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Disclaimer
Although every effort has been made to ensure the quality of the data contained in this 
report, the OSBC makes no warranty in regard to the correctness or completeness of 
information sourced from third party sources. The OSBC cannot accept any responsibility 
or liability for reliance by any person on this report or any of the information opinions or 
conclusions contained herein.

Sources for all references contained in this report are noted where applicable.

Further information
Further information may be obtained by contacting the Office of the NSW Small Business 
Commissioner:

Email: we.assist@smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au  
Website: www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au 
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Minister’s Foreword
We interact with small businesses everyday. They are an integral part of our 
community, providing goods and services, employment opportunities and are often 
the glue that binds locals together.

However when you step back and think about the sector, it is the vast economic impact and 
the variety and breadth of small businesses that are astounding.

This booklet, ‘Small Business in NSW: Our Story’ delves into these issues to provide an 
analysis of the sector, looking at issues such as the contribution of certain industries, the 
geographic spread and gender balance as well as other demographic indicators.

Highlighting the characteristics of small businesses in NSW allows government agencies 
to have a more informed understanding of their small business clients and suppliers and to 
develop appropriate engagement and communication strategies. Small businesses can use 
this information to better understand how their business compares to others in their industry, 
gain a better appreciation of their competitors and identify similarities, differences and 
opportunities for partnerships.

These statistics also support the work being undertaken by the Office of the NSW Small 
Business Commissioner to assist small businesses in NSW. These services are being 
enhanced by new programs that focus on regional and multicultural communities.

It is the NSW Government’s commitment to encourage growth and create a sustainable 
platform for small businesses to thrive. We are keeping small business a priority through 
the work that the Office of the NSW Small Business Commissioner does in partnership with 
small businesses across the State.

John Barilaro, MP 
Minister for Small Business 
Minister for Regional Tourism

The Hon. John Barilaro MP
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Introduction
Small businesses are vital to the NSW economy. They provide essential products and 
services, which contribute to economic growth, and from a social perspective, small 
business owners provide employment in their local communities and often support 
local schools, sporting clubs and charities.

Small businesses create wealth and employment for the benefit of all Australians. There are 
currently around 680,000 small businesses in NSW1 that are registered for GST.

The Office of the NSW Small Business Commissioner (OSBC) advocates on behalf of small 
businesses in NSW and supports these enterprises by providing dispute resolution services, 
delivering quality business advice through the Small Biz Connect program and speaking up 
for small business within government.

This report
Many of the reported statistics on small businesses relate to small businesses at the 
national level. This report provides statistics about NSW small businesses.

The data and analysis contained within this report aims to increase understanding of the 
NSW small business sector and to establish an empirical foundation for a variety of tasks. 
This might include policy development, research or analysis of business trends, and may be 
utilised by business owners, advocacy groups, media, government organisations and other 
interested parties.

There are limits to the conclusions that can be drawn from this report. It is therefore intended 
that this report complement other qualitative resources on NSW small businesses. 

Data is primarily sourced from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and represents the 
most current data at an appropriate scale as at the date of publication. Where data was 
unavailable at the state level, national data was used to derive an approximate value for NSW. 
Specific details of methodology used are provided where values are derived. 

It is noted that the OSBC does not use a definition for ‘small business’. Instead, the OSBC 
relies on businesses self-identifying as a small business if they are seeking assistance. 
However, for the purposes of this report, a small business is defined as a business that 
employs less than 20 people.

Definitions 
Small business: an actively trading unincorporated 
or incorporated business employing less than 
20 people.

Small business operator: owner manager of an 
actively trading unincorporated or incorporated 
business employing less than 20 people.

Actively trading business: businesses that have an 
Australian Business Number (ABN) and are actively 
remitting in respect to a GST role (or are businesses 
that are monitored directly by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics and are determined to be ‘active’). 

Number of employees: based on ‘headcount’ 
rather than a measure of ‘full-time equivalent’ 
employees.

Employing business: businesses with an active 
Income Tax Withholding (ITW) role.
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Contribution of small businesses 
to the NSW economy
The small business sector provides employment for approximately 43 per cent of 
employed Australians2. This corresponds to employment for around 1.51 million 
people in NSW3.

The small business sector contributes approximately 27 per cent of total wages and salaries 
for Australians4. This corresponds to more than $41.61 billion in annual wages and salaries 
for NSW small business employees5. 

The small business sector also contributes approximately 31 per cent of total Australian sales 
and service income6. This corresponds to NSW small businesses contributing more than 
$269.32 billion to annual sales and service income7.

Small businesses 
employ around  

1.51  MILLION 
people in NSW

NSW small businesses 
contribute more than 

$41.61 billion  
in wages and salaries

Small businesses 
contribute more than 

$269.32 billion 
to sales and service 

income in NSW

Figures presented on this page are derived from FY 2011-2012 data.
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NSW small businesses comprise approximately 96 per 
cent of all businesses8. Figure 1 provides an indication 
of the proportion of small businesses relative to all 
businesses in NSW.

Almost 60 per cent of all NSW businesses do not employ 
any personnel. Non-employing businesses are typically 
structured and operated differently to businesses with 
employees. For example, they are more likely to operate 
as a sole trader or partnership than a company or trust. 
Businesses without employees are most often operated 
solely by the business owner(s). 

Depending on the chosen business structure, these sole 
operators may not receive a salary or wage, but instead 
earn income based on business profits. This means their 
income is tied to the profitability of the business and may 
fluctuate significantly over time. This may impact on their 
ability to access finance from lending institutions for both 
business and personal purposes. Also, where a sole trader 
or partnership business structure is used, business owners 
are personally liable for the finances of the business.

Twenty nine per cent of all NSW businesses have 
between one and four employees, and 59 per cent have 
no employees. Owners of businesses with less than 
five employees typically face different challenges than 
businesses with a larger number of employees. The owners 
of the businesses are often tasked with duties beyond 
the running of profit generating activities, including human 
resources and payroll. In businesses with a greater number 
of employees, these activities may be outsourced or 
carried out by a dedicated internal resource.

Figure 1: NSW businesses by business size

Businesses with more 
than 200 employees. 

of all NSW 
businesses

Non-employing businesses. 
of all NSW businesses

59% 

0.2% 

Businesses with 20 to 
199 employees. 

of all NSW 
businesses2.3% 

Businesses with 5 to 19 
employees.  

of all NSW 
businesses9.3% 

Businesses with 1 to 4 employees. 
of all NSW businesses29.3% 

Number of NSW small businesses
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NSW small businesses by industry
The NSW small business sector includes a wide variety of industries9. A number of the 
major sectors are outlined below.

The construction industry comprises the largest number of small businesses in NSW (more 
than 98,750 businesses). This comprises largely of trade service businesses, for example 
concreting, plumbing and electrical service businesses. These types of businesses may be 
subject to subcontracting arrangements with larger businesses.

There are approximately 84,820 small businesses in the professional, scientific, and 
technical services industries. Small business operators working in these industries have 
usually attained degree level qualifications, with examples of businesses operating in these 
industries including architectural, engineering, advertising and veterinary businesses.

There are approximately 73,000 small businesses engaged in providing rental, hiring, 
and real estate services in NSW. These industries also have the highest number of non-
employing businesses in NSW (64,300 non-employing businesses).

There are more than 55,350 small businesses in the agriculture, forestry, and fishing 
industries. Agricultural small businesses typically have significant capital costs (for example, 
land and machinery) and their income in any particular year is subject to climatic conditions.

There are approximately 42,950 small businesses in the retail trade industry. This figure does 
not include store based retail businesses that have a new, online presence.

98,750 small businesses in 
The construction industry

84,820 small businesses in 
professional, scientific and technical services

73,000 small businesses in 
rental, hiring and real estate services

42,950 small businesses in 
the retail trade industry

55,350 small businesses in 
agricultural, forestry and fisheries
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Characteristics of NSW small business operators
Although the NSW small business sector comprises 
many distinct industries, there are many common 
characteristics shared by small business operators. 
The following characteristics are derived from the 
responses of individuals who identified themselves 
as being owner operators of small businesses in 
NSW in the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Census 
of Population and Housing. The latest census was 
conducted on 9 August 201110.

Gender
Approximately 68 per cent of NSW small business 
operators are male and 32 per cent are female. This was 
identical to the national proportions of Australian small 
business operators and has not changed significantly since 
200611. In the NSW workforce overall, 53 per cent are male 
and 47 per cent are female. 

The OSBC recognises that in many small businesses 
female family members or partners act in key advisory and 
support roles in the family business, and their roles may not 
be officially recorded.

Age
Most NSW small business operators are aged between 
40 and 59 years (55 per cent). Twenty-nine per cent are 
aged between 40 and 49 years, and 26 per cent are aged 
between 50 and 59 years. Approximately 73 per cent of 
small business operators are aged over 40 years. This is 
much higher than the proportion of all employed people in 
NSW aged over 40 years (approximately 51 percent).

The significant proportion of small business operators  
aged over 40 years may be partially explained by the 
significant level of investment that can be required to 
establish a small business relative to seeking employment 
with an existing business. Investment might be in terms of 
finances to establish a business, for example purchasing 
or leasing of equipment or real estate. It is likely that as a 
person ages, they may have had opportunity to establish 
an asset base and have better access to finance than their 
younger counterparts.

Investment could also be in terms of human capital. 
Acquiring the knowledge and skills required to run a 
business in any particular industry takes time. Many 
young individuals may choose to work within established 
businesses so they may learn from more experienced 
players in their industry, before choosing to start their own 
small business later in life. 

Further, many small businesses are owned and operated by 
families, and it may only be when the older generation has 
retired that subsequent generations formally take over the 
management side of the business.

1/3 
work more than 

49 hours per week

42% 
earn $1000 + 
per week

68% 
MALE

32% 
FEMALE

73% 
AGED OVER 40
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Hours worked
Fifty-eight per cent of all NSW small business operators 
indicated they worked 40 hours or more per week, with 
nearly one-third (31 per cent) indicating they worked 49 
hours or more per week. This compares to 47 per cent of 
the NSW workforce that indicated they worked 40 hours or 
more per week and 17 per cent who indicated they worked 
49 hours or more.

Small business operators typically take on roles within their 
business that would be undertaken by several individuals in 
larger businesses. For example, small business operators 
are typically engaged in the operational side of the business 
during normal business hours. Outside normal business 
hours may be the only opportunity they have to manage 
accounting, payroll and human resource activities.

Earnings
Approximately 42 per cent of small business operators 
indicated they earned $1,000 or more per week (gross 
individual income). Male small business operators are more 
likely to earn a higher income than female small business 
operators, with 47 per cent of male operators indicating they 
earned $1,000 or more per week compared to 31 per cent 
of female operators.

The discrepancy between male and female earnings is not 
specific to the small business sector, and is a common 
trend in many sectors and industries. One potential reason 
for the discrepancy in the small business sector may be 
that following starting a family, some women who may 
have previously worked on a salary basis might choose to 
operate a small business part-time from their home. 

8



Working from home
Twenty per cent of all NSW small business operators indicated they worked from home, 
compared with five per cent of the total NSW workforce who work from home.

The higher proportion of small business operators working from home relative to the 
NSW workforce may be explained in a variety of ways. First, small business operators 
are essentially their own boss and therefore may work from home for convenience. This 
arrangement is typical of small businesses that do not employ personnel or those whose 
small business is a part-time arrangement. Second, many small business operators may lack 
capital to establish a formal place of business.

Location
Approximately 36 per cent of NSW small business operators live outside the Sydney Greater 
Metropolitan Region (Sydney GMR). There has been no significant net migration of small 
business operators to or from the Sydney GMR. The highest proportion of small business 
operators outside the Sydney GMR are in the Hunter Valley, including Newcastle and Hunter 
(6.5 per cent of total NSW small businesses), Richmond-Tweed (4 per cent of total NSW 
small businesses), Central West NSW (3 per cent of total NSW small businesses), Illawarra 
(3 per cent of total NSW small businesses), and the Mid-North Coast (3 per cent of total 
NSW small businesses). Figure 2 provides a visual representation of NSW small business 
operators by region. 

Figure 2: NSW small businesses by location

20% 
work from home

36% 
live outside the 
Sydney Greater 

Metropolitan Region

3%  
CENTRAL 

WEST 

4% 
RICHMOND 

TWEED 

6.5% 
HUNTER 
VALLEY 

3%  
MID NORTH 

COAST 

64%  
GREATER 
SYDNEY 

3% 
ILLAWARRA
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Education and training
More than half of all NSW small business operators have 
completed Year 12 or equivalent (56.8 per cent). This 
compares favourably to the NSW population, where 52 
per cent have achieved this level of education. For those 
operators that have post-high school qualifications, 45.1 per 
cent achieved a certificate level qualification, 16.5 per cent 
an advanced diploma or diploma, 27.2 per cent a bachelor 
degree, 2.5 per cent a graduate diploma or graduate 
certificate and 8.7 per cent a postgraduate degree.

Language
English is the main language spoken by most NSW small 
business operators, with almost 77 per cent speaking 
English only. Almost 14 per cent of operators spoke another 
language and also spoke English very well, while around 
2 per cent of operators spoke another language but did 
not speak English well. Only 0.2 per cent of NSW small 
business operators did not speak English at all. Figure 3 
provides an indication of English language ability for the 
NSW small business sector. 

Migration
Almost one-third of NSW small business operators were 
born overseas (32 per cent), which is higher than the 
proportion of all Australian small business operators born 
overseas (29 per cent) and slightly higher than the NSW 
workforce born overseas (31 per cent). Of those born 
overseas, 23.7 per cent were born in North West Europe 
(predominately England), 17.2 per cent were born in North 
East Asia (predominantly China), 12.7 per cent were born 
in Southern and Eastern Europe (predominately Italy and 
Greece), and 10.7 per cent were born in North Africa and 
the Middle East (predominately Lebanon). Figure 4 (Page 11) 
provides a visual representation of the origin of NSW small 
business operators who were born overseas.

56.8% 
have completed year 12 

or equivalent

13.9% 
speak another 

language and speak 
English very well

32% 
operators were born 

overseas

Figure 3: NSW small business operators 
English speaking ability

Speak 
English  
only

Speak another 
language and 
speak English 
not at all

Speak another 
language and 
speak English 
well

Speak another 
language and 
speak English 
very well

0.2% 
Speak another 
language and 
speak English 
not well

2.3% 6.8% 

76.8% 13.9% 
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Figure 4: Origin of NSW small business operators born overseas
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Conclusions
The statistics presented in this report demonstrate the immense diversity of small 
business in NSW.

The small business sector plays a key role in driving economic growth and 
sustainability within NSW; providing employment and creating wealth to encourage 
investment in the community.

In addition to contributing to the economy directly, the small business sector is a 
crucial platform, which underpins the efficient operation of many medium-sized and 
large businesses.

Small businesses across all industries and sectors, and small business owners of 
all ages, cultural backgrounds and locations, face common issues that affect the 
sustainability and health of their operations.

These can include balancing work and life commitments such as working extensive 
hours alongside managing a family and household, wearing many hats in the running 
of their business, developing effective financial and marketing plans, and navigating 
government regulation – sometimes with English as their second language or no 
English at all.

The OSBC offers a range of resources and programs to assist NSW small businesses 
to thrive including a contemporary program called Small Biz Connect, which provides 
quality face-to-face advice and support to small businesses across NSW, tailored to 
meet their particular local needs.

Small Biz Connect advisors are equipped with a range of tools, including financial 
benchmarking and business health checks, giving small businesses greater access to 
business information to make educated and informed business decisions.

The OSBC is also engaging regional communities to activate small business 
opportunities as well as offering business owners from non-English speaking 
backgrounds access to specialist business advisors and resources in key languages 
including Arabic, Chinese, Korean and Vietnamese.

The OSBC is committed to continuing to develop new programs and resources to help 
small businesses succeed and prosper long into the future. 
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Endnotes
1  The estimate of around 680,000 small businesses 

in NSW is based on custom data obtained from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics regarding business 
entries and exits for FY 2012-2013, the performance 
of the NSW market in 2013-2014, as assessed by 
econometric reports such as the October 2014 
CommSec State of the States Report and internal 
analysis by the OSBC.

2  Source data relates to the number of employees as at 
30 June 2012 (ABS, 2013a). Also, source data is based 
on government within the public administration and 
safety, education and training, health care and  
social assistance.

3  Extrapolation based on the proportion of employment 
attributed to small business in Australia (43% in selected 
industries) multiplied by the number of employed 
persons in NSW (selected industries) as at 30 June 2012 
(ABS, 2013a and ABS, 2013b). As underlying data is 
based on a population subset (selected industries) and is 
an extrapolation, it is useful only in terms of establishing 
a likely order of magnitude.

4  Source data relates to wages and salaries for the 
2011/12 financial year (ABS, 2013a). Also, source 
data is based on selected industries and does not 
include financial and insurance services, and general 
government within the public administration and safety, 
education and training, health care and  
social assistance.

5  Extrapolation based on the proportion of all Australian 
wages and salaries originating from small businesses 
(27% in selected industries) multiplied by total NSW 
wages and salaries for the 2011/12 financial year (ABS, 
2013a and ABS, 2013b). As underlying data is based 
on a population subset (selected industries) and is an 
extrapolation, it is useful only in terms of establishing a 
likely order of magnitude.

6  Source data relates to sales and services income for 
the 2011/12 financial year (ABS, 2013a). Also, source 
data is based on selected industries and does not 
include financial and insurance services, and general 
government within the public administration and safety, 
education and training, health care and  
social assistance.

7  Extrapolation based on the proportion of Australian 
sales and service income originating from Australian 
small businesses (31% for selected industries) multiplied 
by total NSW sales and service income for the 2011/12 
financial year (ABS, 2013a and ABS, 2013b).

8 (ABS, 2013c)

9 (ABS, 2013c and ABS, 2013d)

10 (ABS, 2011)

11 (ABS, 2006)
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Further information may be obtained by contacting the 
Office of the NSW Small Business Commissioner:

Phone: 1300 795 534 
Fax: 1300 795 644 
Email: we.assist@smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au  
Website: www.smallbusiness.nsw.gov.au 


