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Key Insights
Foreword

The Bankwest Future of Business Leadership Report, 
the third report in the 2017 Future of Business 
series, highlights the ways in which leaders of small 
and medium businesses are improving their own 
leadership effectiveness.

The report also explores the different pathways to 
leadership, and the impact that the ‘gig economy’ is 
having on workplace flexibility and management.

As employees abandon the traditional 9-to-5 working 
day, the ‘gig economy’ is offering flexibility to 
businesses and staff alike.

While not prevalent today, many businesses – 
particularly medium-sized organisations – plan to 
embrace digital platforms that connect employers to 
freelancers to source talent in the future.
The perceived benefits of the ‘gig economy’ include 
cost savings, reduced workload burden on permanent 
staff and wider access to specialised talent.

Leaders are also embracing the need for diversity of 
thought in the workplace, with the research revealing 
that pathways to leadership are diverse and not 
always traditional. While many leaders are university 
educated, many are not, and life experience is most 
commonly perceived the best route to business 
ownership. Recognising that the benefits of hiring 
staff who are not tertiary educated include a can-

do attitude, fresh perspective and outside-the-box 
thinking, the majority of leaders have personally hired 
someone who does not have a degree.

Importantly, the research demonstrates the ability 
of Australian businesses to adapt to the economic 
environment and business conditions, taking 
proactive steps to insure their business against 
future shocks. Leaders are building resilience in 
their business to deal with the current economic 
environment, with common responses including 
targeting new customers, upskilling staff and refining 
business processes. 

Overall, the Bankwest Business Sentiment Index 
shows that Australian business sentiment remains 
positive in Q1 FY18, driven by positive expectations for 
their business and industry. While uncertainty around 
the economic environment remains, businesses are 
finding ways to navigate the challenges.

We hope this report provides some useful suggestions 
for those leading small and medium businesses to 
improve their own leadership skills, and consider new 
approaches to managing their human resources. 

Sinead Taylor
Executive General Manager, Business Banking
Bankwest
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Leadership today About the Bankwest 
Future of Business 
Leadership Report

The findings in this report are based on an 
online quantitative survey of 1,000 business 
owners, leaders and managers, conducted on 
behalf of Bankwest by CoreData in June and 
July 2017. 

Respondents were drawn from small and 
medium businesses across Australia. Small 
businesses had an annual turnover of up to 
$2 million while medium businesses had an 
annual turnover of between $2 million and 
$250 million.

The research was designed to explore the 
opportunities and challenges that Australian 
business leaders face in their roles. The 
survey also captured small and medium 
business sentiment in the next three months, 
including business confidence, performance 
expectations, business health and economic 
outlook. The Bankwest Business Sentiment 
Index is a quarterly benchmark of Australian 
business sentiment and forms part of the 
Future of Business Series. 

Providing a great customer experience

Having a vision and sharing that vision

Motivating employees to work towards a common goal

Inspiring and empowering staff

Encouraging a culture of continuous 
learning and performance improvement

We asked businesses to define what leadership means to them.  
These are the most common answers:

56.8%

55.2%

53.1%

49.1%

46.7%
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Leaders in focus
A profile of Australian business leaders:

Gen Y Gen X Baby Boomers Pre-Boomers

34.3% 30.5%21.6% 6.7%

One in five are open 
members of the 
LGBTI community

20.7%
Male

60.7%
Female
39.3%is the average age

46

“We have an open hire policy. It is imperative that we keep up with the rest of the 
world and accept the merit of women and LGBTI in the workforce.” 

(Owner of a medium professional, scientific and technical services business in NSW)

5



       

Leading in uncertain times Top tips for building 
business resilience:Businesses are finding conditions tough.

4 in 5 businesses are finding the current 
economic environment challenging.

Small Medium Overall

76.3% 86.0% 79.2%

Target new types of 
customers

Refine business 
processes

Upskill staff

Adopt a ‘steer and 
adjust’ business 
strategy*

*Continuing to learn and adapt to changes based 
on a plan-do-review cycle

Nurture talent
“Work on what you hope are your core strengths, and of course you’ve got to be as 
lean and mean as you can in terms of your cost structure. You need to identify those 
areas that aren’t price sensitive, where you can get a comparative advantage on 
your opposition – whether that’s broadening the service offering or inhouse design 
of your product. People talk about continuous improvement; if you’re standing still 
you’re going backwards because your opposition aren’t standing still.”

Simon Stewart (MD of Stewart & Heaton Clothing Company, WA)
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Pathways to leadership
Pathways to leadership are diverse and not always traditional.

We asked businesses: what is the best route to entrepreneurship?
OPEN

7 in 10 business 
leaders have started 
their own business

Less than half of 
entrepreneurs 

have a university degree

69.0%

45.5%

 Life experience

 University education

 Non-tertiary education

 Incubator programs*

 Other

44.6%

27.1%

13.2%

10.4%

4.7%

*Programs that kick-start new businesses 

Less than a third (27.1%) of business leaders 
believe a university education is the best route 
to business ownership.
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The value of tertiary education
University education is highly valued by business leaders.

More than half 
have not completed 
a degree or 
postgraduate 
qualification. 54.4%

64.0%

Encourages and supports 
entrepreneurship

57.2%

Supports people in 
becoming ‘their own boss’

57.0%

Promotes the idea of 
starting a business

The majority 
also believe 
tertiary 
education:

Nearly half believe 
degree qualifications 
are not necessary 
when hiring staff. 46.6%
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The case for 
alternative pathways
Despite the perceived value of tertiary education, there is support for
non-traditional pathways to employment and leadership.

What can non-university educated staff bring to the table?

46.6%

69.0%

55.5%

Do not believe 
degree 
qualifications 
are important 
when hiring 
staff

Have personally 
hired someone 
who does not 
have a degree

Are likely to 
personally hire 
someone who 
does not have 
a degree

Can-do 
attitude

Fresh 
perspective

Outside the 
box thinking

54.1% 47.1% 47.1%
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What do inspirational 
leaders look like?
Most businesses are a meritocracy when it comes to promoting
employees to leadership positions.

The key characteristics of an inspirational leader are:

Promote based on merit Promote based on 
length of service

Promote based on both 
merit and length of service

45.8% 30.5% 23.7%

Acts with integrity

Trustworthy

 Effective communicator

36.9%

32.7%

31.5%

Communicate with 
employees openly and 
regularly

Seek and acknowledge 
feedback from all 
stakeholders

Demonstrate a strong 
work ethic to lead by 
example

Maintain employee 
well-being

Forward planning

Top tips for improving your
effectiveness as a leader:

“Self-monitor my ‘people skills’. 
Ask myself, ‘Am I behaving in a 
way that gets the best out of that 
individual?’ ”

(General Manager of a small arts 
and recreation services business in 
NSW)
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Small business case study

Power Ledger is a Perth-based start up looking 
to turn the energy sector on its head. Using 
blockchain technology, the business aims to 
become a market leader by decentralising the 
energy marketplace and improving utilisation 
of the grid.

Dr Jemma Green, chair and co-founder of 
Power Ledger, says that as more people install 
solar panels in their houses, they’re using the 
network less – and when batteries become 
more cost competitive, that situation will be 
exacerbated.

“The less the network’s used, the fewer people 
there are paying for it, and hence the more 
everyone else has to pay for it,” she says.

“What you really want to do is have the 
network well utilised and then the cost 
goes down on a per unit basis. Blockchain 
means you can see the trading platform as a 
transactive grid; you can do micro transactions 
from peer to peer and settle them very simply. 
So, it makes the complex straightforward, and 
goes some way to addressing the problem of 
network utilisation.”

But this isn’t the only problem Power Ledger 
is trying to solve. Green says about 18% of 
Australian households have roof top solar, 
yet the use of solar in apartment buildings – 
which represent 32% of the housing stock – is 
minimal. This is because the roof space is 

owned by the body corporate.
“Often the apartments are tenanted and 
investors are reluctant to put in solar panels 
because the tenant gets the benefits,” she says. 

“But using the blockchain, you can have the 
shared ownership of a solar and battery 
system and allocate units of electricity to each 
apartment, and if they’re not home to consume 
their allocation they can trade it with their 
neighbours. Tenants pay their electricity bill 
to the strata management company, which 
provides an income stream to justify the 
investment in the solar and battery system.”

Green sees market leadership as vital in the 
energy sector, where Australia is moving from 
a centralised to a distributed energy system.

“This system is changing in other parts of the 
world but it’s happening in Australia first and 
fast,” she says. 

“Disruptive innovation is not just about solar 
panels, it’s about the governance models, 
the commercial models, the enabling and 
supporting technologies that connect it all 
together. Australia has a unique opportunity 
to innovate and sell that to other parts of the 
world.

“Innovation requires leadership, so that’s 
something we want to be good at. Our 
economy needs reliable, safe and secure, low 

Dr Jemma Green,
Power Ledger

“Australia has a unique 
opportunity to innovate 
and sell that to other 
parts of the world. 
Innovation requires 
leadership, so that’s 
something we want to 
be good at.”



cost electricity and I really believe that these 
kinds of innovations can deliver lower cost 
electricity and make us more competitive.”

However, she also sees a role for Power 
Ledger more specifically as a global leader in 
demonstrating how distributed energy markets 
can work.

“We believe in the democratisation of power 
and our technology can enable citizen utility 
and also deliver other outcomes for the grid, 
by maintaining the utilisation of the grid and its 
relevance,” she says.

While the five business co-founders have a 
strong background in tertiary education, Green 
is ambivalent about the impact of tertiary 
education on career and leadership pathways.

“There are plenty of people without degrees that 
are extraordinarily competent and I don’t think 
it’s a prerequisite for success or innovation,” she 
says.

She believes that accelerator or incubator 
programs play a valuable role in supporting 
people in starting their own business – as does 
cross-sector collaboration.

“If you look at the World Economic Forum 
Global Competitiveness Index, a function 
of whether a country is competitive is how 
much it collaborates between the sectors and 
specifically university sectors and enterprise, and 
government, through sector partnerships,” 
she says. 

However, she believes that this type of support 
or collaboration is lacking when it comes 
to access to funding for new businesses in 
Australia.

“If you look at the pool of capital that’s available 
to enterprise, newer businesses in Australia 
compared to the US, it’s very different,” she 
says. 

“There isn’t a lot of literacy around technology 
by comparison with the US market and 
superannuation funds don’t really invest in start 
ups… whereas that is commonplace in the US. 
There is an opportunity for Australian funders 
- financiers and the banks - to do something 
about that because we all know that capital is 
essential for new businesses to establish them, 
and for established businesses to grow.”

While Power Ledger’s 11 employees are nearly 
all full-time, Green personally embraces 
the concept of the ‘gig economy’ – or as she 
describes it “a portfolio career of activities”.

“The role and activities I’m doing where I’m 
the chair of Power Ledger, I’m on the board of 
the Water Corp, I’m the chair of Climate Kick, 

I’m a counsellor at the City of Perth and I’m 
supervising some PhD students – it means I can 
be more flexible with my time,” she says. 

“I find those different subjects are very 
interrelated, subject-matter wise, and there’s 
a lot of diversity in that which makes it very 
stimulating.”

Power Ledger is somewhat unique relative to 
more established Perth businesses, in that it 
was established in May last year, so has only 
ever operated in a contractionary economic 
environment.

“I wouldn’t say that we are suffering as a result 
– we’ve come a long way,” Green says. “The 
rubber will hit the road as to how much sales 
we can get with the current regulations and 
whether it requires any regulatory reform to 
mainstream our product.”

Where possible, she recommends businesses 
seek to insulate themselves from uncertain 
economic conditions by accessing lower cost 
international markets.

“We’re engaging with companies in the US 
and Europe right now remotely and exploring 
projects there where there are different 
economic conditions,” she says.
 
“To the extent that we can provide a project and 
contract it from Australia, if there’s a contract 
and income to be had we can deploy people out 
there. Where technology is concerned there is a 
greater market that’s more readily available.”

“There are plenty of people 
without degrees that are 
extraordinarily competent and 
I don’t think it’s a prerequisite 
for success or innovation.”
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The ‘gig economy’*
As employees abandon the traditional 9-to-5 working day, Australian businesses are supporting the
‘gig economy’.

Some use or plan to use digital platforms (such as Freelancer.com or Fiverr) to source talent - particularly
medium business leaders.

*A labour market characterised by temporary and contract workers as opposed to traditional permanent and full-time workers.

47.9%Small

Small

Medium

Medium

Overall

Overall

28.5%

64.2%

39.3%

72.6%

55.3%%YES

%YES

We asked businesses: Do you employ contractors, freelancers or casuals?
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Small Medium

Cost Savings

Reduced workload 
burden on 
permenant staff

Wider access to 
specialised talent

42.9% 40.9%

Benefits of the ‘gig economy’
There are a number of benefits of the ‘gig economy’, as long as the 
potential risks are managed.

Overall

36.1%

29.5% 33.9%43.8%

33.0% 31.6%28.3%

Thoroughly vet all 
candidates

Provide occupational 
health and safety 
training

Develop clear work 
contracts

Provide 
superannuation and 
worker insurance

Manage worker 
performance closely

Top tips for  managing the 
risks of the ‘gig economy’:

“Check and validate the ‘giggers’ to ensure their history, credentials 
experience and performance are what they claim. Try them out on a non-
critical gig rather than a major project. Pay them in instalments as the 
work progresses and retain a small amount until the project is completed, 
and perhaps offer a small incentive or bonus.” 

(Owner of a small education and training business in NSW)
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Medium business case study 

Simon Stewart, managing director of WA-
based Stewart & Heaton Clothing Company 
(S&H), started his business back in 1991 on a 
“hunch” that there was a market for importing 
workwear out of China.

Over the years, that business has morphed 
into a provider of uniform and protective 
apparel solutions for the emergency services 
sector – otherwise known as ‘total apparel 
management’.

“We’re in the business of dressing people,” 
Stewart says. “We do hats, caps, socks, 
belt, shoes, buckles – everything you see a 
policeman or a fireman wear. We take the 
employees from cradle to grave. It’s a holistic 
approach where the focus is about the service.”

S&H also provides “specialist products for 
specialist applications” – including garments 
with a unique application, such as fire and 
flame protection. 

As the business has expanded – the company 
now employs 85 people, has offices and 
warehouses in six cities across Australia, and 
acquires two thirds of its revenue from outside 
of WA – Stewart says leadership has become 
increasingly important.

“One of the issues you find when you expand 
is that when you’ve got remote locations, 
different time zones and so forth, the osmosis 

theory doesn’t work anymore,” he says. “You’ve 
got to start documenting processes and 
defining culture.”

One way he’s tried to foster a strong, inclusive 
culture is by giving key staff the opportunity to 
have their “hands on the levers”. 

“One of the things I’ve encouraged my state 
branches to do is to treat it as their own 
business and treat it as their own money, and 
we go down to P&L level at each branch, which 
I think by and large has been successful,” he 
says. 

“We’ve had a lot of long term employees – 
people that have worked with us for 20 years 
– and five managers who have been with us 
north of 15 years.”

While many of those employees have come 
through universities, and Stewart himself is 
university-educated, S&H runs internships as 
well, with the primary recruitment focus being 
the individuals’ mindset. 

“We employ for attitude and train for skills,” he 
says. “It’s not super complex what we do, but 
you have to have the right attitude.”

“We employ for attitude 
and train for skills...It’s 
not super complex what 
we do, but you have to 
have the right attitude.”
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Stewart recognises that the SME sector is not 
“sexy” so organisations like his have to work 
harder to appeal to university graduates. 
“It’s hard to get a kid excited who’s aspiring to 
be the next Twiggy Forrest or to run BHP on St 
George’s Tce [Perth] to come out to downtown 
Belmont and say ‘this is where the action is’. 
But what they don’t realise is this is where the 
action is,” he says.

“They will, in a very short time, be exposed to 
a whole range of business activity and a range 
of learning experiences that they just wouldn’t 
get stuck in a corner reading a manual for two 
years in a graduate program.”

S&H has experienced the benefits of tapping 
into the ‘gig economy’, whereby employees are 
moving away from the traditional 9-to-5 day job 
to adopt more flexible roles, that often allow 
them to contract their services to a range of 
businesses.

Stewart says S&H introduced flexi hours and 
job sharing a few years ago, and has one 
manager running a department remotely out 
of Port Hedland, as she needed to relocate 
there for her husband’s work.

“You’re potentially tapping into a market 
that might not otherwise have existed if you 
demanded 9-to-5,” he says. 

“You benefit from access to talent, less 
headcount in terms of office space, and 
flexibility - which has to be both ways of course 
because they’ve got other gigs as well.”

However, he acknowledges these benefits 
don’t come without risks, namely the potential 

for intellectual property issues and business 
continuity.

“You need the machine of your business to 
continue and keep turning, but for projects, it 
certainly could be advantageous,” he says. 

While business conditions in the services sector 
are tight, Stewart says this is simply “the new 
business black”.

“Across the economy there’s this relentless 
push for lower prices which is putting pressure 
on margins,” he says.

“Profit is regarded as a dirty word in some 
respects, but what people don’t realise is that 
unless businesses are making healthy profits 
they will fail to invest in new technologies, in 
people and in remaining ahead of the game.”

He says the key to building business resilience 
in uncertain times is to focus on your core 
strengths, and ensure your cost structure is 
“lean and mean”.

“You need to identify those areas that 
aren’t price sensitive, where you can get a 
comparative advantage on your opposition – 
whether that’s broadening the service offering 
or inhouse design of your product,” he says.

“People talk about continuous improvement. 
If you’re standing still you’re going backwards 
because your opposition aren’t standing still. 
It’s a constant challenge but in some respects 
that is the challenge for all SMEs and all 
organisations. That’s one of the things we like 
about it – being on the edge - it gets you out of 
bed each day.” 

“Current business 
conditions are the new 
‘business black’. You 
need to identify those 
areas that aren’t price 
sensitive, where you 
can get a comparative 
advantage on your 
opposition – whether 
that’s broadening the 
service offering or 
inhouse design of your 
product.”
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Australia’s business 
sentiment

Bankwest Business Sentiment Index

About the 
Bankwest Business 
Sentiment Index

Strong 
Negative
Sentiment

 
Negative
Sentiment Neutral

Positive
Sentiment

Strong
Positive

Sentiment

-100 1000 50-50 -25 25 75-75

Q1 FY18
Overall Score   25.2
Small Business  22.1
Medium Business 32.4

Q4 FY17
Overall Score   29.1
Small Business  27.6
Medium Business 29.7

In addition to canvassing small and 
medium businesses’ views on leadership, 
Bankwest took the pulse of business 
owners, leaders and managers to assess 
their confidence in the future. 

The Index shows overall sentiment has 
declined marginally in Q1 FY18 from 29.1 
to 25.2. However, while small business 
sentiment has taken a slight dip, medium 
business sentiment has improved.
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Business 
Sentiment Index

Business 
Prospects

Industry 
Outlook

Revenue 
Expectations

Profit 
Expectations

Cash flow 
Expectations

Debt 
Repayment 
Capacity

Australian 
Economy

Global 
Economy

The Bankwest Business Sentiment Index is designed to provide a comprehensive quarterly 
benchmark of Australian business sentiment. In our survey, we gauged sentiment across four key 
variables and used a weighted average across these variables. Together, they comprise the Bankwest 
Business Health Index.

The scores maintain a -100 to +100 scale to facilitate consistent and intuitive interpretation. 
The Index is calculated by assigning scores to individual responses to the following areas:

›  Business confidence (business prospects and industry outlook)
›  Business performance (revenue and profit expectations)
›  Business health (cash flow expectations and debt repayment capacity)
›  Economic outlook (Australian and global)

Note: ‘Not Sure’ responses were excluded from the Index calculation.

Index drivers

Highest 
industry 
result:

Health care 
and social 
assistance 33.2
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Small Medium

Cost Savings

Reduced workload 
burden on 
permenant staff

Wider access to 
specialised talent

42.9% 40.9%

In the next 3 months...

29.5% 33.9%43.8%

33.0% 31.6%28.3%

Business confidence

Business performance

Business health

Economic outlook

88.7% 
are confident 

in their overall 
prospects

89.5% 
are confident in 

their industry 

outlook

54.9% 
expect revenue 

growth

54.5% 
expect profit growth

44.0% 
expect cash flow to 

improve

44.7% 
expect to be 

ahead in meeting 

obligations

33.9% 
expect domestic 

economic growth

35.1% 
expect global 

economic growth
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Top tips for managing
cash flow:

In the next 12 months...

Uncertain economic conditions in Australia 

Improving business efficiency

Changes in Government regulations 

Targeting new types of customers 

Managing cash flow 

Improving customer satisfaction 

27.7%

42.2%

21.5%

36.6%

21.4%

36.5%

Offer new products/
services 

Conduct cash flow 
forecasts 

Offer discounts for early 
payment  

“Watch every cent but reward your staff  when a good job is done. Look 
outside the  square, be innovative.”
 
(Owner of a medium electricity, gas and water supply business in SA)

The top three opportunities for businesses are: 

Resolve complaints 
quickly 

Tailor your products & 
services to customer 
preferences  

Seek regular feedback 

Top tips for improving 
customer satisfaction:

The top three challenges for businesses are:
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The information contained in this publication is of a general nature and is not intended to be nor should be considered as professional advice. You should not act on the basis of anything contained in this 
publication without first obtaining specific professional advice. To the extent permitted by law, Bankwest, a division of Commonwealth Bank of Australia ABN 48 123 123 124AFSL/Australian credit licence 
234945, its related bodies corporate, employees and contractors accepts no liability or responsibility to any persons for any loss which may be incurred or suffered as a result of acting on or refraining from 
acting as a result of anything contained in this publication.               
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