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Introduction.

E ach day at Business Insider Australia, we cover companies of every conceivable size -- from single-
person startups run by entrepreneurs with a dream, to the biggest and most disruptive global 

companies that are reshaping the world. 

Across this vast spectrum of enterprise there are common questions and challenges. Through the four 
years Business Insider has been publishing in Australia, I have been constantly struck in conversations with 
business leaders at the universal nature of certain themes. 

How do you find and keep great people? How do we use the data available to improve our business? What 
are the best ways to better understand customers? Where are the growth opportunities? What impact will 
the direction of the broader economy – locally, nationally, and globally -- have on my planning? 

These are critical but often complex questions for any business. Sometimes, knowing where to start and 
where to look in order to gather answers are the biggest challenges, especially for people busy whose days 
are filled by building their business and making their customers happy. 

This short eBook is designed to help entrepreneurs, founders, and leaders in Australian small and medium 
sized companies think about some of the core questions for businesses in 2017. We’re proud to have it 
brought to you by Bank of Queensland, a tremendous supporter of entrepreneurs around the country. I trust 
you’ll find it useful. 

Best wishes, 



Section I.
The 2017 federal budget broken down 
for small business
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A nyone who has ever run a small business knows 
no matter what their individual circumstances 

may be, it’s all about confidence and cash flow. 
These are the pillars that let a business owner plan 
for the future, to invest and grow their vision and let 
the buying public know about it through the myriad 
channels available in today’s ever-changing and 
increasingly global marketplace.

Small business has long been seen as the engine 
room of our consumer culture. It is also a sector 
that resonates with how we have historically liked 
to see ourselves. If we are not working in a small 
business or know someone personally who is, then it 
is the level of business we all come into contact with 
anyway. These are the people who grow the food 
we eat, make and sell many products we love and 
help build the homes we live in. They may also be the 
businesses that help us when we are sick or in need 
of some serious advice.

As a consequence, the fortunes of Australia’s 2 
million-plus small and medium sized businesses 
remain a key part of the federal budget each year. 
Measures to help with their long-term health are a 
welcome message for the nation. 

When treasurer Scott Morrison handed down 
his second budget in May, he didn’t take long to 
acknowledge the challenges faced by many in 
recent times and signal his intentions to help. “Small 
business owners have gone without to keep their 
businesses open,” he said in his opening remarks. 
“Australians have taken second jobs, where they 
can, so bills can be paid.”

He went on to say, however, that he believed the 
nation was “moving towards the end of this difficult 

period”. There were with signs of an improving global 
economy with the “potential for better days ahead” 
in Australia.

Coming on the heels of recently legislated company 
tax cuts, the promise was to “start by backing 
small business even further”. But what exactly has 
the budget delivered for small business in the fine 
print and how are companies best placed to take 
advantage of any improvements ushered in?

For Small Business Council of Australia CEO Peter 
Strong, this year’s budget has built on the positive 
commitments from 2014-15 and 2015-16, with 
members giving it a “seven and a half out of 10”. 

“That’s pretty high in the world of budgets,” Strong 
says. “We’ve got a government that’s put effort in 
come up with a good budget. Australia is in a good 
position now – we’ve got a good economy compared 

The 2017 federal budget broken down 
for small business

Treasurer Scott Morrison (right), with Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull (left)
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to the rest of the world and we have to make sure 
we keep it that way. The confidence we have is very 
important and that’s what we have to build on.”
 

Tax breaks for cash flow

Under the rubric of “Stronger Growth” the 
government says it is building on a “significant record 
of achievement” this year with a host of measures to 
boost the economy. 

For individual businesses, the key measures that will 
build that confidence in a practical way are the tax 
breaks and other concessions. Thanks to a fivefold 
raising of the qualifying threshold to an annual 
turnover of up to $10 million, these will be open to 
more small businesses than ever – the sort that want 
to grow even further.

The company tax rate is now 27.5 per cent for these 
businesses, which is the lowest rate in 50 years. The 
cut is also set to extend to companies with turnover 
up to $50 million by 2018-19. The changes are the 
first phase of the 10-year enterprise plan to cut 
company tax for businesses large and small by 5 per 
cent to help with cash flow and to stimulate growth. 

These current changes, along with increases in 
the unincorporated tax discount rate and other 
concessions, benefit businesses employing 6.7 
million workers, according to budget papers.

Instant asset write-off extended

The biggest announcement for small business 
owners specific to this year’s budget – albeit widely 
expected – is the extension of the $20,000 instant 
asset write-off for a further 12 months. While this 
had been due to revert back to $1000 on July 1, 
2017, legislation is being prepared to keep it going. 
Coupled with the $10 million threshold increase, it 
means for an extra 100,000 Australians businesses 
the time is now to reinvest and upgrade equipment.

In hospitality this may mean a better coffee machine 
or kitchen gear; in an office it could be a new fit out 
or improved technology in the form of the latest 
computers or phones; in transport it could be the 
latest fuel-saving device or satellite tracking – just 
so long as it is an asset and costs less than $20,000. 

The example cited by the government is for carpentry 
business owner “Justin” who employs 10 people 
across three premises with an annual turnover of $7 
million and taxable income of $400,000. The instant 
write-off concessions would be available for him to 
buy such items as a $7000 panel saw, a $10,000 
edge bander and a belt sander worth $14,000. The 
additional cash flow benefits from the lower company 
tax rate and extended asset write-off period enable 
Justin to reinvest in and grow his company. 

Reaction to the measures overall seem positive 
and there is the hope of a further extension but it is 
worth getting advice depending on your individual 
circumstances. The initial analysis made public by 
PwC on the asset write-off states: “The measure will 
provide additional time for small business to access 
this concession, providing significant incentives 

The additional cash flow benefits from the lower company tax rate and 
extended asset write-off period enable small business owners to reinvest in 

and grow their company. 
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for many businesses to increase their current 
capital expenditure spend. However, the after-tax 
consequences of the proposed immediate deduction 
for depreciating assets should be considered. For 
example, if this results in a tax loss, there is no 
immediate cash-flow advantage.”

The write-off is due to revert to $1000 from July 1 
2018 again but experts from CPA Australia believe 
it could be extended for further years – although 
don’t count on it as an indefinitely recurring shot 
in the arm. Meanwhile, Small Business and Family 
Enterprise Ombudsman Kate Carnell has stated she 
would like to see the $20,000 increased for industries 
like farming and manufacturing. As she puts it: “You 
don’t get much of a tractor for $20,000.” 

Cutting small business red tape

The federal government has also pointed the finger 
at those still tangling business in unnecessary 
regulatory restrictions. To help, it will provide up to 
$300 million over two years to States and Territories 
that reduce “unnecessary regulatory barriers” to 
help job growth and a culture of entrepreneurship. 
The deal is being done through the National 

Partnership on Regulatory reform and follows a $5.8 
billion reduction in the federal regulatory burden.

Examples cited include the difficulties for trucking 
companies taking goods across state lines and 
local council restrictions for businesses which can 
tie up starting a neighbourhood café, for instance. 
The changes promise to save business time to let 
them focus on growth and build on the National 
Competition Policy reforms that have contributed to 
the past two decades of economic transformation 
and performance.

The Council of Small Business Australia is arguing 
that “reducing or abolishing Payroll Tax should be the 
key goal of this Partnership”. CEO Peter Strong also 
says on-time payments for small business owners 
and operators remain a potential issue, despite 
measures in the right direction. 

Government agencies are now required to pay 
invoices for contracts up to $1 million within 30 days 
or else interest must be paid, which Strong says is 
“certainly helping motivate them”. 

The Business Council of Australia has also unveiled 
the voluntary Australian Supplier Payment Code 
to help support cash flows and working capital for 
its smaller business suppliers. With small business 
making up 99 per cent of all businesses and 
contributing $380 billion to the economy, these sort 
of payment lags will need to be addressed – especially 
with more workers entering “the gig economy”.

Other measures affecting small business in this year’s 
budget include visa changes. Businesses employing 
foreign workers may be hit with a foreign worker levy 
of up to $1800 a year. The $1.2 billion raised over 
four years is aimed at funding training for Australian 
workers, but owners in areas like hospitality and 
hairdressing have expressed concerns about being 
penalised as they struggle to fill positions now. 

The upcoming changes promise to save business time to let businesses focus 
on growth and build on the National Competition Policy.

SECTION I: THE 2017 FEDERAL BUDGET BROKEN DOWN FOR SMALL BUSINESS
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Economic outlook

While this year’s budget should restore some of the 
confidence for business owners, it needs to do the 
same for consumers. Cost of living pressures, rapid 
technological change and political uncertainty have 
been important themes for the spending public, 
bringing household budgets into focus. And without 
paying customers there can be no flourishing in 
business of any size.

To kick everything along the government has 
announced $70 billion in infrastructure projects 
for Australia – including across road, rail and air – 
which should help with jobs and growth in regional 
areas. And it notes “significant progress” in 
implementing the $1.1 billion National Innovation 
and Science Agenda to drive future productivity. 
But with the digital speed and disruption and the 
interconnectedness of the global economy the 
challenge remains in predicting exactly what the 
outlook will be. 

The forecast deficit was $29.4 billion for 2017-
18, with the government is projecting a return 
to a $7.4 billion surplus in 2020-21. However, 
expert commentators have questioned some of 
the assumptions on economic growth relied upon 
for the projected surplus. For business owners, 
workplace relations remain complex and access to 
finance for growth still seems tough in the post-GFC 
environment. 

However, in his budget speech Morrison was 
adamant a corner had been turned, with the 
message one of determination to seize those better 
days ahead. What the government has delivered 
includes the tax breaks to let small business have 
the confidence to plan ahead and free up extra cash 
for growth. If you are running a business, it’s time 
to take advantage and upgrade. And when you do, 
how about letting your customers know about it? 
Confidence is catching and a strong small business 
sector is a win-win for all.

Cost of living pressures, rapid technological change and political uncertainty 
have been important themes for the spending public, bringing household 

budgets into focus.
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I t’s been a while since we relied on monochrome 
mainframes that took up entire rooms to get 

some simple processing done. But if the popular 
vision of government processes and bureaucracy 
remains somewhat similar, you may have thought 
getting access to tenders was too locked down or 
laborious to even consider wasting time or effort on 
as a small business.

But going the way of the blinking dials and spooling 
tape is the old way of securing contracts, with an 
overhaul of the government tendering process 
aimed at making it possible for smaller technology 
companies, among others, to compete with the 
established industry players for service contacts.

Overall government contracts in information and 
communications technology (ICT) are worth as much 
as $9 billion annually and the plan is to funnel 10 per 
cent – or $900 million - towards entrepreneurial tech 
suppliers.

It’s part of the federal government’s ongoing National 
Innovation and Science Agenda to help drive future 
productivity and take advantage of opportunities 
in the ever-changing digital landscape. In being a 
better customer, the government is hoping it can 
foster more innovative companies and transform the 
local tech ecosystem. 

Along with smaller, more agile businesses will come 
opportunities for shorter, innovative projects which 
are easier to manage on this scale. Instead of taking 
years, these may be months for instance.

It’s appropriate that such a scheme is being run online 
through what is known as the Digital Marketplace, 
launched last year by the Department of Industry’s 
Digital Transformation Agency (DTA). It draws on 
ideas and software from the UK digital marketplace 
service and replaces the old method of referring to 
“panels” of preselected suppliers.  

Government service reform and the 
opportunity for small business

The government plans to funnel $900 million towards 
entrepreneurial tech suppliers.

The federal government’s ongoing National Innovation and Science Agenda to 
helps drive future productivity and take advantage of opportunities in the  

ever-changing digital landscape.
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The culture of startups in Australia and elsewhere is 
anything but lumbering and the change will add new 
players to a market traditionally dominated by blue-
chip global tech companies. 

How does it work?

For any small business, the adage “time is money” 
is hitting harder than ever. As such, complicated 
tender processes are simply not practical. What 
the Digital Marketplace aims to be is a place where 
buyers and sellers can connect at any time through 
an easy to create “digital shopfront” that reduces 
this commitment to a few hours. 

It is simply a case of using the service to set up an 
online profile to showcase what you have to offer. 
Further time savings come from only needing to 
respond to key requirements in the buyer briefs 
across all tiers of government – local, state and 
federal - while access to a “Master Agreement” 
simplifies legal interactions and costs.

Digital Marketplace head Catherine Thompson, 

who herself came from a tech startup background, 
encourages businesses to register their interest in 
becoming a seller.

“We’re seeing a lot of positive feedback, from both 
government users and business,” Thompson says. 
“We expect the Marketplace will continue to cultivate 
more buyers and sellers.”

There are currently listings for 572 buyers from 150 
entities across government with more than $24 
million worth of business awarded in the first nine 
months of operation.

When the Marketplace rollout expanded and opened 
for sellers in February this year, new areas unveiled 
included cyber security, data science, content 
and publishing, marketing, communications and 
engagement, as well as support and operations.

Businesses can also add relevant “badge types” 
– including for Indigenous-owned or disability 
enterprises which can help government buyers 
support their diversity procurement targets.

Thinking for the future

As well as being a meeting place and connection 
point for buyers and sellers of existing services, 
the Marketplace is also set to launch a facility to 
allow government agencies to pitch digital business 
challenges for creative suppliers to first solve, and 
then deliver.

“This will allow government to create blue sky 
thinking opportunities, giving businesses the 
chance to develop innovative digital solutions for 
government,” the Digital Marketplace website says.

As a vanguard example, the service recently 
supported the $50 million Smart Cities and Suburbs 
grants program with a pilot (closing on June 30, 
2017) to kick start projects that apply innovative 

The change will add new players to a market traditionally 
dominated by blue-chip global tech companies. 
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technology-based solutions to urban challenges.

Thompson says: “The Marketplace is a move away 
from the old method of referring to ‘panels’ of 
preselected suppliers. We’re building an ecosystem 
where government buyers and sellers can connect 
at any time.”

Evolution of an idea

When the Digital Transformation Agency first started 
the Marketplace, however, it was much closer to 
the traditional panel model. It came with 254 pre-
approved sellers who had mostly done business with 
government before. But within a month of opening 
up to seller registrations the Marketplace had more 
than 800 started applications focusing on outcomes-
based service specialities. 

To get involved, interested businesses can register 
in about three hours and create their shopfront 
before going through any longer processes. When 
an opportunity comes up you can ask for an agile 
assessment on whether you qualify based on the 
information you have provided, without necessarily 
having to do any more. For government buyers, it’s 
fully searchable, freeing up time on that end too.

Essentially, to keep everything simple and avoid 
costly upfront commitments, each seller pitches in 
a few hundred words on how they meet the criteria, 
their price, and when they can start. The “plain 
English” Master Agreement aims to streamline 
documentation to avoid taking on costly legal fees 
simply to get to the playing field. (Of course, you 
still need to know what the legal and regulatory 
frameworks are for your business.)

It is hoped the type of services being offered as 
a result will be more innovative and diverse with 
agencies encouraged to seek out the smaller 
and medium-sized players. For instance, with 
cybersecurity such a key concern, it is hoped smaller 

local security experts will now be able to lend their 
skills to benefit both government and industry. With 
the market more easily accessible and competitive, 
it is hoped changes will follow in the way agencies 
approach procurement and risk as well as prompting 
a greater push for transparency.  

The sort of strategies being championed by the 
Digital Transformation Agency are known to have 
the prime minister’s personal backing, with the 
approach being filtered out into the public services.

Other ICT measures that fall under the $1.1 billion 
“innovation agenda” and aimed at encouraging 
startups include expanding and extending the 
“regulatory sandbox”. This lets fintech businesses 
test a wider range of financial and credit services 
without a licence and has been loudly welcomed by 
those in the industry offering alternative solutions.

Other changes and opportunities for 
government contracts

Aside from specific ICT initiatives, the federal 
government has been revising its Commonwealth 
procurement rules more broadly, which may provide 
opportunities for your business. 

Under rules which came into effect in March, suppliers 
tendering for government business worth more than 
$80,000 will have to demonstrate their capability to 
meet “Australian standards”. Agencies must make 
reasonable enquiries into labour, occupational 
health and safety and environmental regulations 
before awarding the tender. This means companies 
will be judged on their treatment of workers as well 
as their safety and environment records.

In addition, for contracts of more than $4 million, the 
government needs to consider the “economic benefit 
of the procurement to the Australian economy”.

While opinion is divided on how this will play out, 
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if you can demonstrate a high level of compliance 
this could be another clear way to differentiate your 
offering and make it more attractive. Having a good 
understanding of what the standards are is a start, 
as is being able to provide the relevant certificates 
and statements. And for those larger contracts, 
being able to demonstrate a positive effect on local 
jobs and other economic knock-on effects is also a 
plus to your bid.

Overall, these particular changes may mean more 
local workers and suppliers have further opportunity 
in tenders at the Commonwealth level, with value for 
money not the sole consideration when awarding 
contracts.

Within a month of opening up to seller registrations the Marketplace had more 
than 800 started applications focusing on outcomes-based service specialities.

SECTION II: GOVERNMENT SERVICE REFORM AND THE OPPORTUNITY FOR SMALL BUSINESS
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T he rapid advances in information technology 
and the devices we use to connect to the web 

are part of an ongoing data evolution predicted 
to unlock trillions of dollars globally over the next 
decade. The power of “big data” to drive economic 
activity has been likened to that of oil. Just like the 
more familiar black gold, this data needs to be first 
collected and then refined for businesses to harness 
its full potential.
  
The sort of analytics business needs to understand 
its customers, optimise processes to develop 
new products and get them to market has been 
traditionally available in the form of business 
intelligence open to the big end of town. But with 
the flood of information now easily available as a by-
product of so much of our digital interaction, if you 
are running a small business you can’t afford not to 
be thinking about data too. 

The good news is much of it can be obtained for free 
or low cost using assets you may already have or 
can easily create in minutes from your phone – like 
a simple website or business page on popular social 
media sites.

A recent report from Deloitte Access Economics 
found businesses with higher levels of digital 
engagement had benefited on a range of metrics, 
with a significant “digital dividend” gained from 
embracing digital tools to help grow revenue, create 
jobs and diversify the customer base.

“Applying technologies to business processes and 
functions can help SMBs to focus on their strengths, 
as well as making it easier to stay up-to-date as the 
digital landscape continues to evolve in the future,” 
the Connected Small Businesses study says.

But the report also found that 90 per cent of SMBs 
were not taking full advantage of the sorts of digital 
tools available today, with “inadequate skills” proving 
a barrier for many. Certainly, the constantly shifting 
nature of digital can make it difficult to navigate. 
But it is also why it cannot be ignored if you want to 
stay ahead of the competition and remain relevant 
to the changing needs of your existing and potential 
customers. 

It is the gathering and analysis of information that 
defines big data, with headline applications in 
everything from augmenting human intelligence in 
medicine to facial recognition software for security 
at the airport gateway. For traditional big business, 
the sorts of data sets may be structured information 
like that contained in a bank customer’s transaction 
record. But increasingly, because of how we are 
using the internet, the best data to be mined for 
insights is unstructured – for instance coming from 
our phones, SMS and social media.

Big data for small business

The power of “big data” to drive economic activity has been likened to that of oil.
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The good news for small business is with the right 
tools and a few simple steps this is just the sort of 
data you can use to build your business and optimise 
your workflow and delivery processes. With so many 
tools out there, and more coming all the time, the 
key is to start using the right ones. If you’re not a 
digital native, try talking to one to get you started. 
But for everyone out there, the undeniable power of 
the internet giants we use every day is there to be 
harnessed with a suite of tools to suit every business 
and function.

The power of search

The information overload created by the low barriers 
to entry of the internet mean for businesses wanting 
to take advantage of the digital age even getting 
noticed at all may be the hardest part.

And with Google having used its innovative algorithm 
to take over and dominate search engines, they 
are probably a good place to start when looking to 

harness tools to surface your business offering: this 
really is your shopfront in the digital age and Google 
has all sorts of applications to help you get the most 
out of it.

Depending what sort of business you are, it may be as 
simple as making sure you have a search optimised 
website and are listed and ranking well on Google 
Maps. The service Google My Business is where you 
create and update your listing to make it stand out.

But if you are really wanting to start taking advantage 
of data, why not go with information gathered from 
your own digital assets? Google Analytics is the 
company’s free traffic-monitoring tool that lets you 
see data on where visitors are coming from and 
how long they are staying on your site. Over time 
you can look at the trends to see what you need to 
do to better meet customer needs in line with your 
business goals. 

You can also monitor social media activity and 
plug in other data sources. While search engine 
optimisation (SEO) is based on many factors, you 
can help optimise your web pages by finding out 
what keywords are leading people to your site. You 
can easily grant access to members of your team by 
adding them as a user, via their email account. The 
tool will let you use the data to gain insight into your 
customers across your channels. 

This is just some of what Google has to offer. Again, 
remember when it comes to harnessing big data it 
is the analytics rather than the size of the data set 
that defines its value. These insights are where you 
can start to optimise your product, processes and 
people.

Customer insights from social 
networking

The social network that started it all isn’t just for fun. 
The unprecedented personal data harnessed each 

It is the gathering and analysis of information that defines big data.
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month from Facebook’s 1.8 billion users all over 
the planet is what drives the value for advertisers 
looking to target their messages with more precision 
than ever. The aim is to tap into the customer’s 
mindset and deliver useful information when and 
where they need it most – all through the power 
of big data analytics. The modern web has meant 
this interaction is a two-way street – you need to 
be where your customers are hanging out and this 
is their social media platform – almost ubiquitously 
accessed through mobile. To be in business you 
need to listen to what your customers have to say 
here and what they are looking for and sharing with 
their friends. 

Much like Google, there are tools to build your 
presence with Facebook Pages so people can find out 
about you and connect. It’s also the place for visual 
stories to showcase your product on Instagram and 
inspire them to let others know about it. 

So whatever your business goals are right now – 
whether creating awareness for your product or 
service or generating leads and boosting sales – 
this is a place where customers are spending their 
time and open to suggestions if you can build the 
relationship just right. Once you know who your 
customers are at a personal level and what they 
are thinking – just like the world offline – you can 
reconnect with the people most likely to buy.

Facebook’s Director of Brand Naomi Shepherd says 
an extremely powerful and under-utilised tool is the 
platform’s Lookalike Audience. Shepherd says it’s for 
small businesses who know the types of customers 
who are buying their products and who want to 
extend this reach through the power of the network.

“When you plug in the details to Facebook or 
Instagram we can find you people that look like your 
best customers,” Shepherd says. “We can instantly 
expand that audience for you. Traditionally these 
sorts of tools were only available to big business but 
we have democratised it.”

She says there are 70 million businesses on Facebook 
worldwide and the reasons are clear: “It’s because 
it’s really fast and it’s free and super easy to set up. 
You can see what’s resonating with customers by 
accessing insights directly with Facebook Audience 
Insights – all that is made available.

“The best thing you can do is to start posting then 
test and learn and rapidly iterate and apply it the next 
day and the next. What small business can do is they 
can do that really quickly.”

Reaching the decision makers

Building the right relationships is also key to the tools 
offered on professional networking giant LinkedIn. 
Aside from the connections needed to find the right 
people to grow your business, the site is there to 
generate buzz. It’s all about reputation and word-of-

To be in business you need to listen to what your customers have to say here 
and what they are looking for and sharing with their friends. 
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mouth here – and that’s brand. The tools on offer can 
help you demonstrate expertise in your market and 
help turn contacts into business relationships. It’s a 
place where you can build a company page, create 
a community of followers from your target audience 
and share valuable content with them in feeds across 
devices.

Signing up to the premium service offers greater 
levels of insight from the data gathered by the site 
to see who is looking at you and letting you reach 
out. In terms of leads, with the focus on professional 
networking, you can find the decision makers you 
need to make a sale. The site’s Sales Navigator tool 
lets you research and home in on key players within 
a trusted community with advanced search filtering 
for potential customers. This may be of particular 
importance for B2B markets.

Again, it is the strength of the personal data 
gathered through social networking that allows your 
business to target your message and build a relevant 
community of potential buyers and advocates.

Getting agile for the future

However you decide to use web tools and data 
analytics to better understand your customers and 
build your business, you can be sure there is an 
application out there to make it all happen smoother 
and faster. And don’t be turned off by terms like “big 
data” – it’s clear this is just as relevant and accessible 
for small business these days.

Wherever there is a business or customer need 
- known or unknown - there will be a startup 
somewhere providing it. And you can be sure they 
will be using digital tools like these to let you and 
everyone else they can possibly reach know about 
it. Local successes include Atlassian whose Jira 
project management tool has become a mainstay 
for organising small teams get the job done in an 
intelligent, streamlined way without cumbersome 

paper processes. 

Other tools out there help with customer relationship 
management by crunching data gathered from 
mailing lists and increasing personalisation and 
targeting. You can use tools to automate tiresome 
but vital tasks like logging sales activity or tracking 
customer interactions. 

While each business will have its own level of 
demand for digital services and technology, analysis 
suggests the more you get involved the better. Digital 
is a key part of Australia’s plan to grow economy and 
increasingly those who don’t take advantage of it will 
simply be left behind as a footnote, lost somewhere 
in the sea of data.

The LinkedIn tools on offer can help you demonstrate expertise in your market
and help turn contacts into business relationships. 
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N o matter what the scale or type of business 
you are in, there’s one asset you need to get 

absolutely right: your people. Despite the growing 
influence of technology and automation on so many 
processes today, business leaders rate talent issues 
as the number one threat to growth. The corollary 
is that having the right people in your venture is 
your most powerful engine for attracting customers 
and growing revenues. So why do many businesses 
struggle when building their talent pool, when it is 
clearly critical to success?

While the relationship between your people and your 
customers is intertwined, the first thing to recognise 
is they are not the same thing. When hiring, you need 
a clear strategy to attract exactly the type of person 
you want. 

For small businesses, an innovative, targeted 
approach is even more important to cut through the 

noise of the digital age. You need to make sure your 
business stands out and also not be flooded with the 
wrong sorts of applications that will simply waste 
your valuable time.

“The trick when you are trying to attract talent is how 
you get across who you are as an organisation and 
what you are about,” says behavioural scientist and 
coaching psychologist Aaron McEwan, HR Advisory 
Leader at CEB, now Gartner.

“It’s about attracting very specifically the people 
you want. The first part is to really clearly identify to 
articulate your employee value proposition. You’ve 
got very savvy consumers now who are skeptical 
of corporate messaging and don’t respond well to 
corporate motherhood statements.”

Innovative, targeted hiring

McEwan cites the example of Aspen Medical, a global 
provider of health services with a focus on placing 
talent in remote communities and crisis situations 
– like an ebola outbreak in Africa. The challenge is 
how to attract members of the medical community 
– from doctors to nurses and paramedics – who 
already have a high demand for their services into 
challenging situations. 

The solution is to use a strategy he calls “branding 
for influence” rather than “branding for appeal” you 
might use when selling a more conventional product 
like a soft drink. “The message might be to take three 
months off to change the world and have a once in a 
lifetime experience,” McEwan says.

The next step is to use the right channels. For doctors 
it might be LinkedIn. (During Australia’s mining 

People and profit: 
Hiring talent, acquiring customers

and growing revenues

Why do so many businesses struggle when building their talent pool, 
when it is clearly critical to success?
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boom another company used ad space during flights 
from Perth to outlying towns.)

With many shy of recruiters and their pitch, Aspen 
used technology to give GoPro cameras to first 
responders already on scene, jumping out of 
helicopters in hot zones and sharing their stories on 
social media to highlight the experiences available to 
team members. 

Walking the walk

But having hired the right talent, business really 
needs to deliver on their promise to retain staff. 
Results from the latest CEB Global Talent Monitor 
survey say Australian workers show greater loyalty 
to companies that help them futureproof their skills 
and enhance their career development.

Low wage growth has contributed to a low 
confidence in the jobs market locally, and hits hard at 
engagement. The survey shows while workers intend 
to stay in the jobs they have, their discretionary effort 
– extra work that they’re willing to do – is trending 
down. 

One way to remedy this, says McEwan, is to provide 
experience that increases their market value but also 
offer them a career path within the organisation. 
Flexibility is another important attractor in Australia 
right now, and it’s a company value that can also help 
on the revenue front: your customers are desiring 
exactly the same sort of flexibility.

McEwan says smaller, nimble businesses are well 
placed to offer these sort of measures as their point 
of difference and provide a real incentive to take 
talent from some of the larger businesses out there. 
“The largest fear big companies have is that they are 
going to be threatened by a small business that is 
more innovative and creative and can move faster,” 
he says.

Look at the big picture

For Chief Potential Officer at strategic advisory firm 
Bendelta Anthony Mitchell one of the greatest pitfalls 
for small business is in not setting their sights high 
enough when they hire. 

In his role, Mitchell works with CEOs, boards and 
senior executives to help drive organisational 
performance and says with the perennial pressures 
on time and money, businesses may focus on the 
short term pain and attempt to get someone in 
quickly.

“They are not setting themselves up for success,” 
he says. “They either shortcut the process or offer 
insufficient [incentives] to attract the right people.” 
This can set up a vicious cycle of staff churn which 
damages the long-term future of the business and 
erode confidence within.

While remaining mindful of the immediate needs, 
the recruitment process needs to focus on what the 
business is trying to achieve overall with a vision of 
the ideal employee and taking the appropriate steps 
and time to attract them.

The corollary is that having the right people in your venture is your most 
powerful engine for attracting customers and growing revenues.
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“It’s about what do I need to say so that the kind of 
person that we need sees this as a good place to come 
to and how do I reinforce that at all the touchpoints 
as they go through the recruitment process.”

Hiring with rigour

Instead, many businesses fall into the trap of having 
unstructured processes that mean the hiring is often 
determined by superficial circumstances – like the 
time of day the interview has taken place. “Hunger 
and tiredness play a disproportionately high role 
in recruitment decisions,” Mitchell says. And he’s 
serious.

Instead, try replacing this with a more rigorous 
process with structured behaviour event interviewing, 
simulations, job tryouts and intense reference 
checking. “It becomes much more evidence driven 
then. The more steps you ask someone to go through 
the more likely they are to accept the offer, stay 
longer and are committed. You need to make clear 
you are determined to be committed to the process.

“If you go through this then the vicious cycle becomes 
virtuous. As you get an increasing proportion of 
good people you get a multiplier effect. It becomes 
very magnetic. It starts getting easy to attract more 
people. People are hearing about you and seeing the 
calibre of people who are working there. It requires a 
long term mindset.”

He says the principle remains the same no matter 
what the size of your business, with the approach 
being scaled appropriately. “Know what you are 
looking for and make the opportunity attractive to 
your ideal employee. Have a rigorous process to 
have the confidence to know you are making a high 
quality hiring decision. If it’s not at the top of your 
list for the business it’s very close. It’s hard to think 
of something more important than getting the right 
people. The people you have in the organisation have 
a tectonic impact on the success and on the future of 
your business.”

How to attract and keep 
a new generation of workers

Mitchell says workers today have very high 
expectations of the businesses they want to become 
a part of. For a generation that has come of age 
digitally, the thinking is computers can take care of 
the processes and the environment they are seeking 
needs to keep them highly motivated and engaged. 
The significant cultural change is that “organisations 
are seen as vehicles for self-actualisation and not 
just a pay check.”

“Broadly speaking the age of the command and 
control organisation is dead. No one wants to be 
somewhere where they are not valued for their 
talent, creativity, ideas, energy and their whole 
person. This is a generation that cares about society, 
the environment, human rights and they want an 
organisation that cares that these things are a 
priority in their life too.”

Many businesses fall into the trap of having unstructured processes that mean 
the hiring is often determined by superficial circumstances.
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And with this in mind, the traditional annual 
engagement survey doesn’t cut it anymore either. 
Digital workers are used to quicker ways of giving 
their feedback. Instead try pulse surveys, online 
jams, live polling or mood monitoring apps on 
phones to track changes at different times of the day.

If you can get this right, the field is set for a business 
that will thrive doing what it does best. Because now, 
more than ever in the age of social media and instant 
feedback, a loyal, engaged and talented workforce 
can help transfer these very same qualities to an 
ever-growing base of customers – whatever business 
you are in.

Mitchell says workers today have very high expectations of the businesses
they want to become a part of. 
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L ooking at the headlines, the pace of globalisation 
driven by technological change has created 

waves of uncertainty for businesses large and small. 
But along with a shrinking world has come the 
opportunity for entering, discovering, and creating 
new markets as barriers move or dissolve entirely in 
this ever-shifting environment. Where once a local 
market stall or hand-delivered brochures were the 
perfect start to building awareness of your product 
and provide a stepping stone to bigger and better 
things, in the digital age these same connections 
can be made virtually anywhere. 

If you can create the right product at the right price 
you will always find a buyer. And just like establishing 
trust and rapport behind the counter or with a client 
in person, these same basic business values matter 
and endure online. It’s just that doing it digitally can 
give you access to a much wider base with more 
opportunities to scale faster than ever before.

As well as crossing geographic borders, increased 
knowledge of your buyers’ habits gained from social 
networking and other digital tools mean market 
segmentation is also becoming more sophisticated. 
Instead of just guessing what your customer is 
thinking the data is there to start thinking about a 
whole new market entirely. 

The recent reaction to Amazon’s latest expansion 
shows exactly how disruptive such thinking can 
be. After starting as an online bookseller in the 
1990s, the retailing giant is now one of the top tech 
companies dominating our lives. The company’s 
recent acquisition of Whole Foods for $US13.7 
billion – its largest ever – signals a serious move into 
grocery stores in the physical realm, which follows a 
slow rollout of bricks and mortar book stores in the 
US.

The Whole Foods play is the latest in a line that 
includes cloud computing services, logistics and 
entertainment. The company has a clear philosophy 

How to think about new markets
in an ever-shifting environment

In the digital age, connections can be made virtually anywhere.

“Reaching people isn’t the problem – it’s understanding what people need and 
being able to meet it,” says Naomi Shepherd, Facebook’s Director of Brand.
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of upending any sector they get involved in. For 
Amazon, the so-called “everything store” dubbed a 
“country killer” by analysts, it seems nothing is off-
limits when forging new markets for their business.

Rather than being rattled by the inevitable, think of 
the digital ecosystem as a place where ideas about 
developing and expanding into new markets can 
naturally thrive more easily than ever. It just depends 
on embracing the opportunity and becoming 
engaged with the ever-shifting digital future.

Facebook Director of Brand Naomi Shepherd says 
180 million people around the world are connected 
to a business in Australia through Facebook – mostly 
through their mobile devices – and small businesses 
are well-placed to move quickly to find new markets. 

“The possibilities really are borderless,” Shepherd 
says. “You can reach people in India tomorrow if you 
want to – that’s very easy to do. You can reach people 
around the block or around the globe. Reaching 
people isn’t the problem – it’s understanding what 
people need and being able to meet it.

“Facebook and Instagram can be used to make a 
small business seem like a much larger business. 
Interact with customers and find out what they want. 
The minute you start posting all that information 
on how your customers are reacting is instantly 
available - and that’s gold.
You’ve got a better ability now to create a product and 
a service for an unmet need. That’s when a business 
grows - when you become customer-obsessed.”

So whether your new market is created through 
a new product, or taking your local goods global, 
it’s how you think about playing the opportunities 
unlocked in the digital environment that is key. The 
following are some businesses that have used the 
changes to their advantage.

Unique crafts going global

While Amazon may be the juggernaut upending 
industries worldwide, another innovative platform 
has been taking local micro-business products and 
connecting them with buyers in markets they would 
never have dreamed of before.

Amazon: it seems nothing is off-limits when forging new markets 
for their business.

Amazon is now one of the top tech companies dominating our lives.
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Etsy is somewhat like the eBay for the sorts of arts 
and crafts, homewares and accessories you would 
find in your favorite neighbourhood specialty store.

Since starting in an apartment in the New York 
suburb of Brooklyn in 2005, Etsy now connects 
millions of buyers and sellers “across borders, 
languages and devices”. It’s a place that lets creative 
entrepreneurs start their business at whatever level 
they are comfortable and find buyers looking for their 
unique offerings. The latest stats show 1.7 million 
active sellers and 28.6 buyers, netting as much as 
$2.39 billion in gross annual sales. 

The virtue is finding and connecting artisans and 
buyers from all over the world and there are offices 
in Europe, the UK, the US, Canada, Japan and locally 
in Melbourne.

In keeping with its handcrafted business philosophy, 
the company states its mission is “to re-imagine 
commerce in ways that build a more fulfilling and 
lasting world”.

Bricks and mortar, only virtual

With housing affordability in cities like Sydney and 
Melbourne becoming something of a pipe-dream 
for a generation largely shut out of the market, one 
company has seen an opportunity to create another 
way in.

The BRICKX property investment platform was this 
year’s winner of the Canstar Innovation Excellence 
Award and offers a way to invest in Australian 
residential property for under $100.

It’s done by buying a “brick” – a fraction of a property 
in their available portfolio – which you can use to 
earn rental income and sell later for capital returns. 
The company buys properties and breaks them into 
10,000 portions – or bricks – which are initially sold 
at purchase cost. 

While it may not realise the classic version of “the 
great Australian dream”, the system has the potential 
to create a new way of looking at transactions that 
were never really considered before. 

It’s an example of how innovative thinking has 
created a new market in the face of what is becoming 
a headline challenge for those living and working in 
our major urban centres.

All creatures great and small

Another national obsession that has been ripe for 
a digital makeover is our pets. The multi-channel 
Melbourne-based My Pet Warehouse uses a 
streamlined distribution model to deliver supplies 
and accessories for pet owners that have helped 
generate more than $30 million in annual turnover.

Founder Philip Bartholomew had his “light bulb” 
moment when he realised he was driving 10km to 
find treats for his dog and knew there had to be a 
better way. As well as having traditional physical 
locations, the online store is now the largest for pets 
in Australia with more than 8000 product lines with 
fast delivery across the country. 

“Your customers know what they want,” Bartholomew 
has said. “Just listen to them.”

Going beautiful, naturally

After quitting corporate life in 2011, Irene Falcone 
started selling natural beauty products on her 
website through her popular Facebook page. She 
realised there was a market out there for her after 
she started posting about natural ingredients and 
found readers were asking her where they could 
get them. Since starting with just $100 and a few 
suppliers, the business now has an annual turnover 
of $20 million, selling thousands of products.
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Falcone credits social media with helping to drive 
awareness about chemicals in beauty products and 
raising her own awareness of the need out there. A 
Telstra Women’s Business Awards NSW category 
winner.
 

Scaling up from baby steps

With more Australians heading back to work sooner 
after having children comes the demand for more 
flexible childcare arrangements. Lullaby Nanny 
Share founder Nikita Cosgrave saw a gap in the 
market, especially for professional women in their 
30s and 40s in Sydney facing already high costs of 
living but needing help.

The business lets families bring down the cost of 
a nanny through sharing the care with others in a 
similar position. You can share with a friend or family 
member or choose matches with other families 
actively looking through the service. Cosgrave has 
helped build her business by connecting with mums 
and listening to their needs through Facebook. It 
is an Australian Small Business Champion Awards 
winner. 

From these examples, large and small, it’s clear 
when looking to break into new markets from a 
small space, it’s all about doing what you do best but 
thinking about it in a fresh, digital way. And when you 
do, the possibilities can be endless.
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