  not seek business advice 
 Other:  

 
 

 
 

14. What support does your school provide? (Please tick one box) 
 They do not know that I run a business 
 They are aware I run a business but do not provide advice or support 
 I have been told that I should stop my business  
 My teachers are supportive 
 Comments: (What support is provided and how is it provided?) 
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15. Have you been involved in any of the following programs and activities?  (You may tick 

more than one box) 
 Young Achievers Australia (YAA)  
 A practice firm 
 Australian Business Week 
 CREATE 
 Students in Free Enterprise 
 Business Works 
 Youth 2 Youth 

 
16. Have you been involved in any other programs and activities to help start a business? 

 If Yes please provide details 
 
 
 
 

 
17. What would you like to be taught that would help you in your business? (You may tick 

more than one box) 
 Better technical skills 
 Marketing  
 Selling skills 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Negotiation skills 
 Networking with other businesses 
 Balancing school & business activities 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 

 
 

18. How do you maintain/grow your business skills? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Attend seminars and workshops 
 An adult provides me with advice when I need it 
 I am part of a business networks 
 I read business books 
 I use audio tapes, CDs, Videos, DVDs 
 I read business magazines 
 I am part of a web based information groups 
 Attend TAFE or other training 
 I use correspondence education/training 
 I use on-line education/training 
 I get training when a need arises 
 Other: 

 



 

- 61 - 

 
19. How interested are you in following up building your skills in these areas? (Please tick 

one box) 
 Very interested 
 Somewhat interested 
 Not really interested 
 Comments:   

 
 

 
 
20. Do you agree with these statements about business owners? (Please tick the 

appropriate box) 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Not sure Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

They are good with 
people 

     

They are ruthless      
They are determined and 
persistent 

     

They are confident      
They are honest      
They are intelligent      
They have enthusiasm 
and energy 

     

They take risks      
They are creative and 
innovative 

     

 
 

21. How do you rate yourself on these characteristics? (Please tick the appropriate box) 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Not sure Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I am good with people      
I can be ruthless      
I am determined and 
persistent 

     

I am are confident      
I am honest      
I am intelligent      
I have enthusiasm and 
energy 

     

I don’t mind taking risks      
I am creative and 
innovative 
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22. Overall, do you feel you have the practical skills to start a business of your own?  

 
    Yes            No  

 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
23. How do you think your school could help you build these skills? 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

24. What other support would you like to receive? 
 

Comments 
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Questionnaire for school students who are operating their 
own business. 

 

For more information on this survey visit  
www.economicsolutions.com.au 
 

How do you know if you are operating a 
business**? 

 
Do you receive money from an activity but are not earning a wage or salary? Or do you 
get paid by more than one person?  Do you have many different customers?  Do YOU 
consider what you are doing a business? If you can answer yes to any of these questions 
then you may be in business so please complete this questionnaire.  If you are not sure 
but you still want to run your own business one day please complete the other 
questionnaire at the website. 
 

** A business could include:  
• Buying and selling products 
• Making and selling products 
• Managing your own animals or primary produce for eventual sale - breeding cattle, a 

yabbie farm, working dogs, training or breeding horses etc 
• Providing a service to customers, for example fixing computers, doing websites, 

washing vehicles, designing pamphlets, walking dogs, mowing lawns, babysitting for 
more a number of different people etc. 

 
  

Information about you:  

I live on a farm/station  I live in a town/city  
 

 Your  Postcode: __ __ __  __

 

Your age   Your year at school Year  ___   Gender Male   Female   

 
Name of your school/college: 
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
Please tick the appropriate box in each question.  In some questions you may tick more 
than one box if necessary.  You may also include more information on a separate page if 
you wish. 
 

25. Please describe in a few words the main activities of your business. 
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26. How many paying customers do you 
have? (Please tick one box) 
 1 
 2 to 5 
 6 to 10 
 More than 10 

27. Do you employ anybody or do you pay 
other people to help you? If so how 
many.(Please tick one box) 
 None, there is just me 
 1-4 
 5 or more 

28. How long has your business been 
operating? (Please tick one box) 
 Less than 1 year 
 1-2 years 
 2 years or more 
Comment 
 
 

 

29. Where is your business located?  
(Please tick one box) 
 At home - farm 
 At home – town/city 
 In a shop 
 Other:  

 
 

 
 

30. How much money, on average, do you 
earn each week from the business? (Please 
tick one box) 
 0 - $50 
 $51 - $100 
 $101 - $150 
 More than $150 

 
 

31. How many hours a week do you  
spend working on your business? 
(Please tick one box) 
 Less then 5 
 5-10 
 10 – 20 
 Over 20 
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32. Do you make most of the decisions  

about the business? 
 Yes 
 No 
 Other people help me 

make the decisions 
 Other 

 
 

 
33. What was the main reason for starting your business? (You may tick more than one box) 

 I have always wanted to have my own business 
 I want the control that comes from being my own boss 
 I want to build up something for my future 
 I cannot find a job 
 I want to make lots of money 
 I want to earn a living doing something I enjoy  
 I want to put my own ideas into practice 
 I want to work the hours I choose 
 I want to have a career that uses my skills and abilities fully 
 My parents suggested I start a business 
 A teacher suggested I start a business 
 Another person suggested I start a business 
 Other: 

 
 

34. What is your ultimate goal for the business? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Make a lot of money 
 Provide me with employment 
 Grow into a large business 
 Provide some pocket money until I get a job 
 I don’t really have a goal 
 Other: 

 
 

 
35. If a good job came along would you close the business and take the job? (Please tick one 

box) 
 Yes 
 No 
 Mixed feelings 
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36. What are the greatest barriers to successfully running your business? (You may tick more 

than one box) 
 Lack of time 
 School work 
 No one takes me seriously 
 Lack of confidence in myself 
 There is no one to help me when I have a problem 
 Lack of business skills 
 Lack of demand for product/service 
 Too far from the marketplace 
 Lack of physical space 
 Lack of technical skills 
 Lack of good IT equipment 
 Lack of other equipment 
 Lack of money 
 There are no barriers 
 Government regulations (which ones?): 

 
 

 Other: 
 
 
 
 

 
 

37. Where do you go for advice on business issues? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Parents 
 A teacher or teachers 
 A relative (Uncle, Aunt etc) 
 An accountant 
 A friend 
 Business Enterprise Centre 
 Do  not seek business advice 
 Other:  

 
 

 
 

38. What support does your school provide? (Please tick one box) 
 They do not know that I run a business 
 They are aware I run a business but do not provide advice or support 
 I have been told that I should stop my business  
 My teachers are supportive 
 Comments: (What support is provided and how is it provided?) 
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39. Have you been involved in any of the following programs and activities?  (You may tick 

more than one box) 
 Young Achievers Australia (YAA)  
 A practice firm 
 Australian Business Week 
 CREATE 
 Students in Free Enterprise 
 Business Works 
 Youth 2 Youth 

 
40. Have you been involved in any other programs and activities to help start a business? 

 If Yes please provide details 
 
 
 

 
41. What would you like to be taught that would help you in your business? (You may tick 

more than one box) 
 Better technical skills 
 Marketing  
 Selling skills 
 Customer Service 
 Human resources – employing and managing people 
 Business planning 
 Financial management 
 Project management 
 Risk assessment 
 Tendering and costing 
 Negotiation skills 
 Networking with other businesses 
 Balancing school & business activities 
 Computer / IT – better use of technology 
 Nothing 
 Other: 

 
 

42. How do you maintain/grow your business skills? (You may tick more than one box) 
 Attend seminars and workshops 
 An adult provides me with advice when I need it 
 I am part of a business networks 
 I read business books 
 I use audio tapes, CDs, Videos, DVDs 
 I read business magazines 
 I am part of a web based information groups 
 Attend TAFE or other training 
 I use correspondence education/training 
 I use on-line education/training 
 I get training when a need arises 
 Other: 
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43. How interested are you in following up building your skills in these areas? (Please tick 

one box) 
 Very interested 
 Somewhat interested 
 Not really interested 
 Comments:   

 
 

 
 
44. Do you agree with these statements about business owners? (Please tick the 

appropriate box) 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Not sure Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

They are good with 
people 

     

They are ruthless      
They are determined and 
persistent 

     

They are confident      
They are honest      
They are intelligent      
They have enthusiasm 
and energy 

     

They take risks      
They are creative and 
innovative 

     

 
 

45. How do you rate yourself on these characteristics? (Please tick the appropriate box) 
 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Not sure Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I am good with people      
I can be ruthless      
I am determined and 
persistent 

     

I am are confident      
I am honest      
I am intelligent      
I have enthusiasm and 
energy 

     

I don’t mind taking risks      
I am creative and 
innovative 
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46. Overall, do you feel you have the practical skills to start a business of your own?  

 
    Yes            No  

 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
47. How do you think your school could help you build these skills? 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

48. What other support would you like to receive? 
 

Comments 
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INFORMATION FOR TEACHERS 

Business Operators Still at School 

 
The BOSS Project - A research project into the needs of school students who are running a 

business from home or wish to run a business. 
 
 

Do young people who are at school run their own micro and 
fledgling businesses from home? 

 

Do some young people want to run a business of their own? 
 

Is becoming self employed a real career option? 
 

What support do these students need? 
 

We need to hear from students who are running a business or business like 
activities from home, or who want to run a business.   

Questionnaires are available at www.economicsolutions.com.au or by contacting Peter Strong on 02 
6162 0421 or Dr Kim Houghton on 02 9558 6222 

 

  
This project will provide vital information about young people with business aspirations and 
their development and support needs.  The information gathered will be used to develop tools 
or models to help young people who are running businesses or who want to run a business of 
their own.  This type of activity could contribute to the long-term sustainability of many 
regional towns by supporting processes to build their future business capacity.   
 
There are presently various business simulation programs and activities that are available for 
schools to use in preparing young people for the business world.  Practice firms, Australian 
Business Week, Young Achievers Australia (YAA) are all successfully functioning in schools 
or for school students.  These activities provide excellent simulations in management and 
business activity and assist in developing enterprising behaviour.  What might be missing is 
specific support for the true entrepreneur, for the young person who wants to start their own 
business or who has already started a business or business activity.   
 
We have reviewed some of the literature on entrepreneurship and found considerable 
agreement on the kinds of personality types that make good entrepreneurs.  Some of the 
common characteristics include: 
• Autonomy and independence 
• Energy & a high need for achievement 
• Strong internal sense of control 
• Perception of change as opportunity 
• Tempered risk taking 
• Social adroitness 
• Balance between intuition and thinking 
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Interestingly many of these entrepreneurial characteristics also correlate with difficult school 
behaviours.  In developing programs to assist adult micro business operators we are very 
much aware of the difficulties in satisfying the learning needs of people (adults, in that case) 
with entrepreneurial leanings.  The main concerns are the requirement for practical, targeted 
learning that yields high returns on time spent in a learning environment – and these are not 
always characteristics that are conducive to quiet school study in the case of young people! 
 
The development of self employment skills in young people is central to the sustainability of 
industries, the development of new and innovative businesses and also to rural communities 
around Australia.  Whilst it is well recognised in the broader business community that 
business operators need to be supported and nurtured, this process does not exist in the 
school system.  In order to support young business operators we need first to understand 
more about their development and support needs.  This project will provide information that 
may ultimately enable communities and the education system to develop support materials 
and activities which assist the student (in this case also the business operator), the teacher, 
the business adviser and the parent in a well targeted and effective support strategy.   
 
 
The questionnaires are for school students who want to operate a business or are operating 
a business.  Defining what a business is for a young person may be difficult.  For the 
purposes of this project we include students who receive money from an activity where they 
are not earning a wage or salary from a single source but receive money from a number of 
‘customers’. 
 
This could include:   
• Buying and selling products 
• Making and selling products 
• Managing their own animals or primary produce for eventual sale, for example yabbie 

farms, breeding and training working dogs or horses, breeding stud cattle etc 
• Providing a service to customers, for example fixing computers, doing websites, 

washing vehicles, designing pamphlets, walking dogs, babysitting for a number of 
people, mowing lawns etc. 

 
If they believe they may be running a business then they should complete the ‘in business’ 
questionnaire.  If they want to eventually run their own business they should complete the 
other questionnaire. 
 
 
For further information contact: 
 
Peter Strong - Phone: 02 6162 0421 Fax: 02 6285 2491 
Email: peter.strong@davidsonwilson.com.au 
 
Dr Kim Houghton – Phone: 02 9558 6222  Fax: 02 9558 6222 
Email: kim@economicsolutions.com.au 
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POSTER FOR SCHOOLS AND TEACHERS 

 
Want to start your own business? 

 
Do you already run a business of your own? 

 
If you can answer yes to any of these questions we need 

to hear from you - please visit  
 

www.economicsolutions.com.au  
 

and follow the prompts to the questionnaires 
 

Or ask …………………………………. 
 

How do you know if you are operating a business? 
 
Do you receive money from an activity but are not earning a wage or salary?  
Or do you get paid by more than one person?  Do you have many different customers?  
Do YOU consider what you are doing a business? If you can answer yes to any of these 
questions then you may be in business. If you are not sure but you still want to run your 
own business one day please complete the other questionnaire at the website. 
 
A business could include:  
• Buying and selling products or making and selling products 
 
• Managing your own animals or primary produce for eventual sale for example a 

yabbie farm, training and breeding horses, breeding cattle, training or breeding 
working dogs etc 

 
• Providing a service to customers, for example fixing computers, doing websites, 

washing vehicles, designing pamphlets, walking dogs, mowing lawns, babysitting 
for a number of different people etc. 

 
We believe lots of young people want to run a business and some are already running their own 
business.  Please go to the website and complete the questionnaires – thanks! 
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