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RESEARCH AIM The aim of this study was to fill a knowledge gap and generate baseline evidence on the scale and nature of
immigrant women’s entrepreneurship from non-English speaking backgrounds in Greater Darwin by engaging with community
leaders.
KEY FINDINGS
• At the 2016 Census, there were 622 immigrant-born
women entrepreneurs from major non-English
speaking backgrounds.
• Immigrant-born women typically own and operate
micro-size businesses. These are businesses that
employ the owner and up to 4 people.
• As a proportion of all women entrepreneurs in
Greater Darwin, the immigrant-born share grew from
27% (2004) to 35% (2016 Census).
• In recent years, migration to the NT from Asia has
been highly feminised and concentrated in the family
and skilled migration streams. It is likely that many
immigrant women entrepreneurs captured by the
2016 Census and by this study have migrated through
these streams.
• Of all regions of birth, at the 2016 Census, Asia and
Europe had the highest proportions of women
entrepreneurs in Greater Darwin. The Asian-born had
high proportions of owner managers of
unincorporated businesses, while the European-born
were well represented as owner managers of
incorporated businesses.
• 83% of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs are
partnered, 8.6% are lone parents. Many have at least
one child.
• 77% of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs in
Greater Darwin speak a language other than English
at home and 23% speak only English at home. A
similar proportion (83%) to those who speak another
language at home believe they are proficient English
language speakers.
• The 2016 Census reveals that immigrant-born
women entrepreneurs are represented across a
number of industries for example: health care and
social assistance; administrative and support
services; accommodation and food services;
professional, scientific and technical services; retail;
construction; education and training.
• Workshop with leaders of the major non-English
speaking communities in Darwin corroborated the
above industries of operation for the immigrant-born
women entrepreneurs.
• This workshop further revealed that employing
businesses were typically found in health care, early
childhood education and care, cleaning services, food
services, and hairdressing.
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•

•
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Key motivations to starting a business identified at
the workshop included: limited professional
opportunities; discouraging employer attitudes; in
fewer instances emulating role models in the family
overseas, or following a dream.
Businesses can be operated from premises (e.g. in
healthcare, or personal services), from home (some
services, to manage costs), in hybrid mode (from a
physical location and online or mobile).
Barriers to entrepreneurship reported at the
workshop for immigrant women included: no access
to capital; insufficient understanding of the
Australian business culture; not knowing where to
seek business advice and consequently doing
everything on their own by ‘trial & error’; culturally
and socially persistent gender roles in their
communities incongruent with their entrepreneurial
ventures.
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Introduction
This research brief discusses findings from a pilot project conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2017-2018, on
the scale and nature of immigrant women’s entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin, Northern Territory. It focused on
immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from major non-English speaking backgrounds. At the 2016 Census there were
622 entrepreneurs falling into this category in Greater Darwin (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2016a). The impetus
for the study was provided by anecdotal knowledge about their entrepreneurial activities and a lack of tangible, research
evidence-based information about them. It presented an opportunity for community leaders to discuss entrepreneurial
activities of women immigrants in their communities and to help fill a scholarly knowledge gap about this group. In
Australia and in other developed countries their entrepreneurship remains an underdeveloped area of inquiry falling
between the fields of immigrant entrepreneurship (Lever-Tracy et al. 1991; Min and Bozorgmehr 2000; Kloosterman
and Rath 2001; Ley 2010) and female entrepreneurship (Hughes 2005; Allen et al. 2008; Still and Walker 2008; Wood
2010; Alkhaled and Berglund 2018). Ethnocultural associations in Greater Darwin (please refer to ‘Project design and
ethics’ below) enthusiastically participated in this project, which was a testimony to the importance of this phenomenon.
Anecdotally and as per the 2016 Census data for Greater Darwin, immigrant-born women typically own and operate
micro-size businesses. These businesses employ the owner and up to four (4) people. It is worth mentioning that this
form of business dominates in the small business sector in the NT, where it represents 87% of the sector, and also
nationally, where it accounts for 89% of it (Northern Territory Government (NTG) 2021; Australian Small Business and
Family Enterprise Ombudsman (ASBFEO 2019). Currently, there are no freely available data in Australia that would
enable tracking, on an annual basis, changes in the number of immigrant-born women who are entrepreneurs.
Discontinued data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2005) show that in 2004, in Greater Darwin, 27% of
women entrepreneurs were immigrant-born. This suggests they are important contributors to the local economy, yet
they remain an obscure resource. This result was similar to the national proportion of immigrant-born women
entrepreneurs in 2004 – 28.2%. Interestingly, the proportion of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs in Australia grew
twice as fast between 2003 and 2004 than immigrant-born men (1.2% vs. 0.5%), while the Australian-born women and
men entrepreneurs recorded negative growth in this period (ABS 2005). The 2016 Census data enabled calculating that
35% (or 832) of all women entrepreneurs in Greater Darwin were immigrant-born (ABS 2016b).
Considering documented feminization of migration worldwide, 48% of all international migrants in 2015 were women
(Donato and Gabaccia 2016), the fact that immigrant-born women have represented 50% of the immigrant stock in
Australia between 2000 and 2020 (United Nations (UN) 2020) and that they represent one of the fastest growing groups
of entrepreneurs in the OECD economies (Baycan-Levent 2010), it can be anticipated that once international migration
resumes post-pandemic, women will continue to immigrate to Australia to settle with the intention of being
economically active. Generating and sharing new knowledge about these entrepreneurs is therefore most timely.
Understanding their day-to-day experience can pave the way to improved support systems, information and advice for
them, which, in turn, may entice and support more immigrant-born women to become entrepreneurs.
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Project design and ethics
Aims and objectives: The aim of this study was two-fold. First, to enhance understanding of the scale and nature of
immigrant women entrepreneurship in the 18 largest, non-English speaking communities in Greater Darwin. Second, to
fill a scholarly knowledge gap about these entrepreneurs and develop a knowledge base for a larger-scale project on
this topic. The project received ethics clearance from Charles Darwin University which allowed the name of the country
(community) the participants represented to be used publicly (all of them consented).
The project had the following objectives:
1.

Generate evidence and interpret insights about the scale and nature of immigrant women entrepreneurship
in Greater Darwin including motivations and experiences of conducting business.

2.

Systematize and share the new insights with ethnocultural communities participating in this project and with the
academic community.

Methods: The project used the community size (as revealed by the 2016 Census) and major non-English speaking
backgrounds as the key criteria to determine which community groups to engage with. This was motivated by the fact
that non-English speaking background immigrant communities tend to engage with migrant support services more than
native English speaking immigrant communities (which may include business-related queries) and the former may face
additional or unique circumstances in business. Enforcing these criteria strictly, as it is sometimes the case with research
involving face-to-face interactions with other humans, did not prove entirely possible. For example, some countries
where English is one of the official languages, were included. This has ultimately enriched the data collected in the
workshop and not otherwise. The project had two phases. First, we queried the 2016 Census statistics on immigrantborn women entrepreneurs from non-English speaking backgrounds in Greater Darwin. We considered the following
variables:
(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(e)
(f)
(g)
(h)

Country of birth
Age
Period of arrival in Australia
Relationships at home and children
Language spoken at home
Proficiency in English
Industry of operation and
Status in employment.

The second phase involved a workshop with representatives of 18 ethnocultural community groups (proxies for country
of birth) and two representatives of dual heritage and/or connections. Given the pilot nature of this project, we
deliberately held a workshop with representatives of community groups as a way of mapping out the entrepreneurship
phenomenon. It is anticipated that a larger-scale, follow-up project would involve engagement with immigrant-born
women entrepreneurs. Topics for discussion at the workshop included:
(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(e)

Scale of immigrant women entrepreneurship?
Key motivations for becoming entrepreneurs?
How they become entrepreneurs?
Key industries of operation?
Where do they operate their businesses from?
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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(f) What are the most common forms of business ownership?
(g) Do these businesses provide full time or part time employment?
(h) What contributions do these entrepreneurs make to the community?
The list of countries of birth represented at the workshop was as follows (presented alphabetically): Bangladesh, China,
China/Malaysia. Cyprus, Germany, Greece, India, India/China, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Nepal, Pakistan, Papua New
Guinea, Philippines, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Vietnam, Zimbabwe.
Representatives of the South Korean and the Timor Leste communities were invited but could not attend. It can be
noted that some of the countries represented use English as one of the official languages. A slash sign as in ‘India/China’
stands for a representative’s dual heritage or connections and they commented from the perspective of both
communities. While the representation at the workshop did not ideally match our original intention to engage with 20
largest non-English speaking community groups, participation of individuals with dual heritage, representing countries
where English is one of the official languages, or having more than one representative from a single community (as was
originally intended) benefited the project by adding nuance and depth to the information gathered. The experience of
dealing with bicultural and linguistically diverse participants likely mirrors the experiences of other researchers designing
projects in the immigrant integration space.
Participants in the workshop were women and men. There was no pre-determined proportion how many should be
women and men. They were either community leaders (current or recent), or other respected and knowledgeable
community members (if a community leader was unable to attend). The leaders are elected to their roles, and as such,
we did not have control over who they were. Their role as leaders gives them the up-to-date knowledge about what is
going on in their communities and it is this knowledge that made them perfect participants for the workshop. We did
not require participants to be entrepreneurs in their own right, but it turned out that some of them were.
By bringing the statistical data and evidence gathered during the workshop together we were able to gain a fuller picture
of these women’s entrepreneurship and identify topics for future research.
Data quality and approach: The analysis of the ABS 2016 Census data on immigrant-born women entrepreneurs revealed that
ten-year age groups permit presenting more meaningful results than the usual five-year age groups, especially if crosstabulated with a number of other Census variables. A decision was made to consider immigrant-born women entrepreneurs
aged 20 to 69, as this group closely resembles the usual working age population aged between 15 and 64. Furthermore, at
the 2016 Census in Greater Darwin no immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from the major non-English speaking regions
were found in the 15 to 19 age group and only few in the 20- to 24-year-old group. The latter could partially reflect the
random data distribution that the ABS uses to avoid the release of confidential data. Hence, the results presented in Table 1
and Tables 2 to 8 can be taken to paint the characteristics of the greatest majority of these entrepreneurs.
Another strategy used here to present the data in a meaningful way is to group up specific countries of birth into regions of
origin. These regions are first used in Table 2 and they exclude the major English-speaking countries. Australia and New
Zealand are excluded from ‘Oceania’, ‘Europe’ excludes the UK and Ireland and ‘Americas’ exclude the US and Canada. As
such, both the Census data presented below, and the workshop results, pertain to entrepreneurs who do not come from the
major English-speaking countries. But the Census data, by its nature, paints a picture of the broader community of these
entrepreneurs, covering many more countries of origin than the research team could possibly engage with face-to-face during
the workshop. The tables based on the Census use the concept of ‘usual residence’ derived from it, which is a commonly
taken approach when analysing the characteristics of long-term resident populations.
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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Results from the 2016 Census
Country of birth, sex and age groups: Table 1 shows the gender split in the age groups 20 to 69 in the 20 non-major
English-speaking communities, which were represented at the workshop.
Table 1. Gender split and age groups in the 20 non-major English-speaking communities, usually resident in Greater Darwin,
2016 Census.

Country of
birth /
Age group

20 to 29

30 to 39

40 to 49

50 to 59

60 to 69

All age groups
Total

W

M

W

M

W

M

W

M

W

M

W

M

Philippines

436

291

721

584

516

480

321

224

204

65

2202

1641

3843

Indonesia

96

52

182

65

170

52

90

28

50

29

577

238

823

Malaysia

39

34

65

65

59

55

64

32

52

31

280

220

502

Timor-Leste

22

28

60

34

123

143

124

135

83

74

415

420

828

Japan

17

24

57

67

41

45

9

23

6

12

127

165

292

South Korea

34

51

83

61

19

18

3

6

0

0

137

135

273

247

213

133

227

16

42

8

0

5

7

412

493

905

Pakistan

35

65

31

74

15

20

8

9

3

5

90

169

265

Bangladesh

46

108

44

66

11

19

5

13

6

7

116

218

328

Sri Lanka

35

49

89

99

51

62

26

36

18

20

222

266

486

Vietnam

72

57

123

66

97

60

59

61

32

43

382

287

671

Thailand

60

39

150

39

125

25

94

25

52

3

492

128

618

India

292

337

426

593

137

204

82

84

57

54

990

1276

2265

China (Republic
of)

128

105

140

108

134

79

62

33

36

27

510

350

861

Papua New
Guinea

15

26

38

38

85

69

40

36

40

9

223

171

395

Italy

18

24

23

31

17

17

15

30

25

41

96

145

237

Germany

60

30

82

30

51

48

47

32

54

60

289

198

483

Greece

60

77

72

89

63

91

74

97

97

139

366

489

853

Zimbabwe

45

36

71

52

27

47

26

28

5

17

182

180

356

South Africa

46

52

65

69

76

64

33

54

13

18

229

267

493

1801

1691

2655

2458

1826

1647

1203

983

849

671

8332

7451

15783

Nepal

Total

Notes: Values in this table were randomly adjusted by the ABS to avoid the release of confidential data. Totals may not be the
exact sums of all the components. Source: ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.
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In eight of the 20 communities women outnumber men. These communities (countries of origin) are: the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Vietnam, Thailand, the Republic of China, Papua New Guinea and Germany. In other communities, such as Timor Leste, South Korea and
Zimbabwe, the gender split is nearly equal. The strong presence of women in general immigration to Australia and their strong presence in
the Darwin (NT) communities originating from Asia, have been trends in recent years. Nationally, between 2002-2003 and 2011-2012, the
proportion of women in the total immigration program ranged between some 51% and 53%, whereas in the family migration stream it
ranged between some 60% and 65%. This stream comprises partner (spouse) visas, which women tend to apply for more than males, and
as a result they make up the majority of the family stream immigrants (Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 2013:24; 2011:8).
In the NT, there is readily available data for 1999-2002, which reveals that of all states and territories, the NT had the highest proportion of
women in its settler arrivals (Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) 2000:68, DIMIA 2004:104).
More detailed (if only snapshot) statistics further reveals that immigration to the NT has been driven by movements from Asia and high
numbers of these movers have been women. This further explains why in so many communities shown in Table 1 women outnumber men.
Nearly two decades ago, in 1999-2000, the Philippines, India and Indonesia were already amongst the top countries providing numerically
the highest contributions to the NT population through settler arrivals. In this period, the overall settler arrivals were dominated by women,
who represented 52.2% of all arrivals. Women represented a majority of settler arrivals in the family migration stream (65.7%), which at that
time was the second contributing stream to settler arrivals, after the skilled stream, where 46.8% were women. High proportions of family
stream settlers originated from the Philippines (over 20%), Indonesia and Thailand (DIMA 2000:94-5).
This trend became more pronounced in 2001-2002, when the Philippines moved up to be the second largest contributor of settler arrivals
in the NT (after New Zealand), and for the first time, women substantially outnumbered men (30 vs. 10). There were more women than
men in other top contributing countries: Indonesia and Thailand. The overall proportion of women in the NT settler arrivals also rose to
60.1%. Numerically the largest stream in the settler arrivals was the family migration stream, where women represented 71.7% of all
entrants, but only 48.2% of the skilled migration stream. The family migration stream was dominated by arrivals from the Philippines,
Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam and India (Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) 2004:130-1).
More recently, in 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, there were five and six, respectively, Asian countries of origin in the ten top source countries
in permanent additions to the NT population. In these years, they were strongly represented in the family and skilled migration streams
to the NT. The Philippines was the single country of origin that numerically dominated each stream in both years. In each year, the family
stream migration was dominated by the spouse visas, which accounted for 85.5% and 88.8%, respectively of this stream (DIAC 2011:1278; 2012:141-2). As noted above, it is mostly women who obtain these visas. This supports the data shown in Table 1 and suggests that
many of the women entrepreneurs being the focus of this study entered the NT as family stream migrants.
Age, region of birth and status in employment: The concept of ‘status in employment’ is used by the 2016 ABS Census to describe a
person’s type of employment status in their main job. It captures information whether their enterprise is incorporated or unincorporated,
and whether the enterprise is with or without employees. This is a new, improved variable in comparison to the discontinued 2011 ABS
Census ‘employment type’, which did not capture details regarding employees (ABS 2017).
There are differences between the two types of enterprise. The unincorporated enterprise is legally inseparable from the owner (sole
trader), who is legally responsible for all aspects of it, including debts and losses. There is unlimited liability so personal assets may be
seized to cover a debt. This is the simplest business structure with fewer reporting requirements and is generally lower-cost in comparison
to the incorporated enterprise. Tax returns can be made using the personal tax file number and no separate, business bank account is
required. The incorporated enterprise is registered as a separate legal entity to its owner. It has the same rights as a natural person and
can incur debts. The owner can limit their personal liability and is generally not liable for company debts. There are higher set up and
administrative costs because of additional reporting obligations (Australian Government 2018a, 2018b). Table 2 shows the percentage
breakdown of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from major non-English speaking regions by age group and status in employment.

Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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Table 2. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from non-major English-speaking regions of birth, usually resident in Greater Darwin, by age group and status in employment.

Notes: Europe excludes the UK and Ireland. Oceania excludes Australia and New Zealand and Americas exclude the USA and Canada. The highest proportions of entrepreneurs are in grey
shaded cells. This table is calculated based on ABS tables, where values were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small
percentages (values) and where a single age group is 100% represented in a particular status in employment. The 100% representation usually reflects a small absolute value. Source: ABS
2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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Table 2 shows that of all regions of birth, at the 2016 Census women born in Asia and Europe had the highest proportions
of entrepreneurs. In both regions of origin, these entrepreneurs were found in the middle-aged groups, 40 to 49 and
50 to 59. They were active in most types of statuses in employment.
An interesting preference for the status in employment can be observed in the Asian and European-born in the above
age groups. Table 2 shows that the Asian-born in both age groups had high proportions of owners managers of
unincorporated businesses with or without staff (though in the 40 to 49 age group the second highest proportion owned
and managed incorporated enterprises without staff). By comparison, the European-born in these two age groups,
despite lower proportions, were best represented in the categories of owner manager of incorporated business with or
without staff. Investigating reasons for choosing these types of enterprise with different legal and taxation implications,
and examining whether they best meet the needs of entrepreneurs warrant more research.
In the remaining age groups, there was less entrepreneurial activity overall. That said, it is noted that for the Asian-born
there was a progression from 48.3% of the 20- to 29-year-olds being owners managers of unincorporated businesses
without personnel to 70.7% for the 30- to 39-year-olds. Rather than continuing to increase, there was a reversal in the
40 to 49 age group, where the proportion of Asian-born owners managers of unincorporated businesses with staff rose
to all times high of 83.9%, while the proportion of owners managers of unincorporated businesses without staff
decreased to 62%. This may have implications for policy interventions. It is the Asian-born entrepreneurs in the 20 to
39 age groups who may need information and support to transition to being employing businesses before they move to
the 40- to 49-year-old group. It is in this and the 50- to 59-year-old group where the highest proportion of Asian-born
women entrepreneurs employ staff. More jobs could potentially be created in the local economy if the younger age
groups were engaged with.
Table 2 reveals that entrepreneurship was not as common amongst women born in Africa and Middle East, falling even
more for women born in Oceania. There was minor entrepreneurial activity amongst women born in the Americas; this
covers only Central and South America. The latter result can be interpreted as being location-specific. Migration from
the non-English speaking Americas to Greater Darwin is low in comparison to migration from Asia or Europe.
Finally, Table 2 shows that among all regions of birth, the contributing family worker status was most often found among
the Asian-born women, reaching the all times high of 83.3% for those aged 40 to 49. Much lower proportions of Asianborn women continued in these roles as they grew older, dropping to 61.8% (50- to 59-year-olds) and 28.6% (60- to 69year-olds). Europe was the other region of birth where contributing family workers were recorded in these age groups
but their proportions were much lower. Interestingly, while the Asian-born women were gradually withdrawing from
these roles as they grew older, a reverse trend, albeit small, seems to have occurred among the European-born women.
There was nearly a 7% increase in contributing family workers among the 60- to 69-year-olds.

Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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Period of arrival:
Table 3. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from non-major English-speaking regions of birth, usually resident in Greater
Darwin, by period of arrival in Australia and status in employment, 2016 Census.
Period of arrival

All owners
managers

1956-1965

16

1966-1975

51

1976-1985

103

1986-1995

123

1996-2005

109

2006-2015

189

All arrivals

591

Note: All owners managers refer to: owners managers of incorporated and unincorporated enterprises with and without employees
and owners managers of incorporated and unincorporated enterprises with employees not stated. Contributing family workers are
excluded. In regions of birth, for Europe, the UK and Ireland are excluded, for Americas the US and Canada are excluded, and for
Oceania, Australia and New Zealand are excluded. This table was developed based on more detailed tables build in the TableBuilder,
where cells were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small values. Source:
ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.

Table 3 reveals that immigrant-born women who were entrepreneurs in Greater Darwin in 2016 usually arrived in
Australia from the mid-1970s onwards. There was a noticeable spike in their arrivals to some 189 in the decade from 2006
to 2015. While this might partially be explained by more women’s arrivals in the NT noted earlier, a combination of other
factors has likely also been at play. These could include conditions in the local labour market, these women seeing an
opportunity to start a business and other circumstances that are worth exploring as factors underpinning their
entrepreneurship. Data from the 2021 Census will reveal if this is a one-off increase, or a longer-term trend.
Relationships at home:
Looking at the Asian, European, African and Middle East regions of birth, Table 4 reveals the most common relationships
they had with others at home. Further disaggregation into different statuses of employment (compare Table 2 above) is
possible but too granular for publication and the purposes of this pilot study. Hence, Table 4 shows the aggregate figures
for all statuses in employment cross-tabulated with the most common relationships at home. It can be seen that women
entrepreneurs born in these three regions are overwhelmingly coupled (83% or all shown relationships), lone parents
(8.6%), or lone persons (3.6%).

Immigrant Women Entrepreneurship in Greater Darwin
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Table 4. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from selected non-major English-speaking regions, usually resident in Greater
Darwin, by the most common type of relationship at home, 2016 Census.
All statuses in employment
Relationship at home/Region of birth

Asia

Husband, wife or partner, opposite-sex couple

Europe

Africa & Middle
East

All regions of birth

335

94

34

463

29

9

10

48

4

4

0

8

8

11

0

19

12

8

0

20

Lone parent
Unrelated individual living in family household
Group household member
Lone person

Note: All statuses in employment exclude contributing family workers as they are not owners managers in their own right. Europe excludes
the UK and Ireland. This table is based on ABS tables where cells in this table were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential
data. No reliance should be placed on small values. Source: ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.

Children ever born:
The ABS TableBuilder permits a further insight into the family situation of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs,
though with some limitations. Table 5 below shows how many of these women have or have not got children (aggregate
for all statuses in employment).
One limitation is that this approach reveals the number of children a woman entrepreneur gave birth to but does not
allow gauging if the child(-ren) still live(-s) in the same household and depends on her (and the spouse or partner) for
all their basic needs. It also does not allow gauging if a woman entrepreneur may have caring responsibilities for a
grandchild, a step-child, or a foster child. For the purposes of this paper, it is assumed that all children born still live in
the woman’s entrepreneur home. Considering the most entrepreneurially active age groups are 40 to 49 and 50-59,
many women in these age groups may be realistically expected to still have young or young adult/student children at
home. However, as this is an assumption, figures shown in Table 5 should be seen as approximate rather than absolutely
precise results.
Table 5. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from selected non-major English-speaking regions, usually resident in Greater
Darwin, with and without children, 2016 Census.

All statuses in employment/Region
of birth

Entrepreneurs
No children

One and more child(ren)

Asia

63

327

Europe

24

92

Africa and Middle East

14

33

Notes: All statues in employment exclude contributing family workers who are not entrepreneurs in their own right. Europe
excludes UK and Ireland. Calculations in this table are based on ABS tables where cells were randomly adjusted by the ABS to
avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small values. Source: ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own
calculations using TableBuilder.
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Table 5 reveals that more women entrepreneurs had children than had not. Together with the nature of the
relationships at home discussed above, whether women had or did not have children likely had a bearing on the
characteristics of the business: whether it provided full or part-time employment, how much time an entrepreneur
was able to spend on operating and growing the business, or if the business had employees and how many, to name
just a few. It is also likely that the family situation impacted on the women’s motivations to become entrepreneurs
(Markowska, 2018).
Industry of operation:
Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs are represented across a number of industries, as shown in Table 6. Human
services in particular have high proportions of women employees (see for example Garnett et al., 2008; Golebiowska
et al., 2018) and health care and social assistance fall into this category. Wishing to remain in a familiar industry when
starting a business may provide one explanation for this result. There are vegetables, herbs, mango and citrus fruit
farms on the outskirts of Darwin, which often supply the local and national supermarkets. The women’s presence as
business owners in this sector can be explained as a local phenomenon. Their presence in sectors such as construction
or manufacturing is somewhat less expected because these industries are often male-dominated. The nine remaining
industries have entrepreneurs who mostly work in wholesale trade.
Table 6. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from non-major English-speaking regions of birth, usually resident in Greater
Darwin, by top ten industries of operation.
Industry
Health Care and Social Assistance

# of Operators

%

Rank

104

17.2

1

Administrative and Support Services

93

15.4

2

Accommodation and Food Services

77

12.7

3

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services

54

8.9

4

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing

50

8.3

5

Other Services

48

7.9

6

Retail Trade

40

6.6

7

Construction

37

6.1

8

Inadequately described

27

4.5

9

Manufacturing

26

4.3

10

Education and Training

26

4.3

10

All 9 remaining industries

22

3.6

--

604

100.0

na

All industries

Notes: Non-Australian and non-New Zealand places of birth include all other regions of the world and 'not stated'. In regions of
birth, for Europe, the UK and Ireland are excluded, for Americas the US and Canada are excluded, and for Oceania, Australia and
New Zealand are excluded. This table is derived from ABS tables, where cells were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of
confidential information. Hence, no reliance should be placed on small values. Source: ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own
calculations using TableBuilder.
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Language spoken at home and proficiency in spoken English:
How proficient a business owner-operator is in the English language can be considered an important factor underpinning
the success of their enterprise. The Census questionnaire reveals who speaks only English, including at home, and
captures self-assessed proficiency in spoken English. Table 7 demonstrates that the majority of the immigrant-born
women entrepreneurs in Darwin speak a language other than English at home (77%), while the remainder (23%) speak
only English. As women from the major English-speaking countries such as the US or New Zealand are excluded, the
majority of English speakers only at home may reflect the fact that some of these women may live in households, where
the partner prefers to speak (or knows) only English. Some other may be multi-lingual (e.g. from countries such as India,
Singapore or South Africa) but English is the preferred language at home.
Table 7. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs usually resident in Greater Darwin, by non-major English-speaking region of birth
and language spoken at home, 2016 Census.
Region of birth/All
statuses in employment

Language spoken at home
Language other than English

Asia

Only English
345

65

Europe

86

39

Oceania

9

11

Americas

10

0

Africa and Middle East

17

25

467

140

All regions

Notes: All statuses in employment refer to all owners managers excluding contributing family workers, not stated and not applicable.
The Census variable 'language spoken at home' captures (a) speakers of English only and (b) speakers of other languages. It is not
intended to capture all persons who speak another language at home as well as English. Europe excludes the UK and Ireland, Oceania
excludes Australia and New Zealand and the Americas exclude the US and Canada. This table is based on ABS tables where cells in
this table were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small values. Source:
ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.

Census data presented in Table 8 suggest a similar proportion of those who speak another language than English at
home, believe they can, at the same time, speak English very well or well. These proficient speakers represent 83% (273)
of all other language speakers, while the remaining 17% (77) do not think they speak English well (or they do speak
English at all). Such a high proportion of confident English language speakers (who also speak another language) should
bode well for their entrepreneurial endeavours. That is being said, it is worthwhile investigating why the remainder of
these entrepreneurs do not think they speak English well, what strategies they use to overcome this and how well they
work, and finally what could be done to address this.
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Table 8. Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs from non-major English-speaking backgrounds, usually resident in Greater
Darwin, by proficiency in spoken English, 2016 Census.
Region of birth/all
statuses in
employment

Proficiency in Spoken English/Language
Speaks other language and
English very well or well

Asia

Speaks other language and speaks
English not well or not at all

Speaks English
only

273

69

10

Europe

79

8

31

Oceania

6

0

14

Americas

8

0

0

18

0

29

384

77

84

Africa and Middle East
All regions

Notes: All statuses in employment refer to all owners managers excluding contributing family workers, not stated and not applicable.
The Census variable 'proficiency in spoken English/language' captures all persons i.e. those who speak only English at home and those
who speak a language at home other than English. The proficiency is self-assessed and therefore subjective. Europe excludes the UK
and Ireland, Oceania excludes Australia and New Zealand and the Americas exclude the US and Canada. This table is based on ABS
tables where the cells were randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. Hence, no reliance should be placed on small
values. Source: ABS 2016 Census, authors’ own calculations using TableBuilder.

Another topic that needs exploring (the Census does not provide data for it) is the proficiency in understanding written
English and being able to write in English very well or well. Both are important factors in operating a business day-to-day
and could be explored in face-to-face interviews with the women entrepreneurs.

Findings from the workshop
The workshop in November 2017 provided the opportunity for meaningful and informed discussion about the
phenomenon of immigrant-born women entrepreneurship. This was the first opportunity for community leaders to reflect
upon it as a group.
Scale of immigrant women entrepreneurship and key motivations for becoming entrepreneurs:
Owning and managing a business on a day-to-day basis is a common form of economic activity for many women in the
represented communities. A myriad of motivations were provided and they can be grouped into:
Responding to an economic necessity:
Many women found limited opportunities to work in their professions, which pushed them to set up their own businesses
as a way of maintaining themselves financially. Faced with poor employer attitudes towards immigrants meant that some
felt it was necessary to work for themselves. An example of this was being marginalized at work by not being given
ambitious tasks by a manager who did not believe that an immigrant-born woman could perform them. The tasks were
mundane and the manager provided instructions in a language so simple that it felt offensive. For women with these
experiences, gaining back their professional dignity and the opportunity to earn an income were important. Age
discrimination for mature age immigrant-born women was also cited as a barrier to obtaining employment and a push
factor to entrepreneurship.
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Contributing to family income:
Related to the points above is the realisation amongst many women upon arrival that the high cost of living in Darwin
(Australia) means that two incomes rather than one are needed for a family to sustain itself. Another motivation is to be
meaningfully active during the day and not depend on the Government welfare payments. In many cultures represented
at the workshop the social status of a woman in a family is not equal to a man’s. Becoming a business owner gives these
women more social and economic power but the heritage culture and practices of a community often complicate this
(please see more under ‘Common obstacles to setting up and operating own business”).
Realising a business dream:
Some immigrant women may have a dream and a strong interest in trying something new upon arrival in Darwin. It is
important to note that they are not educationally, culturally and practically (e.g. existing driver’s license) ready to start a
business immediately but they may have a business experience from their country of origin. They will take deliberate
steps to realise it by obtaining a driver’s license, enrolling in university and graduating with a formal Australian
qualification and developing social networks. Others will spend years working for someone else until they feel ready, and
feel that they understand the cultural and work environment in Australia sufficiently to start up their own business. The
business dream scenario applies to single and married women, with the added safety net and support for the latter if
their spouse is Australian-born.
Identifying a market gap:
Another motivation for becoming an entrepreneur comes from a combination of wanting to remain in Darwin
permanently when a visa is coming to an end and identifying a market niche that a woman feels she can fill and make a
living out of it. Setting up and operating a business becomes a strategy enabling her to live in Darwin. It is a way of
remaining professionally active and earning her own living while there are no suitable and available long-term
opportunities available. That is being said, they may hold a part-time job whilst establishing their business. Once the
business is set up and bringing in the income, the sustaining motivations are intrinsic. They include appreciating and
wanting to maintain a sense of professional independence.
Emulating role models:
Some but not many immigrant-born women come from families where parents and/or siblings were or are business
owners abroad, regardless of gender. Growing up in entrepreneurial environments makes the idea of owning and
operating a business an attractive path and this is chosen by some.
How immigrant-born women become entrepreneurs? Do they start up or buy existing businesses?
Women entrepreneurs generally start their business from scratch rather than by purchasing an existing business. They
must have obtained at least permanent residency status before they can move into entrepreneurship. With no history
of operating a business in Australia, it was widely noted that it is impossible to access commercial capital to purchase an
existing business or for a new business (e.g. to furnish a new day care centre a woman wants to set up). A comment was
also offered that real estate agents were not considering immigrant-born women as potential clients - purchasers of
premises for business purposes. Participants identified that regulations and requirements for the Australian business
and investor migration visas are very difficult to meet and are out of reach for immigrant-born women. They move to
Darwin through all other migration streams. Another barrier to obtaining start-up funding is attitudinal. One currently
successful European-born business woman noted that she did not want to obtain a business loan in the first place for
the fear of failing on it.
With few women having a background in business and some having poorer English language skills, their business strategy
may be a joint venture with their husbands. Husbands are typically more connected in the community and have better
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English language skills, which prepares them to be the ‘face of a business’. For example, they may set up the job and
undertake any necessary negotiation, but their spouse, and sometimes her female friends, will do the work. This model
appears to be common in the cleaning services.
Common obstacles to setting up and operating own business
Setting up a business is not an easy feat. Many workshop participants, including immigrant-born women currently
owning and operating businesses, acknowledged that there is a need for a better understanding of the culture, ‘how
the system works’, and in particular the ‘way of doing’ business in Australia for them to be successful. Another obstacle
is not knowing where to turn and who to talk to about business. Echoing this was a comment that it is ‘necessary to
educate yourself how to run a business’. On a semantic level, what was common in the above comments was that the
immigrant-born women needed to find out everything by themselves. The start-up phase was typically by ‘trial and
error’ as they attempted to overcome the many challenges of starting out in a new business. One participant called it ‘a
huge learning curve’. It is very important to note that even after a business becomes successful and the owner gains
confidence, the need for learning about business, in particular, about the relevant taxation, remains high.
Women from several countries highlighted that husbands and their wider communities are not supportive of their desire
to be entrepreneurs. Providing good marital and family support are the hallmarks of a good woman, whilst being
successful in business is not. This success may lead to problems between spouses and result in a divorce. Divorce may
not be culturally and socially accepted. Furthermore, divorced, successful business women who are immigrants can be
socially penalised by their own communities. The role of cultural norms and expectations of gender roles warrant further
attention. As noted earlier, in some communities, for an immigrant-born woman to become an entrepreneur can elevate
her social status and economic power.
Key industries of operation
The main industries in which immigrant-born women entrepreneurs were operating were identified: as (1) health care
and social assistance, (2) administrative and support services, (3) accommodation and food services, (4) professional,
scientific and technical services, and (5), agriculture, forestry and fishing.
Table 9. Main industries of operation.
Industry
Accommodation and food
Administrative & support services
Education and training
Health care & social assistance

Examples of business activities
Catering + selling at Darwin markets, selling at Darwin markets only, catering
only, restaurants
Professional text editing, cleaning services (sometimes wife + husband teams
where husband deals with paperwork, wife and her female friends clean)
Education in arts
Medical centres, early childhood education and care (ECEC) services such as
family day care centres (requirement to possess formal qualifications, first aid,
work with children clearance) and baby-sitting

Personal and other services

Hairdressing salons

Professional, scientific and technical services

Immigration advice

Rental, hiring & real estate services

Consulting in real estate

Source: Community workshop for this project.
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Employment creation for others
Whilst some businesses are non-employing such as various consulting businesses, and those providing arts education,
others do create new employment. Businesses associated with health care, early childhood education and care (family
day care centres), cleaning services, food services and hairdressing, are amongst those. Workshop participants specified
that immigrant-born women who have started and are operating businesses such as family day care centres, or those
who co-own cleaning businesses, employ other women. In the case of hairdressing, some are also inspiring and growing
the next generation of women entrepreneurs by employing apprentices, who are keen to start their own businesses.
Where are businesses operated from?
With an inability to access bank finance, businesses are typically small in size and the number of employees. They are started
and operated from home, rather than from rented premises. In the absence of any business partner who can contribute
capital to start the business, immigrant-born women need to have a paid job elsewhere in order to save for necessary funds.
Often, they need to maintain this paid employment in the initial months of operating a business to make ends meet.
Even when a business becomes self-sustaining and renting premises becomes affordable, a decision may be made
against it. For example, for a woman working in the professional services sector, there are no overhead costs operating
from home and more competitive rates can be offered. There is also the flexibility to arrange her day to both meet with
the clients and run personal errands. This flexibility comes at the expense of a seven-day working week.
In some cases, businesses are operated from home but also offer services and/or information online. An example can be
consulting in real estate. Other types of businesses that are operated from home and which are mobile are those in the
accommodation and food services. The focus is on food services, where food is prepared at home and sold at the markets
and/or women operate home-based catering businesses. There was agreement at the workshop that selling foods at the
markets is a common form of business activity; in some communities around 50% of immigrant-born women entrepreneurs
can be engaged in this sector. Cleaning businesses are also mobile in a sense that they provide services at clients’ premises.
Some examples, medical practices and hairdressing salons, were provided as exceptions to the home-run businesses. It is not
uncommon that immigrant-born women doctors form consortiums and become part owners in a business.
What are the most common forms of business ownership?
Immigrant-born women typically operate their businesses in any of the three forms:
(a) sole operators;
(b) work in business with their spouses, where each person is responsible for different aspects of it: e.g. a woman may be
preparing foods for selling at any of the Darwin markets while their husband will responsible for the book-keeping and
other paperwork, or for lifting heavy items. In this situation, they may be a de facto managers of family business and
nothing will happen without their approval;
(c) joint ownership of a business with partners, for example in health services sector.
Contributions to the community and impacts of business ownership on immigrant-born women entrepreneurs
Immigrant-born women entrepreneurs contribute to the community in many ways. The most obvious contribution is
economic because they create employment and the opportunity to earn an income for themselves and others. Their
ventures create or support their and others’ family incomes. Another related form of contribution is through training
apprentices for the industry, which can also be considered a form of role-modelling. Some owners, such as the owner of
a hairdressing salon, were reported to support her own community’s cultural events by sponsoring them. Another form
of contribution, though likely contestable from the perspective of some cultural communities, is the expansion of the
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employment options for the women themselves, girls and young women, to include entrepreneurship. As notes earlier,
this can socially and economically empower immigrant-born women but also cause them problems at home and in their
cultural communities.
Immigrant-born women can demonstrate entrepreneurial flair in exploring market opportunities, deploy lateral thinking
and problem-solving skills, and utilise the strength and resilience derived from their settlement experience. At a personal
level, particularly when successful, they can feel motivated and empowered, as well as experience a sense of flexibility
and independence.

Discussion
This research brief brings together a detailed account of the characteristics of the immigrant-born women entrepreneurs
from non-major English-speaking backgrounds in Greater Darwin as recorded by the 2016 Census and results from a
workshop with 18 leaders of ethnocultural (non-major English speaking) groups and 2 representatives with dual heritage
and connections. The Census data reveals that among all regions of birth the Asian-born and European-born women are
most active as entrepreneurs. The former prefer operating unincorporated businesses, while the latter are well
represented as owners and managers of incorporated businesses. Entrepreneurial activity among women from Africa and
Middle East as well as Oceania is substantially lower. This suggests that the Darwin community may not be reaping
potential benefits that could be accrued if more immigrant women from these regions engaged in entrepreneurship.
Possible strategies could include targeted information at high schools (available to all girls, of course regardless of their
ancestry) about the opportunities that can be realised through entrepreneurship or discounted or free memberships to
industry-specific associations to enable such new members develop networks and skills.
The Census and the workshop illustrate that single and married immigrant-born women become entrepreneurs. They
both suggest that the married women represent a larger share of this population. The Census further shows that many of
these women have children, which the workshop confirmed. Participants noted that the need to support the family
income or contribute to the family budget were among the key motivations. There is no full agreement between the
Census results and the workshop information as far as the English language proficiency is concerned. The 2016 Census
seems to have captured a very high proportion of proficient English language speakers (83% of those who speak another
language at home), which is not quite reflected in the comments at the workshop, where poorer English language skills
were sometimes associated with the wife-husband business partnership (e.g. in cleaning services). There was a close
overlap between the key industries of operation captured by the Census and reported at the workshop. They included:
accommodation and food (with the focus on food), healthcare and social assistance, administrative and support services,
professional, scientific and technical services, personal and other services and education, to name a few.
The workshop enabled understanding that immigrant-born women turn to entrepreneurship typically because there is a
‘push’ factor rather than a ‘pull’ factor, in other words they are driven by necessity and economic reality. Immigrant-born
women embarking into a career of entrepreneurism necessarily take on a considerable commitment in time and personal
sacrifice. It is a common experience that these aspiring entrepreneurs need to remain engaged in employment in order
for new enterprises to become successfully established, and often sometimes after. In terms of the work-life balance, this
commitment is likely high.
Setting up a new business in a new country, Australia, is a major task. Workshop participants agreed that almost invariably
when an immigrant-born woman becomes an entrepreneur, she will start her venture from scratch, typically from home
and her business will remain small (micro-size). The key barriers identified to setting up a new business include structural
ones (no access to commercial loans due to a lack of a business track record in Australia; real estate agents not considering
immigrant-born women as business clients), not understanding the social and business culture in Australia, not knowing
where to turn for business advice, and doing everything by ‘trial and error’ or learning by herself, with no support. This
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points further to a lack of critical networks that women could mobilise to locate formal and informal advice,
encouragement and ideas. There are also barriers to mindsets, for example, a woman starting her business did not apply
for a business loan because she feared she would fail.
For immigrant communities, traditional gender roles remain influential on the one hand, but immigrant-born women are
actively changing them, and in this process are gaining social and economic respect and power. The complex structuring
role of the heritage cultures and the gendered norms and expectations that many women entrepreneurs are no longer
obeying upon migration to Australia are noted and warrant further research. This research could investigate if and how
their activities may be changing the mindset of young girls and women in their respective communities and if the women’s
entrepreneurial roles may slowly come to be not merely tolerated but celebrated. Participants seemed to agree that in
order to better support immigrant-born women in their ventures, the immigrant-born men need to be afforded attention
and ‘gentle’ education. In their view, this education should focus on explaining that immigrant-born women, just like the
native-born women in Australia, can be economically active, in their own right, and that this is fine. Argumentation might
include the contribution to the family budget, improved self-esteem and well-being of these women.

Conclusion
The unique blend of life experiences and interests of immigrant-born women in Greater Darwin is reflected in the diversity
of their enterprises across a range of pursuits including catering, selling foods at the markets, operating family day care
centres, or providing professional and personal services. But the path to getting there is steep. In light of the workshop
findings, it can be concluded that current and future immigrant-born women entrepreneurs in Darwin might benefit from
a tailored business support program to equip them with business knowledge and skills necessary at the planning, startup and operation periods, as well as, what seems critically missing, the support networks. Such networks could be initiated
in the program if women could work with experienced business people acting as their mentors and promoters. Benefits
could include fewer business errors, bringing in income earlier, which would enable relinquishing the other job that
typically underpins the new business for a while, being part of the business community with access to information about
funding, new opportunities, and for extending the connections even further.
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