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The era of the entrepreneur 
When the CSRIO’s 2016 ‘Tomorrow’s Digitally Enabled Workforce’ report heralds the next 20 years 
as being ‘the era of the entrepreneur’ I cannot help but wonder how many unemployed people 
have entrepreneurial qualities but are being channelled through a job seeking system.  Now is 
clearly the time to change the conversation from job seeking to job creation! 

What is an entrepreneur? 
When I first started researching entrepreneurship five years ago I was initially deceived by the 
stereotype image. A typical entrepreneur seemed to be portrayed as a tech savvy young person 
smugly sharing how they earned their first million dollars. 

When a keynote speaker at a conference in the United States was publicised as being a ‘serial 
entrepreneur’ I was even more concerned.  Thankfully that so called ‘serial entrepreneur’ Jeff 
Hoffman, founder of Priceline.com, did clarify something important for me. 

“Entrepreneurs are problem solvers,” he explained.  “We find a real problem to solve and then 
create a solution.” 

Travelling around rural Australian towns the past five years I have got to hear lots of great stories; 
not of millionaires, but of resourceful people solving important problems and creating successful 
businesses while living in the rural community of their choice. 

Of the three examples of rural entrepreneurs featured on the cover of my book, Entrepreneurship: Its 
Everybody's Business, two of them were without secure employment when they established their 
businesses. 

  

A love of dancing, an underused community hall and no job, inspired tree-changer Rebekka Sherlock 
to set up a dance school in the rural town of Cohuna. 

Green waste was piling up in the Gannawarra Shire, dairy cows were getting mastitis from laying on 
wet ground, and farmers needed to replenish the soil in their paddocks.  Travis Howard’s family had 
just sold their farm so he came up with a mulching business that solved all three problems at once 
and created his own income. 
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But what are the common attributes of an entrepreneur you might wonder and how can you identify 
them in your job network?  Here is what I’ve observed from the many interviews I’ve had with rural 
entrepreneurs. 

 Typically an entrepreneur doesn’t fit into the school system and can be labelled ‘disengaged’ 
or the ‘class clown’.   

 Entrepreneurs love solving a problem and looking for a solution. 
 They have a quiet self-belief and the confidence to persevere. 
  Entrepreneurs have an ability to look at things differently. I refer to it as the ability to look at 

existing landscapes with fresh eyes.  
 Entrepreneurs love to experiment and accept failures as part of their pathway to success.   
 Rather than being the wild risk takers that is a popular perception, they are avid researchers 

and prefer to only take calculated financial risks. 

Why are entrepreneurs important? 
When it comes to understanding why entrepreneurs and business in general are so important, it 
comes down to two important points.  

The first is that we can’t all be employees otherwise who would employ us?  

The second is that we need a majority of our population contributing revenue through the tax 
system to provide all those essential government services such as health, education and welfare that 
our growing population relies on.  This includes funding unemployment service providers and their 
clients. 

With baby boomers reaching retirement age we are fast approaching a catastrophic imbalance, with 
far less revenue being contributed to support a growing population. Underpinning our entire 
country’s health and wellbeing is the ability for the majority of our population to be gainfully 
employed and this is where the business sector plays an important role. 

The CSRIO’s 2016 ‘Tomorrow’s Digitally Enabled Workforce’ report warns that the ideal job within a 
large organisation may not be awaiting an increasing number of future job seekers.  Businesses are 
already rapidly changing and increasingly freelancers are being contracted to deliver services in place 
of full time employees. 

According to the Foundation for Young Australian’s New Work Order Report also released in early 
2016, more than half of our students are being trained for jobs that will be radically affected by 
automation in the next fifteen years and 29 percent of university graduates report that they are 
working in a field not relevant to their studies. 

All of this research is pointing to the fact that many of us may have to create our own job through 
self-employment at some point in our lives. 

Quite simply we have to turn the conversation from job seeking to job creation and help foster 
entrepreneurship. 
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How can we change the conversation? 
The option of a self-employment pathway needs to be actively promoted to every student and job 
seeking client.  While self-employment isn’t suited to everyone, it at least needs to be an option 
given equal weighting to that of every other career pathway presented to them. 

Engaging their interest in this important conversation is the tricky part. 

A study in the U.S. revealed that you have a 33 percent higher chance of going into business if you 
come from a small business family or know someone who is in business. 

But what about those with entrepreneurial qualities who don’t have those connections?  Educators 
and unemployment service providers can’t authentically talk about being a business owner, only 
business people can.  We need to create those connections for authentic and relevant learning, and 
access to valuable networking and mentoring opportunities. 

Be Your Own Boss Program 

The Be Your Own Boss program was successfully trialed in 2015 with a Year 7 & 8 Economics class at 
Wycheproof P-12 College over a period of six weeks.   The activities were delivered in half day 
sessions each week and involved a small amount of research to be undertaken by students outside 
school hours. 

In a supportive and hands-on learning environment participants covered:  

 What business attributes and skills are desirable for success - is this for you? 
 Why business is important to our community - understand the significance 
 What business opportunities are available in the region - identify the gaps 
 Scope out a new business proposal 
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A hands-on approach to a real business opportunity by interviewing business people clearly made 
the experience authentic and relevant to their future.  A ‘shark tank’ style pitch at the end of the 
program added a lot of excitement and due diligence to the business ideas presented. 

 

An independent evaluation revealed that: 

 Students enjoyed the opportunity to interview local business people, entrepreneurs, and a 
representative from local government to better understand how to start up a business. 

 Students were enthusiastic and engaged in the program as it was relevant to their town. 
 Students had the opportunity to use technology and ‘Skype’ some of the presenters. 
 Lower literacy students were highly engaged and displayed a greater level of involvement 

and class participation than in normal classes. 
 Students particularly valued activities such as interviews and researching their own business 

that encouraged independent thinking. 
 When asked what could be improved, they wanted more sessions and more guest speakers 

to further develop their business ideas.  It is recommended that all future programs be a 
whole term activity (10 weeks). 

From the college’s point of view it was also acknowledged that: 

 A facilitator from the business sector brings an authority on the subject matter, new learning 
methodologies, and a fresh perspective into the classroom. 

 A local business owner was enlisted to help engage with other business people to interact 
with the students during the program. 

 A strengthened relationship between the college and business community is anticipated to 
increase access to work experience and casual job opportunities for students in the future.  

Subsequent discussions with unemployment service providers in regional Victoria has highlighted 
that this program is of equal benefit to adults.  Regardless of age, preferred learning style, or 
current level of skill, the content is relevant and conversations are pitched at an individual level.  
The program can be a useful bridge for a job seeker to transition into the New Enterprise Incentive 
Scheme (NEIS). 

Given the practicality and success of the program it is being made available to all secondary schools 
and unemployment service providers in February 2017.  The material will be delivered through an 
online platform with mentoring and detailed templates of the curriculum activities. 
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Think of entrepreneurship and self-employment as a 
mainstream option 

Clearly it is in everyone’s interest to change the conversation from job seekers to job creators.  Or, 
we can keep doing the same old thing and wait in vain for different results. 

Our world is already rapidly changing.  As connectivity improves so is flexibility with work places. 
Services that used to be provided by employees are now being contracted to freelancers.  More and 
more of us will need to become business orientated as indicated by the trends identified in the 
CSRIO Tomorrow’s Digitally Enabled Workforce Report.  The Foundation for Young Australian’s The 
New Work Order Report provides some more solid data if you still need convincing. 

The last point I would like to make is that age is irrelevant.  Contrary to popular opinion the fastest 
growing sector of entrepreneurs are ‘lifepreneurs’, those wanting to exit a career or get more 
flexibility in their lives. Many are women with children.  Others are semi-retirees.  So we all need to 
get that young tech savvy image out of our heads. 

I encourage you all to start thinking of entrepreneurship and self-employment as a mainstream 
option, not something that is for a privileged few.   

We can make this a success if educators and service providers welcome and invite collaboration with 
the business sector.  Our future quite literally depends on it. 
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