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Foreword 

In 2017, the contribution of agriculture to the national economy exceeds $63 billion, agriculture is 

riding a wave of enthusiasm and to capitalise of this growth we need to ensure that we to use every 

advantage we have available to us—including a diverse and well-connected workforce.   

This report documents research commissioned by the RIRDC to gain an understanding of diversity in 

decision-making in rural industries.  

In today’s challenging production and trading environment, which is impacted heavily by 

globalisation, advanced technology solutions and digitisation of business transactions, rural industries 

must harness all available talent to provide the human resources needed to drive productivity. Rural 

industries must maintain the innovative edge which has marked commercial agriculture in Australia 

from its outset. 

Agriculture, fishing and forestry sectors have been characterised by low levels of diversity in decision-

making ranks. This research will assist industry leaders consider how they might accelerate greater 

diversity and consider measures that have been successful in Australia and internationally. 

Our focus in this research has been on diversity in gender, age, language and culture and indigenous 

status of decision-makers at the individual enterprise management level, in industry peak bodies and 

larger corporate agribusinesses. There are many other characteristics of candidates in decision-making 

roles that are diverse from the current prevailing norms in rural industries; however the scope was 

constrained to enable an achievable timeframe to complete this research. 

The research has established evidence of a positive correlation between enterprise success and 

diversity of decision-makers. This success encompasses financial, risk management and governance 

parameters as well as the quality of decision-making processes.   

The research has outlined two approaches to advancing diversity in rural industries decision-making 

roles. These strategic approaches and their respective tactics and initiatives, will inform further 

discussion within rural industries and support current leadership activities. 

The advice of those participating, be they individuals from rural businesses, peak bodies representing 

producers and processors, advocacy groups and government, has been invaluable in guiding the key 

threads of the research. 

RIRDC’s publications are available for viewing, free downloading or purchasing online at 

https://rirdc.infoservices.com.au/. Purchases can also be made by phoning 1300 634 313. 

 

John Harvey 

Managing Director 

Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 

https://rirdc.infoservices.com.au/
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Executive Summary 

This research into diversity in decision-making in rural industries aims to better understand how diverse 

groups in the Australian economy (in terms of, for example, professional background, culture, gender 

and age) can be optimally harnessed at farm/firm and industry/sector levels to play innovative leadership 

roles at various stages of the rural industry supply chains’ decision making and operational activities.  

Improved understanding of these issues will help ensure that these diverse groups are better aligned in 

leadership and other relevant capabilities to the value they can potentially add to rural industry 

productivity and output performance.  

Key questions this research aims to address are: 

1. What is diversity in decision making in relation to rural industries?  

2. What is the current situation and history? 

3. If diversity goals were embraced and achieved, what might result? 

4. What information and guidance might be useful to help encourage effective diversity 

within rural industries? 

 

The findings of this research are expected to inform audiences from owner-operated farm businesses to 

large agri-business firms; industry peak bodies and research and development organisations; to support 

decision-making and management services to agriculture. While much of the data on diversity in 

decision-making is focused on larger corporations and government agencies, family businesses can also 

appreciate the opportunity presented through diversity. 

Increasingly diverse workforces are the reality of Australian businesses and they have the potential to 

deliver enhanced business benefits. The business benefits that are linked to diversity of the workforce at 

the senior leadership level include increased profitability, productivity and innovation (Bank of New 

Zealand 2014; McPherson 2008). While it is difficult to establish a direct causal link between individual 

diversity and improved business performance, the real benefits of access to the skills of a larger pool of 

talent is self-evident. 

In rural Australia, challenges of depopulation of rural areas; declining participation in agricultural 

education; low levels of entry into farming as an occupation, particularly by young women; poor rural 

health outcomes; a lack of social infrastructure investment; regulatory burdens; and the low on-farm 

incomes prevalent in the majority of farm businesses; make it increasingly difficult to attract skilled 

people to leadership roles. 

The Australian Government Agriculture White Paper (2015) reveals the trend towards increased 

automation and innovation in agribusiness, responding to the need to continue the path of improved 

productivity in the sector. Changes in technology and key markets mean there is a need for “a more 

diverse and highly skilled workforce with skills across a wide range of disciplines”.1 

These disciplines include general management and science, technology, engineering and mathematics 

disciplines (STEM) to support activities in the fields of advanced breeding technologies; food 

processing; ICT; robotics; sensors, knowledge systems; integrated work flows and supply chain. While 

some of this expertise may come from outsourced expertise, core business activities will require in situ 

expertise. 

  

                                                      

1 Commonwealth of Australia 2015, Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper: Stronger Farmers Stronger 

Economy, Canberra, page 4 
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Research conducted in the past decade has indicated that the contribution of women to agriculture has 

been largely undervalued. One third of farmers are women (Grafton et al 2015; ACOLA 2015) and 45 

percent of farm families derive income from off-farm, largely through women (Alston 2012). Women 

are increasingly playing a role in farm financial decision-making but remain under-represented at 

industry-level decision-making. 

People aged less than 35 years struggle to enter rural industries as decision-makers leading their own 

farming business; as fewer inherit rural properties; have greater mobility due to higher education levels; 

broader employment prospects; and later family formation (Barr 2014). Key to their opportunity to gain 

experience in leadership and decision-making is the shift from family to corporate farming enterprises. 

The indigenous estate covers 40 percent of the Australian continent, including indigenous enterprises in 

land management, tourism and 14 agricultural properties covering an area of over 2 million hectares, 

most in the Northern Territory operating as cattle stations. As more land is added to this portfolio, the 

capacity of decision-makers will be critical to delivering economic independence and social wellbeing, 

as well as contributing to Australia’s agribusiness performance. Harnessing the talent of indigenous 

decision-makers in rural industries and capacity building in business management will be pivotal in this 

process (COAG 2015; ILC 2013). 

The rapidly expanding and changing markets in Asia are continuing to generate significant opportunities 

for Australian rural exports in response to shifting demands triggered by income and population growth 

in the region. However, according to Diversity Council Australia (2015a), agriculture, forestry and 

fisheries industry consistently ranked lower in regard to Asia Capability Indicators comprising of the 

ability to recruit, reward and promote individuals from all cultural backgrounds including Asian 

backgrounds. 

Given the purported benefits of diversifying decision-makers, RIRDC wishes to investigate the apparent 

unexploited potential of attracting people to rural industries with more diverse backgrounds, to take up 

leadership roles. 

The methodology followed in preparing this report incorporates four streams of activity which include 

a review of data relating to diversity in rural industries; survey of relevant literature to assess the current 

and future perspectives of the evolving role of diversity in rural industries; an on-line survey of a cross-

section of rural industry businesses, peak industry bodies and rural research and development agencies 

to collate information on the current status of diversity in decision-making; an analysis of 93 companies 

and organisations in rural industries in relation to gender in decision-making roles; and conduct of 

interviews with organisations working to increase diversity in decision-making. 

The research confirmed the link between an inclusive business culture and improved business outcomes, 

ranging from improved financial performance, governance and risk management, commitment of 

employees and use of available assets. The quality of decision-making can be demonstrably improved 

by increasing diversity of decision-makers. This is paradoxically also a risk to group comfort, a result 

of tacit bias towards those with whom we have the most in common. Recognising this bias and engaging 

in change is perhaps the greatest challenge for the business. 

In relation to the findings of the research, analysis was undertaken of four diversity groups including 

women; people aged under 30 years; people from indigenous and from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds in key rural industries of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing. 

It is important to recognise that any diversity objectives in the workplace need to be based on 

meritocracy. In other words, there is no expectation that appointments are made without merit and based 

on diversity characteristics alone. The idea here is simply to encourage those making leadership and 

decision making appointments to search in a wider, diverse and deeper talent pool.  

 

Diversity in decision-makers needs to be articulated as a long term business strategy, not exclusively the 

domain of Human Resources teams. 
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Existing leaders in rural industries are the key to diversifying their own base and to bringing the full 

capacity of people to bear in a challenging environment. This study has found that, in relation to the 

senior ranks of rural industries, this will be a significant challenge. Analysis of key rural industries shows 

they lag behind all-industries in relation to gender, age and particularly cultural and linguistic diversity. 

Churn in decision-making roles is low, so opportunity to introduce diverse candidates who merit 

appointment is limited. Therefore, the demonstrated commitment of industry leaders is crucial as a pre-

requisite for developing and deploying a diversity strategy. 

At the public company level, the work of numerous organisations is beginning to take effect, with diverse 

appointments being evident in the previous five years. However, at the SME level, greater support and 

resourcing is required to expand the talent pool available for appointment. Responsibility for assisting 

family farm and food processing businesses tends to rest with industry associations, RDCs and 

government agencies. 

Strategies to increase the participation of women on boards are advanced in comparison to other diverse 

groups studied. Available vacancies on boards are few and as the baby boomer cohort retires, 

opportunities to reduce the average age of boards are increasing, particularly as women are generally 

younger than male candidates by six years. However the research found that the supply of candidates is 

dependent on a pipeline of candidates from senior management roles. This pathway is undersupplied 

with diverse candidates. Of the surveyed companies, only 15 percent had formal diversity strategies, 

although appointments to decision-making roles in the last two years included 23 percent (small 

businesses) and 33 percent (larger businesses) from diverse backgrounds. Small businesses tended to 

appoint females (26 percent), while larger businesses tended to appoint younger candidates (20 percent), 

including those from diverse cultural backgrounds (32 percent), as well as females (41 percent). 

It is evident that the focus for diversity strategies will need to be on middle management and upcoming 

business leaders from diverse backgrounds in medium and larger businesses; and on the family farm 

business; in order to affect greater diversity in decision-making. 

A number of barriers to diversity and subsequent opportunities have been identified in the research. 

These include supply of candidates for decision-making roles; competing demands and balancing work-

life commitments; additional costs to attract diverse candidates; lack of cultural awareness; the challenge 

of changing behaviours; and inter-generational conflicts in approaches to decision-making. 

Two approaches are detailed to harness diversity and accelerate the pace of change to deliver the benefits 

of diversity. They revolve around creating a pipeline of talent for senior management roles and board 

appointments and encouraging greater participation in small business decision-making. 

The first, detailed in Table (i) is to focus on removing identified barriers. The second, detailed in Figure 

(i) is to mount a more comprehensive industry-level strategy incorporating four themes – leadership 

commitment; culture and management change; training and communications; and measurement and 

accountability. 
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Table i Removing barriers to diversity in decision making roles 

Barrier Options to remove barrier 

A lack of available candidates 

from diverse backgrounds at 

senior levels; Finding effective 

ways for management to engage 

diverse decision-makers 

 

 Liaise with rural leadership programs, diversity advocacy bodies and 

company director registries to create a diversity candidate listing 

available to rural industries 

 Encourage mentoring of diverse middle management candidates for 

senior roles 

 Encourage sponsoring talent from diverse groups by executive and 

board members 

 Review recruitment processes to ensure bias towards diverse candidates 

is removed and a wider candidate pool can be attracted e.g. Use of a 

range of media where vacancies can be advertised 

 Utilise A-Cap rating to assess candidates 

 

Challenges in managing work-

life balance and responsibilities 

for diverse candidates – family; 

farm; off-farm work 

 

 Promote models of shared responsibility for decision-making 

 Combine people, financial and digital literacy with technical extension 

activities 

 Offer subsidised family packages for short courses, skill set modules 

and field day activities combined with crèche facilities 

 Encourage the use of video and teleconferencing for decision-making 

teams 

 

Additional expense and 

remuneration involved in 

attracting diverse decision-

makers e.g. accommodation; 

child care; travel 

 

 Explore and utilise existing taxation rebate arrangements for 

businesses offering relocation of diverse candidates for skilled 

positions 

 Consider targeted alliances with local schools, diversity groups and 

use of social media as cost-effective recruitment mechanisms 

 Consider opportunities for partner employment to boost attraction for 

diverse candidates 

 

A lack of cultural awareness 

within the organisation 

 

 Encourage peak bodies and larger companies to partner with diversity 

advocacy and training organisations to supply awareness programs for 

executives and board directors 

 Ensure inclusion of diversity education along with people, digital and 

financial literacy in rural industries’ educational packages 

 Incorporate specific diversity elements in leadership development 

programs 

 Incorporate module on diversity in accredited general management 

courses offered by RTOs 

Having to change “our way” of 

doing business to accommodate 

diverse decision-makers 

 

 Develop rural industries-relevant material on business re-design and 

how to progress a diversity strategy in a rural industry business 

 Draw together and publish case studies on how rural businesses are 

achieving business value through diversity  

 

A lack of inter-generational 

understanding and tolerance 

 Incorporate speakers and presentations from young business people in 

rural industries fora 

 Development of young talent graduate mentoring programs with 

larger companies, peak industry bodies and RDCs 
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Growing Diversity Industry Strategy  

 

 
 

 

   

 

Leadership Commitment 

 Formal partnerships between diversity advocates and organisation CEOs and organisation 

Chairs to deliver cultural awareness, diversity strategies and targets 

 Engagement with diverse communities to broaden the pool of candidates available for 

appointment to senior roles 

 Adoption of KPIs linked to achieving diversity targets, with reporting at board and industry 

level 

 Sponsorship of diverse talent within the organisation by senior management and board directors 

 Adoption and promotion of “leading” status on diversity by larger companies 

 Articulation of the business case for diversity as a long term business strategy (it’s not just a HR 

matter) 

 Allocating sufficient resources to develop and deploy a diversity strategy 

 

Culture and Management Change 

 Adoption of A-Cap scoring for potential candidates 

 Review of recruitment processes for bias against diverse candidates 

 Review of middle management roles to ensure mentoring, sponsorship and training are available 

to diverse talent.  

Mentoring focuses on the provision of emotional support and advice to help people achieve 

greater career outcomes.  

Sponsorship is recognised as another form of support relationship in which a sponsor is 

necessarily in a more powerful position in the organisation and is pro-active in helping a protégé 

to develop their career.  

While the evidence is clear that sponsorship leads to more positive career outcomes than 

mentoring, there are challenges in both types of support relationship. According to Workplace 

Gender Equality Agency, women are more often provided with mentoring than sponsorship and 

Harnessing 
Diversity

Leadership 
Commitment

Training and 
Communication

Measurement 
and 

Accountability

Culture and 
Management 

Change

Figure i Growing Diversity Industry Strategy, Source: McPherson (2008) 
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may receive the same positive career benefits as men (who are more likely to receive 

sponsorship). Hence, it could be useful for organisations to ensure that women are provided with 

sponsorship support that may increase their chances of progressing to senior leadership.  

 Identification of role models in senior roles for diverse candidates 

 Formation of networking groups targeted at regions, diverse groups and industry clusters to 

provide opportunities for on-line and face-to-face engagement with businesses 

 Reviewing and altering leave and flexible work policies to better accommodate employees with 

carer responsibilities 

 Ensuring succession planning advice for family farming businesses which includes female 

family members and is firmly based on aptitude, skills and commitment rather than gender. 

 

 

Training and Communication 
 

 Appointment of employees from diverse backgrounds as company ambassadors to engage talent 

by attending external job fairs, conferences, and community events. 

 Broadening the remit of extension and field day technical learning activities to support co-

owners, through provision of family-friendly facilities and subsidised participation. 

 Developing regional learning clusters for improving people, digital and financial literacy 

targeted at SMEs 

 Promotion and subsidisation of places for diverse candidates to participate in rural leadership 

programs. 

 Conduct of a robust evaluation of the outcomes of rural leadership programs in terms of 

confidence and capability-building and subsequent impact on participation in decision-making 

 Clarification of career paths in rural industries for new entrants from diverse backgrounds, 

particularly demonstrating how qualifications gained in other industries are applicable. 

 Development of “train the trainer” programs for trusted advisers and peak industry bodies on 

people literacy, in order to support rural industry SMEs. 

 Development of a bureau of role models in leadership and decision-making from diversity 

groups working in rural industries. These role models need to be visible to new and potential 

entrants and those undertaking tertiary and further education. 

 Promotion of rural returners and rural lifestyle benefits in social and ethnic media 

 

Measurement and Accountability 
 

 Supplementary surveys or data fields on diversity for ABS/ABARES Farm Survey data 

collections 

 Inclusion of 2016 Census analysis on workforce diversity in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 

sub-sectors 

 Establishment of an SME regional cluster survey on diversity to create benchmarking data for 

rural industries 

 Inclusion of performance data on Inclusion in executive KPIs and performance reviews 

 Encouraging A-Cap usage in recruitment of decision-makers, where that has relevance for 

business strategy 

 Establishing a monitoring, evaluation and reporting regime for the company Diversity Policy: 

(a) quantitative breakdown of gender, age, and other diversity attributes composition of senior 

management and other staff at a specific date and comparative data for the previous year; and 

(b) a report of the organisation’s performance against its Diversity Policy’s objectives. 

 Incorporating peer networking and benchmarking of diversity for SMEs through existing 

regional groupings 

 Promulgation of case studies relevant to SMEs on diversity in decision-making. 
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Introduction 

Australian rural industries are continuing to undergo transformational changes. These changes are driven 

by internal and external factors. The internal factors include sustaining industry productivity in the 

presence of weather and climate risks, shifts in domestic consumer demand, changes in government 

policies, technological advances and innovation, emerging natural resources management and 

environmental concerns and decline in terms of trade. The external factors comprise of the growing 

demand in emerging and developing economies triggered by population and income growth, harnessing 

the potential benefits of various trade agreements and competition from other primary producers 

overseas.   

The development of these factors generates challenges and opportunities. The challenges include 

maintaining/enhancing productivity and industry efficiency in a sustainable operating environment.  The 

opportunities revolve around capturing the potential benefits of technological changes along the supply 

chains, particularly with regard to digital technologies and ICT and the growing demand for rural 

commodities regionally and globally driven by income and population growth in key overseas markets.   

Addressing the challenges and harnessing the opportunities require innovative service offerings, 

business models, routes to market, as well as new management practices. There is now a greater 

recognition that novel ideas can transform any part of the rural industry supply chains - and that products 

and services represent just the tip of the innovation iceberg.  In this context, capturing into the rural 

industries, the skills, expertise and competencies of diverse groups in the national workforce is critical.  

While agriculture is not the single rural industry, it is a significant employer in regional areas. Around 

270,000 people are employed in the sector with a further 223,000 in food, beverage and tobacco 

manufacturing (ABARES 2015a).  Advances in technology and productivity have resulted in a decrease 

of people employed in the sector, a trend expected to continue. At the same time changing technologies 

and markets mean there is a need for a more diverse and highly skilled workforce with skills across a 

wide range of disciplines.2 

The rural industry workforce has a number of distinctive features including an ageing demographic 

profile with relatively low education levels. There are different age profiles among rural industries. The 

horticulture and dairy industries stand out as having younger age profiles, while the beef and sheep 

industries have the oldest workforces. The proportion of the rural workforce without post-school 

qualifications is around 20 percentage points higher than for the workforce generally, while for 

university training it is more than three times lower than that for the national workforce. 

In 2011, the Australian Government reported that 80 percent of firms in the Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fishing industries employed less than 20 employees, categorised by the ABS as small businesses.3 

Industries gaining employment share over the last two decades include horticulture and fruit growing; 

services to rural sector; poultry farming and commercial fishing. Industries losing employment share 

include grains; sheep and beef cattle farming; dairy; other livestock farming; and forestry and logging. 

Productivity growth has come about as rural producers have made better use of available technologies 

and management practices. Key influences in this context have been the pressures from competing 

overseas producers, the enabling effects of new process technologies such as ICT and the internet. 

                                                      

2 Commonwealth of Australia 2015, Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper: Stronger Farmers Stronger 

Economy, Canberra, page 4. 
3 Australian Government, Australian Small Business Key statistics and Analysis, December 2012 
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Objectives 

The objectives of this project are to provide advice and recommendations to RIRDC on the following 

research questions: 

1. What is diversity in decision making in relation to rural industries? 

 What does diversity look like in rural businesses and industries (this includes, 

but goes beyond, Board and industry representation)? 

 What can it help achieve? 

 What types of impacts does diversity contribute to the performance of rural 

industries? How do we, or would we, know? 

 Are there particular rural industries where diversity has a greater/lesser impact? 

Are there particular diversity groups that have had a greater/lesser impact on 

rural industries? 

 What financial contribution does diversity make to agriculture/farm businesses? 

 

2. What is the current situation and history? 

 Overall, what impact is diversity having on the broader rural industry sector? 

 Who are the decision makers in rural industries re business and financial matters, 

implementation of innovation, production change? 

 Has the representation of diversity demographics changed? (e.g. has the 

contribution of women, youth, different cultures, geography, types of jobs 

and roles changed over time) 

 What is the difference in paid versus unpaid contribution? 

 Is the unpaid contribution valued/rewarded/recognised/fairly costed in 

the business? 

 Who within rural industries is doing it well and why? In what industries does 

diversity in leadership and decision making remain limited and why? 

 What are the barriers to enhanced diversity in decision making in rural industries 

– real and perceived? 

 What are the opportunities of diversity – real and perceived? 

 

3. If diversity goals were embraced and achieved, what might result? 

 What should our goals be and why? 

 What might be needed to achieve these goals? 

 Is there value in a metric to measure diversity outcomes on an ongoing basis? 

How could this be done in a cost effective way? 

 

4. What information and guidance might be useful to help encourage effective diversity 

within rural industries? 

 What are the levers that could be used to enhance diversity? Who are key players 

in encouraging diversity? 

 What considerations are needed when involving farmers, businesses and 

other people in decision making in rural industries? 

 Are there case studies of diversity within rural industries that others can learn 

from? 
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Methodology 

The methodology used in this research involved the following elements: 

Survey of relevant literature was undertaken to assess the current and future perspectives of the 

evolving role of diversity in rural industries. The literature survey was conducted in the form of a 

systematic review of the published literature relating to diversity in the Australian rural industries. The 

literature survey was based on empirical literature available on Google Scholar database and other online 

sources and library databases.  

Search of additional and relevant publicly available published material through other sources such as 

media, industry organisations and the government (e.g. RIRDC NFF, MLA, GRDC, HIA, CSIRO, 

grower/producer organisations, industry bodies, R & D agencies, private sector think tanks, academic 

institutions etc.).  

o The literature review strategy involved the use of following search terms in 

combination: (diversity) (gender) (age) (women) (youth) (cultural) (education) 

(English proficiency) (ICT competence) and (rural) and (agriculture) and (fisheries) 

and (forestry) and (leadership) and (decision making) and (innovation) and 

(technology) and (productivity) (performance) (efficiency) (barriers) (opportunities). 

The time duration of the literature survey is from 2000 – present.  

o The sources of information included in the literature /evidence review were met the 

following inclusion criteria: diversity in decision making, contribution to performance 

and productivity, impact of diversity, paid versus unpaid contributions, role of 

industry and government, incentives and opportunities for greater diversity, 

disincentives or barriers to diversity, case studies.  

 

 A statistical analysis of select diversity groups represented in key rural industries. The 

focus was on gender, age, cultural and linguistic background and indigenous status as select 

characteristics. Analysis of relevant primary data and information available from the most 

recent Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) Censes of Population and Housing (2006, 2011). 

Collation and comparative analysis of data and information relating to agricultural, fisheries 

and forestry industries with regard to workforce diversity.  

 

 A scan was conducted of 93 organisations across rural industries, analysing the gender 

characteristics of key decision-makers as Board Directors and Executives. 

 An on-line survey sent to over 200 organisations representing a cross-section of rural 

industries. The survey questionnaire contained a brief background and key objectives of the 

project followed by multiple choice, rating and open ended questions to collect quantitative 

and qualitative information relating to:  

o Demographic characteristics of diverse groups who are involved in rural industries 

along their supply chains  

o The types of rural sector organisations in which diverse groups are involved   

o The extent to which diverse group members occupy decision-making or leadership 

positions within rural industries and related organisations   

o What decision making roles or leadership roles they play within those organisations 

o The mechanisms or pathways by which diverse group members have reach/access to 

decision making or leadership  positions in such organisations 

o The skills, competencies, expertise and other attributes  that  those diverse group 

members  bring to the organisations in which they are involved  

o Current and planned  organisational strategies/opportunities to enhance the 

participation by diverse group members in decision making, leadership and 

management positions 
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o Barriers and challenges to greater participation by diverse group members in those 

organisations. 

         

 Synthesis of analysis and outcomes. The analysis of the outcomes of each of the above 

methodological approaches was synthesised and cross-analysed to respond to the research 

questions.  

 

Defining diversity  

The prevailing image of the “middle aged white male”4 as rural industry leader and decision-maker 

tends to define diversity as “others” who do not share this profile.  

 

In the context of this research, “others” is defined as those with differing professional backgrounds, 

female, younger age groups, culturally and linguistically diverse, indigenous and having personal 

features of difference.  

 

What is driving diversity in decision-making? 

Significant forces are resulting in greater diversity within organisations and these forces are driving 

recognition of the business value of diverse decision-makers. AlphaBeta (2015) in The New Work 

Order identifies automation, globalisation and collaboration as the drivers of the future of work.5 

 

In rural industries businesses are increasingly dependent on data to support decision-making. 

Automation of processes such as materials handling, planting and harvesting, have reduced the level 

of labouring. 

 

Increasing global trade in rural commodities and processed products requires businesses to be capable 

of successful interactions with customers and suppliers across multiple cultural settings. Australia’s 

increasing trade relationships in Asia have resulted in companies considering their A-Cap, or Asia 

Capability. 

 

The Australian Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper (2015) describes technology and global 

demand as forces creating new alliances and new markets. Higher levels of inter-departmental and 

inter-organisational alliance (Guzzo & Salas 1995) result from increasing specialisation. For example, 

companies whose core business is production or processing may require expertise in marketing, 

distribution or research and development.  

 

In addition to these global forces impacting rural industries, there is the changing demography of the 

Australian population and workforce. Higher workforce participation of women; indigenous workers; 

migrants and the movement of the baby boomer cohort into retirement; and the increasing 

corporatisation of rural industries have opened greater opportunities for a more diverse mix of leaders 

to rise through rural industries.  

 

  

                                                      

4 Marslen T (2015) Empowering Women in Agriculture and Beyond, Future Directions International. 
5 AlphaBeta (2015), The New Work Order, Foundation for Young Australians, Melbourne. 



 

5 

Benefits of diversity in decision-making 

A range of benefits are purported related to increased diversity in decision-making, particularly gender 

diversity. 

A survey of workplace diversity literature provides useful insights into the outcomes or benefits of 

embracing and achieving diversity. While the link or correlation between workforce diversity and 

positive business outcomes is not easy to prove, available literature shows the use of two approaches to 

illustrate a link. The first is an approach where outcomes for one group (of firms/entities) are compared 

with those of another group that is similar in all aspects except workforce diversity. The second, a case 

study approach, comparing outcomes before and after an increase in a firm/entity’s workforce diversity.  

It is important to recognise that many of the benefits of workplace diversity have been described as 

“context -specific, indirect, intangible and qualitative”6.  Stary (2015) noted, after extensive review of 

gender diversity on company boards, that “On social justice grounds, it is clear that female 

representation at board level is in the long term best interests of the company. That is, not only the best 

interests of the shareholders but of the stakeholders of the company at large. Finding shareholder value 

and financial performance grounds for appointing female directors, or any individual directors, is 

extremely difficult due to the number of variables that need to be excluded and the indirect role in 

operational management that a board plays. However, on social justice and equality grounds, as 

Thomson and Lloyd famously stated ‘fair to say that insofar as the business case for appointing more 

women to boards is provable, it is proven’. 

The bottom line 

 
According to international research, firms can improve business performance, innovation and creativity 

by having a diverse mix of employees and perspectives, especially at senior leadership level (Bank of 

New Zealand 2014).  

Analysis of many firms across a range of industries in Canada, Latin America, the United Kingdom, and 

the United States has shown a strong connection between diversity of leadership and financial 

performance (McKinsey & Company 2015). This does not mean that diversity in leadership, 

management and decision-making automatically translates into more profit. But it rather indicates that 

firms/organisations that commit to diverse leadership/management/decision making are more 

successful. 

McPherson (2008), based on extensive review of case studies in the US, UK, Denmark and NZ points 

out several competitive advantages or business benefits linked to demographic diversity of the workforce 

(such as gender, age, ethnicity, cultural background). These include increased profitability, productivity, 

innovation, and improved sales and better marketing outcomes. The review by McPherson (2008) 

supports a link between having and supporting a diverse workforce, including in management and 

boards, and positive business outcomes.  

Several key insights are emerging from McPherson’s (2008) review. First, a 2005 comparison of 

minority-friendly 76 US organisations (rated on variables such as representation on boards, senior 

management and total workforce, having diversity programmes and other diversity positive practices) 

with those that rated poorly, found that the minority-friendly organisations achieved higher than average 

performance in terms of return on investment,  return on sales and return on equity. Second, a 2002 study 

of 140 leading UK private and public organisations found that 80% reported a link between good 

diversity practice and better business performance in terms of improved productivity, better service 

delivery and cost savings. Third, a Danish study of 2500 firms from 1993-2001 found a strong link 

                                                      

6 McPherson M, (2008) Workforce Diversity: Evidence of Positive Business Outcomes and how to achieve them:  

A Review of the Literature, EEO Trust, Auckland, New Zealand. 
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between female representation at top executive and board level and performance as measured by gross 

profit, net sales, contribution margin, operating income and net income after tax.  

A recent study by McKinsey & Company (Hunt et al, 2015) surveying 336 firms in UK, Canada, Latin 

America, and the US have shown significant connection between diversity and financial performance. 

This strong connection between diversity and financial performance illustrates that firms who commit 

to diverse leadership are more successful. Several insights are emerging from their work. First, the firms 

in the top quartile for gender diversity were 15 percent more likely to have financial returns that were 

above their national industry median. Second, the firms in the top quartile for racial/ethnic diversity 

were 35 percent more likely to have financial returns above their national industry median. Third, the 

key factors driving better performance by firms with diverse executive teams and boards were 

advantages in recruiting the best talent, stronger customer orientation, increased employee satisfaction 

and improved decision making. 

Studies conducted on the benefits of women in leadership are summarised in a 2012 business case 

prepared by the University of Melbourne Centre for Ethical Leadership, posted on the website of the 

Male Champions of Change, an organisation formed in 2010 by the Sex Discrimination Commissioner, 

Elizabeth Broderick, with an aim for senior male leaders to support women in leadership. These benefits 

include: 

 Economic growth – unlocking the value of the female labour pool; more disposable income 

 Organisational, financial and market performance – an 8.7% improved return on equity 

compared to non-female Board; and 26% improved financial performance 

 Risk management, good corporate governance – improved monitoring and audit by 15%; 

reduced risk of bankruptcy 

 Corporate social responsibility and culture – improvement in gender pay equity; transparency; 

less sexism 

 Leadership, team performance and motivation – participative/collaborative; creative idea 

generation; role models for female staff; motivation of staff 

 Better utilisation of human assets – more than half of new graduates are female; underutilised, 

highly educated females.7 

Groutsis et al. (2015) conducted a study benchmarking diversity and inclusion practices in Australia 

and showed that the motivations for adopting a diversity strategy were (in order): 

 To recruit and retain talent; 

 To be an employer of choice; 

 Because it makes business sense; 

 Corporate social responsibility; 

 To improve business performance; and 

 To improve creativity and innovation. 

 

Vafaei et al. (2015) using a sample of the top 500 ASX listed firms over the period 2005-2011 have 

illustrated an important relationship between gender diversity on corporate boards and the financial 

performance of the businesses surveyed. Their analysis has shown that board diversity is positively 

associated with financial performance after controlling for a number of firm-specific, ownership and 

governance characteristics.  

                                                      

7 Wood R, 2012, Building a Business Case for Diversity, Centre for Ethical Leadership, University of 

Melbourne, http://genderequity.ahri.com.au/docs/GEP-Building_a_Business_case_for_Diversity.pdf 

 

http://genderequity.ahri.com.au/docs/GEP-Building_a_Business_case_for_Diversity.pdf
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The empirical evidence of Vafaei et al. (2015) supports a business case for board diversity, demonstrates 

the causality between the share of women on boards of directors and financial performance and suggests 

that it is board diversity that affects performance, not the opposite.   

According to a  Regnan study of 353 North American companies over the period 1996 -2000, the group 

with the largest representation of women in senior management had a 35 % greater return on equity and 

a 34 % greater total return to shareholders than those with the lowest such representation.  

 

Analysis of 215 Fortune 500 companies in the US between 1980 and 1998 has shown that the 25 firms 

that had the best record for promoting women to board and other senior positions recorded higher returns 

than the Fortune 500 median for their industry. In Canada,  the Conference Board of Canada (CBC) 

found that in 2002 Canadian firms with two or more women board members ‘were far more likely to be 

industry leaders in revenues and profits six years later’.  

 

A study conducted by BankWest Curtin Economic Centre in 2015 examined the link between gender 

diversity in corporate leadership and the occurrence of fraud in 128 publicly listed Australian companies. 

The study claims that a 1 percentage point increase in the share of women on boards lowers the 

probability of fraud by 1.06 percentage points, representing a reduction of 7 percent in the likelihood of 

fraud (Capezio, Mavisakalyan 2016). 

 

The “out-group advantage”: better decision-making 

 
The introduction of diversity to a business or organisation is often viewed as a means to introduce 

new perspectives and ideas into a business. Diversity encompasses the introduction of decision-

makers who are able to deliver what is termed “the out group advantage”: that is the introduction of 

decision-makers who are significantly different enough from the prevailing decision-makers in the 

business that they could be considered an “out-group newcomer” (Phillips, Liljenquist, Neale 2009). 

Introducing diversity in decision-making may include gender, cultural background, age, professional 

background diversity and other personal characteristics in individuals brought to the task. Beyond 

increasing the capacity of decision-makers to perceive new ideas, diversity has been found to improve 

the quality of decision-making, through challenging homogenous group comfort and increasing more 

careful information processing to reach decisions... “while homogenous groups feel more confident in 

their performance and group interactions, it is the diverse groups that are more successful in 

completing their tasks.”8 

 

Informational diversity 

 
Inter-disciplinary teams are common in the leadership of businesses and the formation of production 

teams. Diversity can be seen as synonymous, where people from one another in race, gender and with 

other personal dimensions bring their unique information and experiences to bear. Research conducted 

over the period 1992 to 2006 on US Composite 1500 list companies, found that female representation 

in top management led to an increase in firm value and innovation intensity. Similar results were found 

in relation to racial diversity and repeated in 2012 by a team at Credit Suisse Research Institute.9 

 

  

                                                      

8 Phillips K, Liljenquist, K, Neale M, 2009, Better Decisions Through Diversity, Kellogg School of 

Management, Northwestern University, USA. 
9 Phillips, K., 2014, How Diversity makes us Smarter, Scientific American, October 1, 2014. 
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Fostering Innovation 
Although the notion of innovation is traditionally linked to smarter people and better ideas, Page (2007) 

argues that diversity is the greatest force in innovation. Firms who proactively foster gender, racial and 

ethnic diversity are more likely to outperform financially than their national industry medians.  

Ozgen et al. (2013), analysing data from 4582 firms, provided by Statistics Netherlands, have shown, 

using econometric analysis, that firms employing a more diverse foreign workforce are more innovative, 

particularly in terms of product innovations. The benefits of diversity for innovation are more apparent 

in sectors employing relatively more skilled immigrants. 

Nathan and Lee (2013) have investigated the links among cultural diversity, innovation, 

entrepreneurship, and sales strategies in London businesses between 2005 and 2007, in a study based on 

7,600 firms.  Based on their descriptive and econometric analysis, Nathan and Lee (2013) suggest a 

small but significant ‘diversity bonus’ for all types of London firms. Their analysis show that: companies 

with diverse management are more likely to introduce new product innovations than are those with 

homogeneous ‘top teams’; diversity is especially important for reaching global markets and serving 

London’s cosmopolitan population; and migrant status has positive links to entrepreneurship.  

Dezso and Ross (2012) have analysed  15 years of panel data on the top management teams of the S&P 

1,500 firms and have shown that female representation in top management leads to better firm 

performance but only to the extent that a firm is focused on innovation as part of its strategy. 

Østergaard et al. (2011) have investigated the relationship between employee diversity (in terms of 

gender, age, ethnicity, and education) and innovation based on an innovation survey undertaken  in 2006 

focusing on organisational and technical change in more than 1,600 Danish manufacturing and service 

firms in the period from 2003 to 2005. Their econometric analysis has shown that employee diversity is 

positively associated with the innovative performance of firms. They have also found a positive 

relationship between employee diversity on gender and education, and the firms’ likelihood to innovate.   

In summary, there are three (potentially complementary) bases on which diversity could be promulgated 

as an organisational policy: the normative (companies or governments and authorities determine that it’s 

the right thing to do); it enhances ‘bottom‐line’ shareholder value; and it improves the performance of 

organisations in other ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Study 

Kalfresh: QLD rural business turns carrot problem into profit by increasing diversity 

Kalfresh, a Queensland firm that grows, packs and markets carrots, pumpkins, onions and 

beans for domestic and export markets, is an example of the benefits to be gained from 

diversification of leadership. “Our management team, all men. Our Board, all men. Anyone 

who had any say in anything, it was all men.” said Richard Gorman, the Managing Director. 

The company decided to hire five tertiary-educated women married to Kalfresh’s managers 

and growers. “We had some of the most talented people we could possibly ever hope who in 

their professional world would be on enormous wages. We had it all right in front of us.” 

The team was asked to solve the problem of wastage of vegetables, with 15 to 30 percent of 

product being sold for animal feed. 

The women researched consumer trends, designed the packaging, planned an advertising 

campaign and signed Woolworths for a trial of a new pre-packaged carrot product. They 

proposed investing $3 million in a pre-cut bagged vegetable process.  

The trial was a success and Woolworths now stocks the product Just Veg in Queensland, NSW 

and Victoria. The product now earns five times the value of the original premium product. 
Extract from Landline, ABC, 11 April 2016. 
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Diverse workforces are the reality of the future and they have the potential to deliver enhanced business 

benefits. The business benefits that are linked to diversity of the workforce include increased 

profitability, productivity and innovation (McPherson 2008).  

Survey respondents in rural industries in the current research were asked to identify the business value 

they derived from diversity. Benefits of diversity in decision making roles are shown in Table 1. Figure 

1 indicates the proportion of benefits the small businesses derive from diversity.  

Table 1 Benefits of diversity in decision making roles 

Benefits to small businesses Benefits to medium/ large businesses 

New skills, knowledge and expertise New skills, knowledge and expertise 

Wider experiences to bring to bear on issues Wider experiences to bring to bear on issues 

Improved quality of decision-making Greater affinity with customers/consumers 

Better understanding of emerging markets  

Greater affinity with customers/consumers  

Improved business continuity  

Beneficial influence on investors  

Improved governance and strategy  

Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in decision-making in rural industries survey, 2016 

 

 

Figure 1 Benefits small organisations drive from diversity, Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in decision-

making in rural industries survey, 2016 

  

28%

23%21%

9%

9%

6%

2% 2% Benefits of diversity
New skills, knowledge and
expertise

Wider experiences to bring to
bear on issues

Improved quality of decision-
making

Better understanding of
emerging markets

Greater affinity with
customers/consumers

Improved business continuity

Beneficial influence on
investors

Improved governance and
strategy



 

10 

What does diversity look like in rural industries? 

Data collection on diversity in rural industries is largely restricted to periodic mandatory reporting 

collections or surveys targeted at larger corporations. Larger agribusinesses with in excess of 100 

employees, ASX-listed companies in rural industries and rural research corporations are required to 

collate information in respect of board diversity, women in management and board roles, and whether 

there are gender diversity policies or strategies in place. 

Beyond this reporting regime, and any legislative requirements, such as indigenous composition of board 

members, little data is collated on diversity in decision-making in rural industries.  

In February 2015, ABARES published two papers titled Diversity in Australia’s Agricultural Workforce 

and Diversity in Australia’s Forest Industry Workforce,  which detail data from Census in 2006 and 

2011 related to indigenous employees; people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; 

women; young people (15-29 years); who nominated agriculture or forestry as their industry of 

employment. In 2012, ABARES also published The Australian seafood industry: workforce information 

and stakeholder responses, which provides some parameters of diversity in this sub-sector.  

These statistics generally show under-representation of diverse groups in comparison to the all-

industries population employed across Australia at that time, see Table 2. 

 
Table 2 Diversity in selected rural industries, 2011 

Diverse group Agriculture Forestry Fishing All-industries 

Indigenous (Aboriginal or 

Torres Strait islander) 
1.0 2.0 3.0 1.7 

Female 31.0 19.0 19.0 47.0 

CALD 8.0 14.0 NA  13.0* 

15-29 years old 14.0 21.0 19.0 26.0 

Sources: ABS, ABARES, FECCA 
Note: * 13% of workers were born in non-English speaking countries in 2011(Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils 

of Australia) 

 

Since 2011, various data collections of the ABS and ABARES related to Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fishing provide age and gender related workforce data. There is little information specific to rural 

industries decision-makers, either as business owners, senior staff or board directors. For example, 

ABARES conducted its last Women on Farms Survey in 1993-4. 

The Workplace Gender Equality Agency collects data annually from Australian organisations with more 

than 100 employees, related to gender diversity at management levels, policies and strategies to improve 

gender diversity in larger workplaces and board gender composition. 

The Diversity Council of Australia (DCA) commenced research into cultural and ethno-religious 

diversity in ASX-200 companies in Australia through intensive surveying in 2011-201310. The 

organisation has also formed an Asia-Capability Index, or A-Cap, which measures an individual’s ability 

to interact effectively in Asian countries and cultures, and with people from Asian cultural backgrounds, 

to achieve work goals. 

  

                                                      

10 Diversity Council of Australia, 2013, Capitalising on Culture: A Study of the Cultural Origins of ASX 200 

Business Leaders https://www.dca.org.au/dca-research/capitalising-on-culture.html#sthash.ynjMLDea.dpuf 

 

https://www.dca.org.au/dca-research/capitalising-on-culture.html#sthash.ynjMLDea.dpuf
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“Whilst Australian business is making some encouraging progress in relation to gender diversity, we have yet 

to replicate this in the area of ethnic and cultural diversity – yet the business case is equally valid. Cultural 

diversity has a hugely valuable role to play in the generation of diverse thinking and in underpinning our 

ability to anticipate and exceed client or customer needs and expectations.” 11 

  Robert Milliner, Chief Executive Partner of Mallesons Stephen Jaques.  

 
In overseas jurisdictions where mandatory gender diversity quotas are established for new board 

positions, annual reporting is a requirement. In relation to data collection specific to diversity in 

decision-making in rural industries, some jurisdictions were found to have periodic and targeted 

surveying and data collection. 

The Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council has conducted surveys related to women in 

agriculture as part of a 3 year study which focuses on barriers to women advancing to leadership roles 

in agriculture.12  

In the United Kingdom, Farmer’s Weekly and Barclays have supplemented the European Union Annual 

Farm Structure Survey with a survey titled Women in Farming: The Changing Face of Agriculture in 

the UK, which asks questions related to gender equity and advancement to leadership.13 

The US Department of Agriculture published the Characteristics of Women Farm Operators and their 

Farms in 2013, then supplemented by survey through the Farm Bureau Federation Women in Agriculture 

Survey, published in 2015, covering questions related to leadership experience, skills to lead and 

opportunity to lead. 

Rural industries where diversity groups are notable 

ABARES reports that in 2011, culturally and linguistically diverse workers were represented highest in 

workforces in mushroom and vegetable growing (31 percent); fruit and tree nut growing (29 percent); 

fishing (18 percent); fruit and nut growing (17 percent); forestry (15 percent); and poultry farming (14 

percent). Roles in the agriculture tend to split between unskilled labour (36 percent) and managers (53 

percent). In the forestry industry, the roles of CALD workers tend to be in the paper manufacturing and 

timber processing sub-sectors as machine operators and technicians and trades workers. 

Women feature in agriculture in sheep, beef, cattle and grain farming (52 percent) and in mushroom and 

vegetable growing (39 percent); other livestock farming (41 percent); and nursery and floriculture 

production (42 percent). 

Younger age groups (15 – 29 year olds) are represented in the forestry industry (21 percent); fishing (20 

percent); and agriculture (14 percent). The largest group of young people are employed in sheep, beef, 

cattle and grain farming, being the largest sub-sector of this industry, which employs more than half of 

the agricultural workforce. Other sub-sectors attracting younger workers are mushroom and vegetable 

growing (22 percent); nursery and floriculture production (21 percent); other crop growing (21 percent) 

and dairy farming (19 percent). One third of these younger workers are in managerial roles. 

Indigenous workers are represented in the fishing industry (3 percent); forestry (2 percent); and 

agriculture (1 percent). Within agriculture, almost half are employed in sheep, beef, cattle and grain 

farming, consistent with the workforce share of this sub-sector, followed by fruit and nut tree growing 

                                                      

11 https://www.dca.org.au/News/News/How-well-are-Australian-organisations-

%E2%80%98capitalising-on-culture%E2%80%99-in-the-senior-ranks/224#sthash.LSLyaajC.dpuf 
 
12 www.cahrd-ccrha.ca 
 
13 Barclays, 2014, Women in Farming: The Changing Face of Agriculture in the UK 

http://www.newsroom.barclays.com/r/2954/the_future_s_bright_for_the_next_generation_of_female 

  

https://www.dca.org.au/News/News/How-well-are-Australian-organisations-%E2%80%98capitalising-on-culture%E2%80%99-in-the-senior-ranks/224#sthash.LSLyaajC.dpuf
https://www.dca.org.au/News/News/How-well-are-Australian-organisations-%E2%80%98capitalising-on-culture%E2%80%99-in-the-senior-ranks/224#sthash.LSLyaajC.dpuf
http://www.cahrd-ccrha.ca/
http://www.newsroom.barclays.com/r/2954/the_future_s_bright_for_the_next_generation_of_female
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(16 percent). Within forestry, more than half of the indigenous employees work in pulp and paper 

manufacturing. It is notable, that indigenous rangers who work in forest management and also eco-

tourism roles are not incorporated in these figures. 

Survey respondents in the current research were asked to review the appointment of decision-makers in 

the previous two years. Comparison of appointments between small businesses (less than 20 employees) 

and medium and larger businesses showed higher proportions of diverse candidates were appointed by 

the larger businesses, where scope of available roles, formal diversity policies and strategies were 

achieving impact. 14 

 

 

Figure 2 Diversity in decision making in small businesses, Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in decision-

making in rural industries survey, 2016 

 

Figure 3 Diversity in decision making roles in medium and large businesses, Source: VU ISCL RIRDC 

Diversity in decision-making in rural industries survey, 2016 

                                                      

14 Others include socio-economic status, geographic location, physical ability, religion, sexual orientation or 

educational attainment. 

 

57

35

23
12

26%

16%

11%

6%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Gender (Female) Other Ethnicity Age (under 30)

84

64
58

40

41%

32%
29%

20%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Gender (Female) Ethnicity Other Age (under 30)



 

13 

 

Acting to increase diversity in decision-making 

The survey included questions in regard to active strategies to increase diversity in decision making. 

Only 15% of the surveyed organisations have active strategies in place. The strategies that have been 

applied by the organisations are:  

 An informal (i.e. not measured/reported) but agreed part of the organisational culture; 

 A management action led by the CEO/Owner/General Manager, which is measured and reported 

on; 

 A formal strategy or plan adopted by the Board, which is measured and reported on. 

These strategies were mainly used by the medium and large organisations rather than small 

organisations.  

A 7-point Likert scale was applied to assess levels of agreement to a series of question regarding the 

actions in increasing diversity (Figure 4). The statements and associated scores for medium and larger 

organisations are shown in Figure .  

 

Figure 4 7-point Likert scale and its associated statements 
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Generally speaking, the attitude of small organisations toward diversity stands close to mid-point (4). 

They have not shown strong agreement or attention to diversity. Most of the responses were either 

“somewhat agree” or “neither agree nor disagree”. However, medium and large organisations have 

shown stronger agreement with general scores standing above 5. This highlights their greater capability 

to implement strategies relating to diversity.   

 

Figure 5 Likert scores for actions to increase diversity in decision making roles in medium and large 

organisations 

 

The following paragraphs analyse details of medium and large organisations’ responses to each 

question. 

 Our organisation derives business value from having more diverse decision-makers: 

The score of 5.3 out of 7 shows these organisations slightly agree in regard to the value-add of 

diversity in decision making to the business. Choices of “Agree”, “Somewhat agree” and “Neither 

agree nor disagree” were selected equally. 

  Our organisation has not considered diversity in decision-making roles: 

In this question, the smaller number indicates the stronger agreement in terms of diversity 

consideration in the business. The score of 2.7 confirms that medium and large organisations have 

considered diversity in decision making roles more than small organisations with a score of 3.6. 

 Our organisation attracts diverse candidates to decision-making roles: 

This question received score of 5.2 out of 7. Once more, it shows slight agreement regarding attraction 

of diverse candidates. Half of the respondents selected “Agree” and the other half selected “Somewhat 

agree” and “Neither agree nor disagree”. None selected “Strongly agree”.  

 Our organisation seeks diverse candidates by engaging within their networks 

Score of 5.4 shows slightly higher agreement in seeking diverse candidates rather than attracting them 

(5.2). However, it does not confirm strong agreement toward seeking diversity.  

  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Our organisation derives business value
from having more diverse decision-…

Our organisation has not considered
diversity in decision-making roles

Our organisation attracts diverse
candidates to decision-making roles

Our organisation seeks diverse
candidates by engaging within their…

Our organisation is welcoming of diverse
decision makers
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 Our organisation is welcoming of diverse decision makers 

This question has a score of 5.7 the same as small organisations’ response. Organisations of all size 

believe they are welcoming of diverse candidates, although there may be barriers. The barriers are 

discussed in further sections of this report.  

The survey asked respondents to indicate the various strategies that their organisation applies in 

attracting diverse candidates. Table 3 and Table 4 show the responses by organisation types as follows:  

Table 3 List of actions small organisations have taken in order to increase diversity, by type of the activity 

and industry sector 

An Australian agri-business 

with national reach 

Raising awareness of the business value derived through diversity 

Provide mentoring/coaching for employees to prepare them for management 

roles 

Sponsorship of international decision-makers for temporary or ongoing 

roles 

Implementing a strategy to attract diverse candidates to decision making 

roles i.e. internship/scholarship programs sponsoring professional women's 

events; mentoring diverse leaders 

Adapt practices or processes to cater for the needs of diverse candidates i.e. 

family-friendly Board meeting times, introducing cultural awareness 

training 

A family owned and operated 

farm business 

Raising awareness of the business value derived through diversity 

Seeking input into decisions from a wide variety of sources 

Talking about our business with others 

Networking 

Involvement of key decision makers in regional bodies 

A family owned and operated 

farm business,  

Provide mentoring/coaching for employees to prepare them for management 

roles 

 

 

Table 4 List of actions medium/large organisations have taken in order to increase diversity, by type of the 

activity and industry sector 

An industry research body 

Establishing diversity targets for recruitment of decision makers 

Raising awareness of the business value derived through diversity 

Implementing a strategy to attract diverse candidates to decision making 

roles i.e. internship/scholarship programs; sponsoring professional women's 

events; mentoring diverse leaders 

An Australian agribusiness with 

national reach 

Raising awareness of the business value derived through diversity 

Implementing a strategy to attract diverse candidates to decision making 

roles i.e. internship/scholarship programs; sponsoring professional women's 

events; mentoring diverse leaders 
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Government body 

Establishing diversity targets for recruitment of decision makers 

Raising awareness of the business value derived through diversity 

Preparing and enacting a Diversity Policy 

Provide mentoring/coaching for employees to prepare them for management 

roles 

A multinational agribusiness 

company with offices and 

outlets in Australia  

Implementing a strategy to attract diverse candidates to decision making 

roles i.e. internship/scholarship programs; sponsoring professional women's 

events; mentoring diverse leaders 

 

Diversity groups 

The following analysis covers diversity in gender, age, cultural and linguistic diverse (CALD) 

background, indigenous culture and professional background as indicative diversity groups. 

Gender Diversity 

46 percent of Australian workers are women (see Table 5), with 24.7 percent working full time and 21.3 

percent working part time. The participation rate of women in the workplace is 59.5 percent compared 

to males at 71 percent.  

Table 5 Workforce composition by industry and gender 2016 

Industry 

Female Male 

Full-time Part-time Total Full-time Part-time Total 

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Health Care & Social Assistance 42.7 35.6 78.3 16.3 5.4 21.7 

Education & Training 40.4 20.5 70.9 22.2 6 29.1 

Financial & Insurance Services 40.4 14.6 55 41.3 3.7 45 

Accommodation & Food Services 16.8 37.9 54.7 22.7 22.7 45.3 

Retail Trade 20.8 33.8 54.6 29.8 15.6 45.4 

Public Administration & Safety 34.8 14.6 49.2 46.2 4.5 50.9 

Administrative & Support Services 24.3 24.6 48.9 34.6 16.5 51.1 

Rental, Hiring & Resale Estate Services 29.7 17.9 47.6 44.9 7.6 52.4 

Arts & Recreation Services 20.1 26.6 46.7 35.2 18.1 53.3 

Other Services 22.6 23.3 45.8 45.5 8.7 54.2 

Professional, Scientific & Technical Services 27 15.5 42.5 51 6.5 57.5 

Information Media & Telecommunication 26 11.6 37.6 53.5 8.9 62.4 

Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing 14.6 16.3 30.9 56.2 12.9 69.1 

Wholesale Trade 20.3 9.8 30.1 62.6 7.3 69.9 

Manufacturing 18 9.3 27.3 67.3 5.5 72.7 

Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services 16.5 5.9 22.4 74.4 3.1 77.6 

Transport, Postal & Warehousing 14 7.7 21.7 65 13.4 78.3 

Mining 12.9 0.8 13.7 85.4 0.9 86.3 

Construction 5.3 6.4 11.7 80.4 7.9 88.3 

Total employees 25 21.2 46.2 44.3 9.5 53.8 

Source: ABS 2016, Quarterly Labour Force Australia, Catalogue 6291 
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Although there is evidence of relative increase in the participation of women on company boards, there 

is less evidence of any significant change in the share of women in senior executive ranks. Furthermore, 

any lack of women at the top of the companies is caused partly by the continuing disappearance of 

women lower down in the company hierarchy.  

This reflects barriers/constraints/challenges at middle management level for women in 

firms/organisations. Klettner et al. (2014) highlighted several reasons for the lack of substantial increase 

in female executives, compared to the increase of women directors on boards in Australian companies. 

First, recent focus of attention on women in leadership has been directed at boards rather than executives, 

especially in terms of regulatory initiatives. Second, it may be harder to secure executive positions from 

specific fields given that senior executives normally need to have worked their way up the executive 

ladder. In other words, pipeline for senior executive positions is narrower than for non-executive board 

positions for women.  

The lack of women senior executives also explains the fewer number of females on boards because it is 

from the ranks of senior executives that board members have traditionally been drawn.  

In August 2015, the ABS released a series of Gender Indicators, in which it found that in 2013-14, 26 

percent of key management positions, 24 percent of board directors; and 17 percent of CEOs across 

Australia were women.  

The following data (see Table 6 and   
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Table 7) is collated from companies with workforces of more than 100 employees and is based on an 

annual mandated reporting regime under the auspices of the Workplace Gender Equality Agency 

(WGEA), a Commonwealth Government agency. It provides a range of data regarding the representation 

of women at senior levels and on company boards, as well as more detailed information regarding 

family-friendly policies and remuneration of women in these organisations. 

Table 6 Summary of Gender Data 

 ASX 200 Non-ASX 200 

Women's governing body/board representation 
19.5% 23.9% 

Women's managerial representation 
35.3% 37.0% 

The full-time total remuneration gender pay gap 
28.7% 22.7% 

Organisations that have a domestic or family violence 

policy and/or strategy 
44.3% 34.4% 

Organisations that have a flexible working arrangement 

policy and/or strategy 
85.8% 67.4% 

Organisations that have an overall gender equality 

policy and/or strategy 
74.3% 59.4% 

Organisations that offer primary carers' leave 
66.8% 66.8% 

Organisations that offer secondary carer's leave 
49.4% 34.8% 

Source: WGEA 2015 
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Table 7 Representation of Women in Australian Companies 2015 

Management role ASX 200 Non-ASX 200 

Governing body/board members 21.5% 25.5% 

Governing body/board chairs 7.1% 14.6% 

CEOs 8.7% 15.7% 

KMPs 20.2% 27.9% 

Other executives/general managers 28.4% 29.6% 

Senior managers 29.5% 33.9% 

Other managers 37.5% 41.2% 
Source: WGEA, 2016. 

 

Across all industries, larger companies reporting to WGEA indicated the gender composition of their 

executive roles as follows (see Figure 6) : 

 

 

Figure 6 Proportion of women by workforce category, 2014-15,  Source:WGEA 
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Women as decision-makers in rural industries 

A scan of a cross-section of 93 organisations in rural industries undertaken as part of this research 

indicates 24 percent of executives are female and 33 percent of board directors are female (see Table 8 

Gender diversity in rural industries, board and executive scan (see Table 8).  

 

 
Table 8 Gender diversity in rural industries, board and executive scan 

Organisation Board 

Number 

Female 

Board 

members 

% female 

board 

members 

Total 

executives 

Female 

executives 

% female 

executives 

ASX-listed 19 4 21 20 2 10 

Government 16 8 50 13 3 23 

Peak body 502 125 25 256 98 38 

Agribusiness company 123 23 19 115 24 21 

Research centre 54 11 24 57 24 42 

TOTAL 714 171 24 461 151 33 

Source: VU ISCL, 2016 

 

WGEA’s 2015 report of gender diversity in decision-makers in larger companies in Agriculture, 

Fisheries and Forestry sector found that 13 percent of executives were female and only 2.3 percent of 

CEOs were female, compared with 28 percent of female executives and 15.4 percent of CEOs in all-

industries (Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7 Gender in decision-making roles in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Sector, Source: WGEA 2016 

 

While much of the focus of data gathering has been on the larger corporate enterprise, the reality is 

that the vast majority of food and agribusiness businesses are SMEs, employing fewer than 20 

employees and often owner and family-operated. 
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According to the ABS Census “the traditional masculine image of the farmer is reflected in the fact that 

men made up the majority (72%) of farmers in Australia in 2011. Women did, however, account for a 

sizable minority of the nation’s farming workforce (28% or 44,700). The proportion of female farmers 

has fallen slightly in recent decades (from 30% in 1981), even as the proportion of women in other 

occupations has increased (from 37% in 1981 to 47% in 2011).” The sector is described as “male 

dominated” by the Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA). 

The 2015 Glen Innes Communique recorded at the NSW Rural Women’s Gathering indicates “gender 

equality and acknowledgement of the role of women in agriculture is still an issue”15 after 50 years of 

activism. 

The National Farmers Federation estimates a higher proportion of women are farmers, having one third 

of Australian women who live in rural and regional communities and 40 per cent of Australian farmers 

being women.16 Recent analysis from the University of South Australia (Blumson, Bryant 2016) 

estimates that women inherit 10 percent of family farms, irrespective of the skills, education or interest 

of daughters.  

 
"I think we have to ask questions about why do we not as a community talk to daughters about farming. We are 

actually letting resources, human resources, walk away from these spaces. We would want the people who want 

to stay on the farm to be those most intellectually, emotionally and physically invested in working on it. Women 

are currently walking away because they don't have a choice and I think choice is important. Considering the 

needs and skills of all of your children and having women as part of that discussion is key.”   

                                     Prof Lia Bryant, Centre for Social Change, University of South Australia 

The contribution that women make to the nation’s farm sector is not simply measured by the number who report 

farming as their main job. It is also necessary to take into account the many other women who live in families 

where their partner is a farmer. In 2011, this included around 35,100 women who had a job outside the farm, 

helping supplement farm income while also supporting the operation of the farm through other means including 

unpaid domestic work, with more than half (57%) doing 15 or more hours per week. Equally, there were around 

16,000 women in farming families who were not employed in paid work, but most (79%) spent 15 or more hours 

per week doing unpaid domestic work. 

    ABS, Australian Farming and Farmers, 2012 

Typically, men are dominant in operations and women in administration. Men have tended to be 

“outdoors” and women “indoors”. There is some evidence that this is now changing, with more 

women, particularly young women who may have grown up on farming properties, being interested in 

operational work, given the level of mechanisation and reduction in physical strength required for 

materials handling on-farm. 

Women express less confidence in decisions related to operational matters, noting that extension 

activities and field days have tended to be male domains. Female co-owners of farm businesses may not 

have held a qualification in agriculture and have come to the business through their relationship with the 

male farmer.  

In the UK Survey of Women on Farms in 2015, the respondents described themselves largely as 

“influencers” of decision-making. While only 17 percent indicated that they were the final decision-

maker on financial decisions, 47 percent of males indicated they had this influencing role. In relation to 

technical decision-making, 10 percent of women indicated that they were the final decision-maker, 

                                                      

15 Rural Women’s Network (2015), Glen Innes Communique, NSW Department of Primary Industries. 
16 Fiona Simson, National Farmers Federation, International Day of Women Media Release, 15 October 2015. 
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compared to 51 percent of male respondents. This survey reinforces the findings of an Australian survey 

of cotton growers which investigated the influence of technology on male:female decision-making.17 

Females are now graduating in equal numbers to males in agribusiness qualifications.18 It is notable that 

in 2011, the first woman was appointed to a senior committee position on a stud breeder association. 

Women express a higher degree of confidence in relation to financial decision-making, due to their 

involvement in bookkeeping and monitoring financial performance of the business, for example input 

costs, labour. Equally, men are recognising the need to focus more on management decision-making for 

the entire business, which now requires the support of decision-making tools based on blending on-farm 

operational and technical farming data, industry data and in some cases, data generated by equipment 

such as sensors. This increasing reliance on data means that both males and females participate in 

assembling and applying data for decision-making.  

The trend towards corporate farming and the use of technology and data to drive decision-making will 

likely enable a greater balance between the genders in decision-making in operational and administrative 

realms and lead in turn to better decision-making for the business as a whole. 

Real gains in increasing diversity in decision-making in rural industries can be made at the family 

business and industry representative body levels. Given the dominance of the family farm as the 

agricultural production unit, examination of the role of women in decision-making should incorporate 

considerations beyond executive and board roles. 

 

Cultural Diversity 

Australia’s fertility rate is 1.9 births per female, below replacement level required to stabilise our 

population. 

Migrants to Australia are generally younger people, in their prime working life, almost half aged 

between 20 and 34 years, compared to resident Australians with 20 percent in that age group. ABS 

(2013) found that labour participation of migrants was 77 percent, compared to resident Australian 

workforce participation of 54 percent. Of the 190,000 places available in Australia’s Migration Program, 

over two thirds were skilled migrant places carrying high levels of human capital value. 

 
“Migrants lift the three “P”s – population; participation and productivity.” 

      Patrick Carvalho, ABC, 201519 

 

  

                                                      

17 Mackrell, D., Boyle M., 2009, The Intersection of Farm Management Software and Gender in Australian 

Family Cotton Farms, Griffith University. 
18 World Bank Gender Statistics https://knoema.com/WBGS2015Oct/world-bank-gender-statistics-october-

2015?tsId=1002520 ;  

ABS VET statistics http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1301.0Main+Features1062012  

 
19 Carvalho P., “Why migrants may be our greatest economic asset”, ABC The Drum, 21 April 2015. 

https://knoema.com/WBGS2015Oct/world-bank-gender-statistics-october-2015?tsId=1002520
https://knoema.com/WBGS2015Oct/world-bank-gender-statistics-october-2015?tsId=1002520
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1301.0Main+Features1062012
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In terms of national origin, there tends to be less cultural diversity among farmers compared to the 

broader Australian population and all-industries workforce. In 2011, 11 percent of Australian farmers 

were born overseas, compared with 26 percent of the total population. The proportion of Australian 

farmers born overseas has remained steady over recent decades (10 percent in 1981) while the proportion 

of the total population born overseas has risen five percentage points. Of the 17,000 farmers in 2011 

who reported being born overseas, the most common place of birth was the UK (20 percent), followed 

by countries in Southern and South Eastern Europe (17 percent), South-East Asia (16 percent), and New 

Zealand (12 percent).20  

The ABS reports that 6.7 percent of employees in the Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing sector were born 

in culturally and linguistically diverse/non-English-speaking countries, represented highest in vegetable 

growing (29 percent), 17 percent fruit and nut growing, 14 percent poultry farming, 2 percent beef cattle 

and grain farming. Australian Council of Learned Academics (ACOLA) reports that workers in these 

segments of the industry tend to be located in peri-urban areas.  

This is consistent with evidence on the location choices of skilled migrants, who have a propensity to 

settle in cities where they perceive greater opportunities exist. They are attracted to places where a 

critical mass of their home country population resides in order to gain social support. The key 

determinants of their attraction to regional areas are education facilities; health facilities; distance from 

an international airport; lifestyle quality; and job opportunities for their partner (Hugo et al 2006). 

Overseas workers are an important part of the Australian agricultural workforce. According to the 

National Farmers Federation, approximately 40,000 working holiday makers, 3,000 Seasonal Worker 

Program participants and almost 900 skilled temporary migrants work on Australian farms each year: 

almost one-third of the total (non-managerial) workforce.21 

Research undertaken by Charles Sturt University (Krivokapic-Stocko:2015) based on interviews with 

1,000 immigrants living in regional areas has found that after five years, 80 percent remain in the 

regional area in which they were first settled, finding the quieter pace of rural living attractive. Migrants 

settling in regional areas have a younger profile, with 40 percent being aged between 20 and 34 years. 

The Regional Australia Institute (2016) finds that regional Australia is not attracting its share of 

international migrants, while international migration accounts for half the population growth in 

Australia. The Institute found that for 100 smaller rural towns, international migration was their only 

source of population growth. Communities that led proactive campaigns to attract migrants such as Nhill 

(Victoria) and Dalwallinu (WA) have proven successful in building population and business. Study of 

the experience of Nhill showed that more than 70 new full-time equivalent jobs were created between 

2009 and 2014 through migration, with a number of migrants establishing themselves as independent 

suppliers businesses to the local food processing plant.22 

The Institute estimates that if the share of immigrants settling in regional Australia was boosted from 

18.5 to 32 percent, the average annual population growth in regional Australia would come into balance 

with major capital cities. In addition to population growth, the contribution of migrants to regional 

communities they settle in encompasses filling workforce shortages, creating new jobs and revitalising 

the local community. 

  

                                                      

20 ABS Farm Census 2011 
21 National Farmers Federation, 2015, Submission to the Productivity Commission of Migrant Intake into 

Australia 
22 Regional Australia Institute, Talking Point: The Missing Migrants, 21 July 2016, 

http://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/home/2016/07/talking-point-missing-migrants/ 

http://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/home/2016/07/talking-point-missing-migrants/
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The DCA has found that one of the biggest impediments to realising business and investment 

opportunities in Asia is the lack of understanding about Asia capabilities. With 7 of 10 top export 

markets in Asia and 50 percent of the global population living in Asia, the business value of Asia 

capability (A-cap) is stressed. DCA has found that two thirds of Australians have low or no A-cap, that 

is knowledge of how to effectively manage in Asian business context. The Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fishing sector has been identified by DCA as “lagging” on A-Cap.23 

A study undertaken by Deakin University (Johl, O’Leary: 2015) found that cultural diversity in ASX 

Boards was gradually increasing, with an increase in directors from Southern, Eastern and Central 

European and Asian backgrounds, with the increase of Asian directors rising from 5.9 percent in 2004 

to 9.5 percent in 2013. A threshold of 28 percent of directors from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds has been established by the Diversity Council of Australia. In 2013, the level was 24 

percent. 

The ABS data series related to characteristics of businesses in Food and Agribusiness growth sector 

indicates 29 percent of businesses employing 200 or more have greater than 50 percent foreign 

ownership, which may represent a significant factor in cultural diversity in decision-makers.24  

 

  

                                                      

23 O’Leary J., 2015, Leading in the Asian Century: A National Scorecard of Australia’s Workforce Asia 

Capability, Diversity Council of Australia. 
24 ABS, Cat 8170.0 Characteristics of Businesses in Selected Growth Sectors, Australia, 2013-14. 
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Age Diversity 

The age distribution of Australian farmers in Figure 8 demonstrates the loss of farmers aged under 44 

years of age over the past three decades, as the cohort of baby boomers moves through the sector and 

overall farm employment declines through productivity gains and up-scaling of farm operations. 

 

Figure 8 Change in age distribution of Australian farmers over 30 years from 1981 and 2011, Source: ABS; 

ACOLA Australia’s Agricultural Future, 2015. 

Across the Australian population, employed men aged 55 years and over are twice as likely to work in 

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing as all industries (7.8% compared with 3.4%) (ABS 2010). Up to one 

third of this workforce will need to be replaced due to ageing over the next 5 years. This situation is 

further challenged by a current and future skilled workforce shortage within the agricultural sector 

evidenced by the decline in the number of students enrolled in tertiary agriculture and agri-skills 

development courses. 25 

The number of young farmers who are under 35 years of age has declined  by 75 percent since 1976 due 

several key factors: fewer opportunities for young persons to enter agriculture because of falling farm 

numbers due to farm aggregation;  a reduction in the recruitment of young farmers relative to the 

recruitment of other entrants; delayed entry to the workforce due to longer years spent in education, and 

later partnering and household formation by Australian couples; and structural ageing of the Australian 

workforce including the rural workforce and hence lowering rate of exit from farming amongst farmers 

aged over 65 (Barr, 2014) 

The Australian Farm Institute, responding to the Deloitte Australia report on Positioning for Prosperity, 

made the salient observation that the average capital value of Australian farms was AU$3.3 million 

(2013). This level of investment is likely to represent a significant barrier to a sole or single family 

ownership model. Those who are decision-makers have an older profile, having inherited or accumulated 

sufficient wealth to invest in this farming model. New entrants to the industry who may be young farmers 

or immigrants are therefore less likely to gain a decision-making role through their experience managing 

their own enterprise. 

                                                      

25 Keegan, M, (2013), Supplying skilled agricultural workers: A system issue affecting all Australians,  

http://www.auslink.net.au/articles/Submission%20to%20support%20the%20migration%20industry%20to%20su

pplement%20Australia..pdf  

 

http://www.auslink.net.au/articles/Submission%20to%20support%20the%20migration%20industry%20to%20supplement%20Australia..pdf
http://www.auslink.net.au/articles/Submission%20to%20support%20the%20migration%20industry%20to%20supplement%20Australia..pdf
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Research conducted by RIRDC in 2014 documented in a report titled New Entrants to Australian 

Agricultural Industries: Where are the young farmers? (Barr: 2014) found that the decline of entry-level 

younger farmers aged less than 35 years could be attributed to  

 A declining number of farms means fewer entry opportunities; 

 Delayed inter-generational transfer through deferred retirements of baby boomers; 

 Land marker competition from older ageing farmers with greater capital; 

 Lengthening periods of formal education; and 

 Changed partnering behaviour. 

 

In terms of exiting from farming at a younger age, under 35s are influenced by  

 Having a longer career span in which to capture the benefit of career change; 

 Being increasingly well-educated, opening more opportunities; 

 Having fewer dependents, thus open to a higher appetite for mobility and career risk; and 

 Lower equity tied up in the property. 

 

Opportunities to enter agriculture and enhance the presence of diverse groups including the young 

persons in the rural sector are in part influenced by the vacancies created by, for example, exits from 

agriculture. The exit rate in Australian agriculture has varied between 5 and 6 % per year over the past 

30 years (see Barr, 2014). 

At the same time, the rate of exits by younger farmers has doubled from 3 to 7 percent per annum. In 

recognition of this, NSW Farmers has initiated a program through its Young Farmers Council. Similarly, 

the Young Agribusiness Professionals division of the Victorian Farmers Federation provides their young 

members with personal development; career growth; and network development opportunities; with the 

intention of better securing the future of Australia's agricultural sustainability and profitability (see 

https://www.vff.org.au/vff/Documents/YAPs/Intro%20flierV2.pdf ) 

Based on ABS internal migration data from 2011 Census and survey research, the Regional Australia 

Institute (RAI) has identified a potential for regional areas to attract what it terms “regional returners”, 

people aged 25 to 44, who have grown up in country areas. These people are attracted not only to 

employment in mining and agricultural industries and affordable housing, they value the perceived 

attributes of regional communities as being commitment to community; strong sense of family; loyal to 

their country; tolerant of others; toughness or resilience; self-sufficiency; and a sense of initiative. 

According to the RAI, returners are likely to contemplate settling up to 3 hours travel distance from a 

city, whereas metropolitan counterparts would contemplate only one hour travel from a city.26 

Despite the majority of company directors of ASX200 companies being over 50 years of age, the ratio 

of directors aged over 60 has reduced in the past five years from 74 percent to 57 percent and the ratio 

of directors aged below 50 years has doubled. This has been attributed to a need to connect with a 

younger consumer demographic and the concurrent appointment of female directors, who have a median 

age six years younger than their male counterparts (Corrs Chambers Westgarth 2015: Australian 

Financial Review 2015). 

  

                                                      

26 Regional Australia Institute (2014), Talking Point: Returning to Regional Australia, 

www.regionalaustralia.org.au 

https://www.vff.org.au/vff/Documents/YAPs/Intro%20flierV2.pdf
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Indigenous decision-makers 

There are a variety of pathways for Aboriginal people to be involved in rural industries. These include 

farming of individual land, cooperatives and share farming, land purchased through indigenous land 

corporations (ILC), contracting to agriculture and employment in land trusts and national parks. 

In Western Australia, the Wheat Belt Region has one in four adults working in Agriculture and generates 

half of Western Australia’s agricultural revenue. It has an Aboriginal population of over 4,000 people, 

representing 5 percent of the population. This region has focused on land-based activities as one of five 

economic development focus areas for Aboriginal economic development. These land-based activities 

include agriculture, natural resource management, farm forestry and conservation. While the initial focus 

has been on what is broadly termed “rural trades” development, leadership training is part of the suite 

of capability-building taking place.  

Aboriginal enterprises are developing indigenous decision-makers through initiatives in the Gnaala 

Karla Booja lands of the wheat belt in South West WA. As part of the Noongar Native Title Settlement 

in the Region, a Noongar Economic Participation Framework is being developed, to support Aboriginal 

businesses build capacity for government tendering and business management (Hill et al 2013; 

Wheatbelt Development Corporation 2015; WA Government 2016). 

Hill et al (2013) points out that indigenous leadership at multiple levels of decision making has led to 

the establishment of contemporary indigenous land management (for  example, through Community 

Rangers) since the 1980s. Successes in indigenous land management are patchy and need time to develop 

more evenly. Hill et al (2013) identify the need for supporting indigenous leadership and governance as 

one of the areas in which Australian, state and territory government policy relevant to land management 

can enable a positive outlook by strengthening the success factors and removing barriers to indigenous 

land management. In particular they highlight the need for creating pathways to build indigenous 

leadership through, for example, peer and mentor networks; and supporting culturally legitimate and 

practically capable indigenous governance in all land and sea management organisations. Among a range 

of drivers of indigenous land management, Hill et al (2013) have identified indigenous leadership at 

multiple levels of decision making as a key driver. 

In a state-wide network of just over 1200 staff in the Department of Agriculture and Food in WA 

(DAFWA), only 18 were Aboriginal people in 2014. DAFWA has continued to undertake Reconciliation 

Action Plans (RAPs) to achieve several key diversity enhancing objectives: to increase Aboriginal 

employment, development and management opportunities through targeted cadet and trainee programs; 

to develop leadership and career pathways for Aboriginal staff; and to provide required learning and 

development programs to staff on Aboriginal Australian cultural awareness (DAFWA 2014). 

 

Diversity in professional backgrounds 

Companies commonly deploy diverse teams to solve specific challenges in the business or to develop 

innovative products and designs. Expertise from a variety of professional backgrounds is increasingly 

in demand in rural industries. Agricultural degree completions may be declining; however graduates 

from other disciplines are expected to make a vital contribution to rural industries in increasing 

numbers.  

The ABS surveyed the core skills food and agribusiness requires in 2013-14 and the professions likely 

in demand include financial, business and project management, marketing, information and 

communications technology, engineering, science and research (see Figure 9). Strategies that attract 

professionals from these fields into decision-making roles will increase the diversity of rural industries.  
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Figure 9 Skills used in undertaking core business activities, Food and Agribusiness, Source: ABS Catalogue 

8170: Characteristics of Businesses in Food and Agribusiness, 2013-14 

“The reality is the Australian farming community is the ground roots and driver behind the continuing 

development, innovation and experimentation of Australian agriculture to find new and more innovative ways of 

improving production. Farmers need agricultural technical support on-site to advance their own production 

improvement research and innovation, servicing, product quality control and marketing.” 

 Mick Keegan, Auslink 

In January 2016, the US White House Office of Science and Technology (OSTP) made an initial call 

for action for targeted approaches to expand and diversify the communities and STEM disciplines from 

which the agricultural sector draws its workforce. That call is being reopened to seek further input on 

new actions that would address the dual challenge of improving and expanding agricultural education 

and tying agricultural education to areas of research and training that are critical for addressing future 

food supply needs. This involves commitments to programs and investments that would increase the 

number and diversity of agriculturally trained workers in the United States at all levels of education. 27  

                                                      

27 https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2016/07/20/agricultural-workforce-21st-century 
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Challenges and Enablers 

Barriers to diversity in decision-making roles 

 

A Canadian survey of women published in 2016 by the Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council 

identified the most prevalent barriers for women advancing in agriculture as being: 

 Balancing career and family responsibilities 

 Breaking into the old boys club 

 The need to work off farm to supplement family income 

 Few women role models at senior levels 

 Lack of mentoring opportunities 

 Facing double standards 

 Being denied the opportunity to advance 

 Preconceived perception of capability by co-workers/senior management 

 Confidence to pursue more senior roles 

 

Other barriers less nominated were remote location; availability of training; managing traditional tasks 

of supporting family and male farm workers. These barriers were not only perceived but experienced by 

95 percent of female respondents.28 

10 percent of survey respondents to the RIRDC diversity in decision-making in rural industries survey 

had not experienced any barriers as they had not attempted to address diversity. 70 percent of 

respondents were from small businesses, most typically family farms, where opportunities to recruit 

non-family members is limited. A further 15 percent found there were no barriers experienced. A larger 

number of barriers were nominated by small businesses in comparison to medium and large businesses 

in the survey (see Table 9). 

Table 9 List of barriers to increase diversity in decision making roles in small businesses 

Barriers to increase diversity Percentage 

The lack of available candidates from diverse backgrounds at senior levels 28% 

None - we have not experienced any barriers when attempting to increase diversity in 

decision-making 
15% 

Managing work-life balance and responsibilities for diverse candidates i.e. family; farm 

operations 
13% 

Additional expense and remuneration involved in attracting diverse decision-makers i.e. 

accommodation; child care; travel 
10% 

A lack of cultural awareness within our organisation 10% 

None - we have not attempted to increase diversity in decision-making 10% 

Finding effective ways for management to engage diverse decision-makers 5% 

Having to change our way of doing business to accommodate diverse decision-makers 5% 

Extra costs incurred to recruit diverse decision-makers 3% 

A lack of inter-generational understanding and tolerance 3% 

Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in Decision-Making in Rural Industries Survey, 2016. 

                                                      

28 Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 2016, Supporting the Advancement of Women in 

Agriculture: Needs Assessment. 
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Medium and Large Businesses 

A lack of available candidates is the most common barrier reported by the medium and large businesses, 

followed by managing work-life balance and responsibilities for diverse candidates. 17 percent of the 

respondents indicated they have neither attempted to increase diversity nor faced barriers while 

attempting (see Table 10).  

Table 10 List of barriers to increase diversity in decision making roles in medium and large businesses 

Barriers to increase diversity in medium and large businesses Percentage 

The lack of available candidates from diverse backgrounds at senior levels 25% 

Managing work-life balance and responsibilities for diverse candidates i.e. family; farm 

operations 
17% 

None - we have not experienced any barriers when attempting to increase diversity in 

decision-making 
17% 

None - we have not attempted to increase diversity in decision-making 17% 

A lack of cultural awareness within our organisation 8% 

Extra costs incurred to recruit diverse decision-makers 8% 

Low turnover impacts ability to inject additional diversity 8% 

Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in Decision-Making in Rural Industries Survey, 2016. 

There are a number of reasons why firms/entities fall short of delivering on their diversity goals, 

objectives and/or strategies. For some the challenge is about hiring or promotion strategies. For others, 

it is due to branding the diversity plan in a certain way, not securing executive/leadership commitment, 

or using ineffective training approaches. Some lagging organisations do not see it as important (de Silva-

Currie and Almeida, 2016). de Silva-Currie and Almeida, (2016) (based on McPherson, 2008), point out 

that barriers related to workforce diversity can be wide ranging and include: entrenched discriminatory 

attitudes and beliefs; conflict between the views and rights of different diverse groups (e.g. women and 

some different ethnic groups); inability to change workplace culture; responsibility marginalised to an 

overstretched HR team; driven by compliance rather than a real commitment to diversity and change; 

lack of awareness of existing systemic discrimination and the need for structural change; defining the 

problem as managing other people’s differences rather than requiring change by those in power; an aim 

of harmony and consensus that inhibits the benefits of conflicting ideas and diverse ways of thinking 

and doing; and diverse people being placed in the difficult position of needing acceptance by the leaders 

of the status quo while also needing to challenge that status quo (see de Silva-Currie and Almeida, 2016). 

Hunt et al (2015) argue that individual biases, composition of leadership teams and the structure of an 

organisation can act as challenges in achieving diversity goals in the workplace. For example, there 

could be resistance and inertia arising from unconscious (and sometimes overt) biases that can be deeply 

engrained in a firm’s culture and unknowingly practised by individuals.  

Research by McKinsey and Company has found a range of barriers to the recruitment of all diversity 

groups: the lack of a clear and consistent mandate with visible support from leadership; inadequate 

collection and use of data on the advantages of more diverse organisations; and training that was limited 

and exclusive in its content and audience, rather than covering people inside and outside target groups 

(see Hunt et al 2015). As reported by  Klettner et al (2014) based on CEDA (2013), barriers to gender 

equality in the Australian workplace emanate from the way employment has been historically designed 

and organised without much thought to non-work responsibilities, lack of mentoring and role models, 

and the prohibitive cost of childcare. Klettner et al (2014) point out the importance of voluntary action 

by firms in instigating effective changes to support both men and women in managing their careers and 

domestic responsibilities supplemented by government policies on childcare, taxation and equal 

opportunity. 
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Challenges – some which also represent opportunities - were identified through this research and are 

detailed in the following section.  

Supply of candidates 

There is a lack of available indigenous board directors and senior executives to take up positions in 

companies, resulting in individuals with multiple appointments and in high demand. This situation is in 

the process of being remedied through targeted graduate and indigenous leadership programs, however 

it will be some time before younger talent has the experience to fill senior positions.  

General skill shortages in rural industries are impacting available candidates for executive roles. Mining 

and resource industries such as oil and gas exploration and extraction have had a significant impact on 

skilled labour supply to the Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing sector in the past decade. Competition 

between rural-based industries for skilled labour is likely to continue.  

Various solutions have been proposed, from fly in-fly out (FI-FO) arrangements; use of consulting 

professionals; further development of internal candidates; short term international expertise and skilled 

migration quota expansion.  

Demand for skilled labour to fill supervisory and managerial roles is expected to lead businesses to 

consider more diverse candidates for senior roles. For example, production management skills from 

manufacturing may translate well into food processing. 

Fragmentation and collaboration 

The proliferation of SMEs in food and agribusiness industries represents a challenge in terms of 

individual business capacity to develop and mount human resource strategies. The owner-manager of 

the business often covers all facets of operations and administration, and is responsible for all decision-

making. In this case, the challenge is in gaining competency in a wide range of skills or alternatively, 

attracting specialist advice.  

Collaboration is not common in Food and Agribusiness SMEs. 45 percent of larger businesses are 

involved in collaboration for research and development, procurement, production, supply chain and 

distribution and marketing. Only 8 percent of SMEs in the sector are in a collaborative alliance in these 

activities.29 

This indicates the significance of research and development bodies and peak industry bodies in providing 

guidance and decision-making support to these businesses. 

Structural change 

One of the key deterrents to female farm decision-making has been the dominance of farm succession 

favouring male family members, regardless of the willingness, aptitude or skills of family members. 

This may lessen as a factor as family farms and fishing businesses evolve into larger scale enterprises 

as a result of structural change within these industries. 

While the value of the enterprise may now preclude individual ownership, it also favours the need for 

enterprise-level systems and specialised roles in managing the business. As businesses generate the need 

for more financial expertise; expanded human resources management and people literacy; use of more 

technology in operations and administration, compliance activities such as food handling and workplace 

health and safety; opportunities for more decision-makers in the business arise. 

 

                                                      

29 ABS, Catalogue 8170, Characteristics of Businesses in Food & Agribusiness, 2013-14. 
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Technology and automation 

The “farmer and spouse” family farming model is in decline not only through merger and acquisition of 

properties and fleets to larger scale businesses; it is being impacted by an increasing blurring of the roles 

of decision-makers in the business. Farm co-owners describe how the male farmer and expert consultant 

would typically make decisions in the field based on intuition and immediate advice, without the family 

partner’s presence. 

Technology and automation are now increasingly used to support operational aspects of rural industries 

and operational decision-making. This development not only generates the need for different skill sets 

in the industries; it also opens a pathway for diverse decision-makers to participate more actively in key 

operational and administrative decision-making in the business. Capacity to interpret and apply the data 

from outputs and training in application of new technologies is becoming as valued as years of on-the-

job experience.  

In this circumstance, industry peak bodies, rural research institutes and government agencies will need 

to redefine the target populations for extension activities and technical/scientific education and training.  

“If you’re running field days, mostly men attend. We’re really trying to encourage (farm women) and we make 

provisions for the family to come at a discounted rate. We’re really trying to encourage as a choice, decision-

making and learning.” Cotton Extension Coordinator. 

Technology also has the ability to apply to participation in decision-making for isolated rural settings 

and for time-poor participants. Women commonly combine off-farm work; peak season operational 

work on farm; child care; administrative tasks; home-making; and community commitments. Time is 

scarce to add travel and activities such as participation in industry peak bodies or technical and business 

training. 

Technologies such as tele/video-conferencing; email; and web services; for these activities has improved 

the ability of time-poor board directors and executives to participate. The delivery of national broadband 

network services will further improve the effectiveness of this channel of communication. 

20 percent of the 350 women attending the NSW Rural Women’s Network 2015 Rural Women’s 

Gathering indicated that improving access to internet and telecommunications was critical and 

overlaps many other challenges. 

“We are expected, pushed, encouraged, demanded to do more and more of our daily business on-line. 

There is a wonderful opportunity for rural women (and families) to take part in activities, events and 

learning through webinars and the like. We cannot do this unless we have decent internet access.” 

Glen Innes Communique, 2015 

The skills sets now defined as critical to successful agribusiness include a suite of “soft skills” as 

business owners recognise the impact of staff retention; reputation as a good employer; and productive 

and committed employees; have on profitability. 

Lack of Diversity metrics 

It is problematic to gain a concise picture of diversity in decision-making in rural industries, given the 

lack of data on diversity groups in the majority of businesses, which employ less than 20 people. 

This may be remedied by periodic survey or by adding supplementary questions to the regular surveys 

in rural industries undertaken by ABARES or ABS and state-based agencies. 

Benchmarking of industry performance across all diversity parameters is extremely difficult as a number 

of characteristics of diversity are not easily recognisable. For example, last name analysis is not an 

accurate means to establish CALD characteristics, as waves of migration across multiple generations 
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have resulted in rendering this ineffective. Parameter-specific collections from advocacy or reporting 

agencies can provide data on gender or age but few denote decision-makers from the general workforce. 

Self-confidence and cultural permission 

In the UK women on farms survey respondents were asked what was holding back the influence they 

have on their farm. Responses included parenting, lack of education/skills, gender bias, physical ability, 

time constraints, spouse, financial constraints and industry attitude. Lack of self-confidence impacted 

28 percent of female and 12 percent of male respondents. This impediment, along with the demands of 

parenting, represented key constraints. 

Similarly, the Canadian Women in Agriculture Survey found that having the confidence to pursue more 

senior roles and breaking into the “old boys club” were significant barriers for women. 

The US American Farm Bureau Federation Survey of Women in Agriculture (2015) found that while 

80 percent of women surveyed believe they have the skills and ability to lead agricultural organisations, 

only 66 percent say they have the opportunity to lead those organisations. Women surveyed were more 

highly involved in local level organisations as executive, committee and board members (28 percent). 

This tapered to 9 percent at the state level and further to only 3 percent at the national level. 

Time and cost constraints 
 

While recognising that human resource management skills and diversity add value to the business, 

owner-operators demonstrated limited capacity to engage in these activities.30 SMEs cite the time 

commitment and cost to the business as representing an impediment to advancing capacity. 

It is evident that there is a perception that recruitment and retention of diverse candidates is correlated 

with a premium in relation to cost. For example, advertising for candidates in select media related to 

diverse target groups is expected to add to the cost of the commonly used on-line job sites or newspapers. 

It is also anticipated that the “special needs” of diverse candidates will require a contribution from the 

employer beyond incentives that may be offered to attract candidates to senior roles in rural areas. There 

is no empirical evidence of this perceived cost premium associated with recruitment of diverse 

candidates. One study surveying the experience of educational institutions in recruitment of diverse 

candidates found that 85 percent of respondents found there were no additional costs associated with the 

recruitment process. 31 

There are considerations for attracting millennials, skilled migrants, women and indigenous candidates. 

There are also taxation incentives, specific visas available, and publicly-funded programs to support 

diverse candidates, that can help attraction strategies.  

Reviewing the experience of participants in rural leadership programs, Huffer and Associates (2015) 

found that 35 percent of participants stated they experienced time constraints; 25 percent experienced 

difficulties with the commitment required; 16 percent had travel challenges; and 8 percent experienced 

cost issues. The cost of leadership programs, which range from 5 days to spanning 17 months, is between 

$5,500 and $60,000, with 82 percent of places subsidised or sponsored.32 Businesses and individuals 

participating view this as an important investment in capability and frequently participants progress to 

more advanced leadership courses or formal accredited training. 

Competing priorities and time allocation have been found to impact on female participation in 

representative bodies at all levels: "Women, typically, do not attend events and meetings as frequently 

                                                      

30 National Rural Advisory Council, 2013, Report on workforce planning capabilities of agricultural employers. 
31 Gardner P, 2013, Diversity Recruiting: Overview of Practices and Benchmarks, CERI Research Brief 4-2014. 
32 Huffer & Assocs, 2015, Environmental Scan of Leadership Programs in, and for, Rural, Regional and Remote 

Australia, FRRR. 
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as men [they account for 17 per cent of attendees across all knowledge transfer events run by Farming 

Connect]. This may be because of work or family commitment – however, all events are open for women 

to attend." (UK Women in Agriculture Survey 2015: Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council, 

2016).  

Reliance on trusted advisers  
 

Decision-makers in many rural businesses rely heavily on external advisers on technical and business 

matters. These consultants and accountants work closely with the business and are a key source of advice 

on workforce planning. These advisers, often aggregated via industry peak bodies, are in a key position 

to influence greater diversity in decision-making.  

When asked the source of advice the organisation would turn to regarding diversity in decision-making, 

one in five of the small businesses surveyed indicated they would turn to organisations representing 

diverse candidates, organisations similar to their own – peers (17 percent); peak industry bodies (17 

percent) and business advisers such as governance, legal or financial advisers (11 percent). Rural media 

and internet were also indicated as sources of advice (see Figure 10). 

For medium and larger businesses surveyed, sources of advice were internal human resources 

professionals and government. 

 

 

Figure 10 Sources of advice on diversity, Source: VU ISCL RIRDC Diversity in Decision-Making in Rural 

Industries Survey, 2016. 
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Impact of rural industry leadership programs  

Leadership programs are regularly undertaken by various rural industry peak bodies including dairy, 

wine, cotton and seafood industry. For example, the National Seafood Industry Leadership Program 

(NSLIP) is attended by participants of all ages and from all sectors of the industry including processing, 

fishing, extension, exporters, importers, marketing, deckhands and employees.  

The Program is designed for people wishing to take up leadership roles within the seafood industry. 

These roles may be at a sector level or regional level but participants may also have national and 

international leadership aspirations.  The focus, however, of the Program is for participants to develop 

an understanding of how to impact constructively, resulting in positive outcomes for the seafood industry 

nationally.  

“The Rural Training Initiatives encouraged me to accept leadership responsibility through taking on more 

challenges and pushing the boundaries: the program has helped me develop networks and commence mentoring 

to enhance my skills:  and the NSILP showed me to step back and look at the bigger picture and change my focus 

because I tend to focus on the smaller picture” Participant comment.   

A scan of leadership programs in and for rural, regional and remote Australia was commissioned by the 

Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal in 2015. This analysis showed the benefits of rural 

leadership programs in relation to building networks, communication skills, confidence, ability to help 

others, self-awareness, political influence and job opportunities in the leadership journey of participants. 

Participants have gone on to apply their skills to a wide variety of areas including regional network 

development, regional and state industry association boards and reference committees; and in effective 

business management.  

The Marcus Oldham Rural Leadership Program commenced in 1992 and is one of the longest running 

and most highly regarded rural leadership programs in the nation. It has developed a strong reputation 

in the agricultural and agribusiness sector, attracting support from a wide range of industry and rural 

community groups from diverse regional backgrounds. Below is a description of what some past 

participants of the Program have stated about it. Their comments, in general, highlight the importance 

of networking: 

‘I really enjoyed a thoroughly stimulating and challenging course. The program provided an opportunity to 

explore leadership qualities, styles, strengths and weaknesses. I particularly appreciated the networking with 

other farming men and women, to learn more about different commodity groups and the worries they face". 

Jennifer Grigg - Grain Grower - Hopetoun, Victoria  

 

"As an employee of the Department of Agriculture, I have been fortunate enough to participate in a number of 

training courses - none has been as valuable as the Rural Leadership Program. The Program provided the 

perfect blend of theory and take-home, ready to use practical skills and information. The speakers were 

excellent and were very well complemented by having a diverse range of views and industries represented by 

course participants." Jason Leeman - Dairy Extension Officer - Echuca, Victoria  

 

"An outstanding opportunity to amalgamate various industries under one banner and work towards a unified 

vision for rural Australia" Tony Thompson - Cotton Grower - Bourke, New South Wales. 

 

Many leadership programs are still predominantly delivered face to face, facilitating vital interaction 

and enabling strong relationships to be forged between participants.  

The time available and cost were identified as the two key barriers to participating in rural leadership 

programs. Hence, future participants are expressing a preference for increased online delivery as a 

proportion of delivery channel type to overcome the time, financial and opportunity costs associated 

with travel. The E-Leaders program (run by the National Rural Women’s Coalition) demonstrates the 

potential of greater incorporation of online learning into leadership programs that could be considered 

by other providers. 



 

36 

Alumni programs also provide value for graduates through ongoing access to peer networks. Program 

providers continue to strive to identify a sustainable investment in their alumni programs. Providing a 

high value experience for leadership program participants will increase their commitment to an alumni 

program and generate opportunities for referrals and access to resources. 

Sound program evaluation methodology is an important contributor to the long-term sustainability of 

rural leadership programs.   

According to the Grape and Wine Research and Development Corporation (GWRDC 2011), although 

an abundance of programs designed to foster leadership skills have recently surfaced, little research has 

examined their overall effectiveness. Very few evaluations, however, have ascertained the conversion 

of knowledge into practice, which should be considered crucial to program effectiveness. In order for 

this type of evaluation to be undertaken, the relevant information would need to be collected at the 

commencement of each leadership course then re-tested after a period of time. 

According to a review of leadership programs of the GWRDC, slow pace of generational change is seen 

as a barrier to leadership opportunities. Some senior stakeholders spoke of the conundrum for younger 

leaders, who may well experience barriers of “the old guard holding on to their positions”, and had 

observed a reluctance of younger people to “step up against the old guard”. There is recognition that a 

structured or formal mentoring program would be one way to assist aspiring leaders and, at the same 

time, facilitate the generational change which was generally acknowledged to be required.  

Evaluation of the Rural Young Women’s Leadership and Mentoring Program in 2008 highlighted that 

the three-pronged approach – training, mentoring and networking – proved to be critical to the success 

of this program. Nevertheless, there is room for further strengthening some of the components of the 

model for any future program. These include: Training (better catering for the diverse range of young 

women with widely varying educational, professional and employment experience, a more interactive 

and participatory approach to training, additional training for mentors);  Mentoring relationships 

(greater clarification in relation to the roles and responsibilities of mentors and mentees,  recognition 

that mentoring is a skill and provision of more support to mentors,  developing mentoring strategies to 

account for limited face-to-face contact in rural and regional Australia);  Networking (a more 

structured approach to networking, more networking opportunities),  Integration ( greater integration 

of the three program components and strongly connecting these components to an underlying 

conceptual model. 
 

Blended learning to build decision-making capability 

The National Landcare Program has funded alliances between Catchment Management Authorities 

(CMAs) and Regional Community Leadership organisations, such as the alliance between the Alpine 

Valleys and Goulburn Murray Community Leadership organisations and the North East Victoria and 

Goulburn Broken CMAs to deliver a combination of Community Landcare and Agricultural Leadership 

programs specifically designed for the agriculture and natural resource management sectors. These blend 

practical agricultural and land management knowledge with personal leadership and decision-making 

skills. 

The Indigenous Land Corporation has developed a two year program for future agricultural industry 

leaders which is a blend of formal agribusiness qualifications and general business and property 

management skills. This program aims to develop decision-makers for administration of Aboriginal-

owned commercial pastoral businesses and one key component is the mentoring provided by existing 

property managers. 

A number of rural leadership programs have found success in imbedding valuable technical knowledge 

on subjects such as land management, finance and regulatory compliance within rural leadership 

development.  
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In the US, Canada and New Zealand, female partners in farming enterprises are encouraged to take part 

in financial, human resource and governance skills development through regional industry groupings, 

peak industry bodies and via on-line webinars. The benefit of the region-based programs is that the 

participants find a value-add in being able to network with other business owners and leaders. 



 

38 

Harnessing Diversity in the Rural Sector  

Increase in the diversity of decision-makers is described as “incremental” and “slow” in the literature. 

This is not surprising, as it is essentially a change-management process which challenges the 

fundamental culture and self-perception of businesses. In many aspects it is as challenging as any global 

forces described as “disruptive” in that they seek to alter the composition of leadership teams or staff 

and to change old habits and routines. Hunt et al (2015) argue that diversity does not simply happen—

it does not come from a memo or end with the recruitment of a few individuals from diverse target 

groups. Rather, diversity in the top management team and indeed at all levels of a firm is best achieved 

via dedicated programs/strategies that focus on specific goals.  

 

Should diversity be regulated? 
 

Diversity targets and quotas (especially relating to gender diversity) for promoting diversity groups in 

leadership in the workplace are often discussed. There are clear differences between these two 

approaches. Quotas aim to ensure substantial change through compliance to a defined timescale, while 

targets may encourage more flexible but slower change through strategic initiatives (Klettner et al., 

2014). 

Targets are specific measurable objectives. They are generally proposed and set by representative bodies 

at their own discretion, with discrete timeframes during which they are to be achieved. Targets are 

generally associated with a degree of mutual acceptance by the firms/organisations. On the other hand, 

quotas are mandatory and reinforced by legislation. Similar to targets, quotas are also specific, time 

bound measurable objectives. They are usually set externally by a body with authority to impose them 

on organisations. Setting targets can enable an organisation with the necessary focus to improve the 

diversity balance within the organisation, and clarify accountabilities. Targets can also help focus 

attention and demonstrate commitment to deliver on diversity goals (see Klettner et al., 2014).  

Most of the focus on oversight of diversity has been on delivering higher numbers of women on company 

boards and in senior leadership levels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is a continuum of regulatory oversight in relation to advocating gender diversity on corporate 

boards (see Figure 11).  At one end, little attention is paid to women’s representation on boards. The 

next step along the continuum includes those where non-binding actions such as independent bodies 

monitoring and celebrating the ‘good’ performers and naming the ‘poor’ performers, are in place (e.g. 

the US, the UK).  

Further along the continuum, oversight takes the form of corporate governance compliance bodies (e.g. 

stock exchanges) requiring companies to comply with governance codes which include diversity 

requirements (e.g. Australia, Austria, Denmark, Finland) and at the far right of the continuum in  Figure 

11 are those where oversight is through quotas by legislation. Gender quotas for public company boards 

have been introduced across a number of jurisdictions since Norway first mandated gender diversity in 

2003 (see Table 11). 

 

  

Figure 11 Continuum of regulatory oversight, Source: Sheridan et al. (2014) 
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Table 11 Gender Quotas for Public Companies 

Market 
Requirement, 

type 
Requirement, % 

Requirement, 

other 

Year 

Introduced 
Due Date 

Belgium Mandatory 33%  2011 2017 

Denmark 
Comply or 

explain 40% 
set targets 2013 n/a 

Finland 
Comply or  

explain 
at least one 2008 n/a 

France Mandatory 40%  2010 2016 

Germany Mandatory 30%  2015 2016 

Iceland Mandatory 40%  2009 2013 

India Mandatory at least one 2013 2015 

Israel Mandatory at least one 1999 n/a 

Italy Mandatory 33%  2011 2015 

Malaysia Mandatory 
30% 

for new 

appointments 
2011 2016 

Netherlands 
Comply or 

explain 30%  
2013 2016 

Norway Mandatory 40%  2003 2008 

Spain 
Comply or 

explain 40%  
2007 2015 

UAE Mandatory at least one 2012 n/a 

Source: MSCI ESG Research 

 

 

In this context, Australia’s approach has been a softer voluntary approach by recommending that 

companies set targets and/or disclose policy on gender diversity. Under this approach of ‘comply or 

explain’ system, firms/organisations are expected to disclose information about their diversity policy 

and set measurable objectives for raising gender diversity. Also yearly disclosure of actual numbers of 

women on boards, in senior executive ranks and in the workforce is expected (see Klettner et al, 2014). 

A 30 June 2010 amendment to the Australian Securities Exchange Corporate Governance Council 

(ASXCGC)’s principles will require companies from 1 January 2011 to establish and disclose a policy 

for board diversity. Amended ASXCGC recommendation 3.4 requires companies to disclose in their 

annual reports the proportion of women on the board, in senior executive positions and in the whole 

organisation. Amended ASXCGC recommendation 3.2 covers diversity more broadly.  

According to WGEA, several principles can help an organisation to meet its diversity targets. These 

include: clarity (set clear targets with time-lines to ensure that progress can be measured); small steps 

(consider setting interim annual goals and measures as steps towards a longer-term goal in order for the 

goals to seem more achievable and allow for more regular focus and momentum); control (make sure 

there are appropriate levels of control over the target); realistic targets (set targets that can be achieved); 

and accountability (create managerial accountabilities and rewards, e.g. linking remuneration or career 

progression to reaching targets). 

 ‘Soft law’ (such as  independent  monitoring and corporate governance codes)  approaches have had 

varying degrees of success in increasing female board appointments and are indisputably needed to 

ensure firms/organisations engage to culturally change their board appointment processes and biases. 

Some argue that substantial changes in the form of ‘mandatory quotas’ are needed in Australia if the 

‘soft law’ approaches do not achieve meaningful targets (Stary 2015). 
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Australian Human Rights Commission’s (2013) work on accelerating the advancement of women in 

leadership has identified a 3-phase journey that organisations tend to go through in elevating women’s 

representation in leadership (see Figure 12). It highlights the key sources of change, the impacts and 

risks at each phase of the journey.  

 

Figure 12 Pathway to elevating women’s representation in leadership, Source: Australian Human Rights 

Commission (2013) 

Quotas have a tendency to evoke the Equal Employment Opportunity era of the 1980s, a period in which 

many board directors and senior executives forged their career. Their concerns then and now are that 

meritocracy may be threatened by diversity quotas, resulting in poorer performance and tokenism. 
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A Framework for Harnessing Diversity in decision-makers 

Survey respondents and interviewees were asked to identify what they considered effective government 

or industry support that could be made available to rural industries in harnessing diversity in decision-

makers. 

Dissemination of industry case studies, “how-to” guides/toolkits and mentoring programs were found 

helpful by the small businesses. Regular reporting was found not helpful as a useful support (see Table 

12).  

Table 12 Effectiveness of government or industry support for small businesses 

 

Types of government or 

industry support  

Don't 

know 

Not helpful - not 

a useful support 

Not helpful - we 

already have this 

support in place 

Somewhat 

helpful 

Very 

helpful 

Dissemination of industry 

case studies/value 

proposition attributed to 

diversity in decision-making 

26% 13% 13% 45% 3% 

How to guides/toolkits for 

Boards and senior 

management in relation to 

increasing diversity in 

decision-making 

32% 10% 13% 39% 6% 

Mentoring programs to help 

develop diverse candidates 

for decision-making roles 

26% 3% 10% 39% 23% 

Leadership programs to help 

develop diverse candidates 

for decision-making roles 

26% 3% 16% 32% 23% 

Regular reporting on 

diversity in decision making 

for benchmarking our 

business/organisation against 

similar organisations 

35% 26% 16% 19% 3% 

Cultural awareness training 

adapted for rural industries 
35% 16% 16% 23% 10% 
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Cultural awareness training and regular reporting are accounted as not helpful for medium and large 

businesses (see Table 13). However, these businesses indicated the dissemination of industry case 

studies as a somewhat helpful support program. The most nominated assistance is in the form of 

mentoring and leadership programs. 

Table 13 Effectiveness of government or industry support for medium and large businesses 

 

Types of government or 

industry support  

Don't 

know 

Not helpful - not 

a useful support 

Not helpful - we 

already have this 

support in place 

Somewhat 

helpful 

Very 

helpful 

Dissemination of industry 

case studies/value 

proposition attributed to 

diversity in decision-making 

17% 33% 0% 50% 0% 

How to guides/toolkits for 

Boards and senior 

management in relation to 

increasing diversity in 

decision-making 

0% 33% 33% 17% 17% 

Mentoring programs to help 

develop diverse candidates 

for decision-making roles 

0% 17% 17% 33% 33% 

Leadership programs to help 

develop diverse candidates 

for decision-making roles 

0% 17% 33% 17% 33% 

Regular reporting on 

diversity in decision making 

for benchmarking our 

business/organisation against 

similar organisations 

0% 50% 17% 17% 17% 

Cultural awareness training 

adapted for rural industries 
0% 66% 0% 17% 17% 

 

VU ISCL has identified two approaches that could be adopted to provide a framework for harnessing 

diversity in rural industry decision-making. 
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Approach 1: Focus on removing barriers 

This approach involves implementation of strategies to remove specific barriers identified in the 

research. It is a logical place for industry and government to begin in order to harness greater diversity 

in rural industries decision-making (see Table 14). 

Table 14 Barriers of increasing diversity in decision making roles 

Barrier Options to remove barrier 

A lack of available candidates 

from diverse backgrounds at 

senior levels; Finding effective 

ways for management to engage 

diverse decision-makers 

 

 Liaise with rural leadership programs, diversity advocacy bodies and 

company director registries to create a diversity candidate listing 

available to rural industries 

 Encourage mentoring of diverse middle management candidates for 

senior roles 

 Encourage sponsoring talent from diverse groups by executive and 

board members 

 Review recruitment processes to ensure bias towards diverse candidates 

is removed and a wider candidate pool can be attracted eg. Use of a 

range of media where vacancies can be advertised. 

 Utilise A-Cap rating to assess candidates 

 

Challenges in managing work-

life balance and responsibilities 

for diverse candidates – family; 

farm; off-farm work 

 

 Promote models of shared responsibility for decision-making 

 Combine people, financial and digital literacy with technical extension 

activities 

 Offer subsidised family packages for short courses, skill set modules 

and field day activities combined with crèche facilities 

 Encourage the use of video and teleconferencing for decision-making 

teams 

 

Additional expense and 

remuneration involved in 

attracting diverse decision-

makers e.g. accommodation; 

child care; travel 

 

 Explore and utilise existing taxation rebate arrangements for 

businesses offering relocation of diverse candidates for skilled 

positions 

 Consider targeted alliances with local schools, diversity groups and 

use of social media as cost-effective recruitment mechanisms 

 Consider opportunities for partner employment to boost attraction for 

diverse candidates 

 

A lack of cultural awareness 

within the organisation 

 

 Encourage peak bodies and larger companies to partner with diversity 

advocacy and training organisations to supply awareness programs for 

executives and board directors 

 Ensure inclusion of diversity education along with people, digital and 

financial literacy in rural industries’ educational packages 

 Incorporate specific diversity elements in leadership development 

programs 

 Incorporate module on diversity in accredited general management 

courses offered by RTOs 

Having to change “our way” of 

doing business to accommodate 

diverse decision-makers 

 

 Develop rural industries-relevant material on business re-design and 

how to progress a diversity strategy in a rural industry business 

 Draw together and publish case studies on how rural businesses are 

achieving business value through diversity  

 

A lack of inter-generational 

understanding and tolerance 

 Incorporate speakers and presentations from young business people in 

rural industries fora 

 Development of young talent graduate mentoring programs with 

larger companies, peak industry bodies and RDCs 
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Approach 2: An industry-wide strategy to harness diversity 

An alternative or adjunct strategy to Removing Barriers (Approach 1) is a broader industry-based 

Growing Diversity Strategy, consisting of four key areas of activity, as described below (see Figure 

13). 

  

 
Figure 13 Growing Diversity Strategy Source: McPherson (2008) 

 

Leadership Commitment 
 

It is important to recognise that any diversity objectives in the workplace need to be based on 

meritocracy. In other words, there is no expectation that appointments are made without merit and based 

on diversity characteristics alone. The idea here is simply to encourage those making leadership and 

decision making appointments to search in a wider, diverse and deeper talent pool.  

Existing leaders in rural industries are the key to diversifying their own base and to bringing the full 

capacity of people to bear in a challenging environment. This study has found that, in relation to the 

senior ranks of rural industries, this will be a significant challenge. Analysis of key rural industries shows 

they lag behind all-industries in relation to gender, age and particularly cultural and linguistic diversity. 

Churn in decision-making roles is low, so opportunity to introduce diverse candidates who merit 

appointment is limited. Therefore, the demonstrated commitment of industry leaders is crucial as a pre-

requisite for developing and deploying a diversity strategy. 

At the public company level, the work of numerous organisations is beginning to take effect, with diverse 

appointments being evident in the previous five years. However, at the SME level, greater support and 

resourcing is required to expand the talent pool available for appointment. Responsibility for assisting 

family farm and food processing businesses tends to rest with industry associations, RDCs and 

government agencies. 

  

Harnessing 
Diversity

Leadership 
Commitment

Training and 
Communication

Measurement 
and 

Accountability

Culture and 
Management 

Change
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There are a variety of ways in which leadership commitment can be demonstrated, as follows – 

 Formal partnerships between diversity advocates and organisation CEOs and organisation 

Chairs to deliver cultural awareness, diversity strategies and targets 

 Engagement with diverse communities to broaden the pool of candidates available for 

appointment to senior roles 

 Adoption of KPIs linked to achieving diversity targets, with reporting at board and industry 

level 

 Sponsorship of diverse talent within the organisation by senior management and board directors 

 Adoption and promotion of “leading” status on diversity by larger companies 

 Articulation of the business case for diversity as a long term business strategy (it’s not just a HR 

matter) 

 Allocating sufficient resources to develop and deploy a diversity strategy 

 
Inclusive leaders generally are identity-aware and believe that diversity can significantly improve 

organisational performance, and so learn about their own and others’ identities.   

 

 

Culture and Management Change 

 
Changing organisational culture to include “out groups” is challenging and needs to begin at the highest 

level of the organisation. A Board and CEO should be able to demonstrate the attributes it expects of the 

organisation.  

 

Fostering middle management talent is effectively an investment in diversity and company performance 

in the medium to long term. Mentoring focuses on the provision of emotional support and advice to help 

people achieve greater career outcomes. Sponsorship is recognised as another form of support 

relationship in which a sponsor is necessarily in a more powerful position in the organisation and is pro-

active in helping a protégé to develop their career. While the evidence is clear that sponsorship leads to 

more positive career outcomes than mentoring, there are challenges in both types of support relationship. 

According to Workplace Gender Equality Agency, women are more often provided with mentoring than 

sponsorship and may not receive the same positive career benefits as men (who are more likely to receive 

sponsorship). Hence, it could be useful for organisations to ensure that women are provided with 

sponsorship support that may increase their chances of progressing to senior leadership. 

 

Strategies to adopt a more diverse decision-making team include: 

 Adoption of A-Cap scoring for potential candidates 

 Review of recruitment processes for bias against diverse candidates 

 Review of middle management roles to ensure mentoring, sponsorship and training are available 

to diverse talent.  

 Identification of role models in senior roles for diverse candidates 

 Formation of networking groups targeted at regions, diverse groups and industry clusters to 

provide opportunities for on-line and face-to-face engagement with businesses 

 Reviewing and altering leave and flexible work policies to better accommodate employees with 

carer responsibilities 

 Ensuring succession planning advice for family farming businesses includes female family 

members and is firmly based on aptitude, skills and commitment rather than gender. 
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Training and Communication 
 

Training is a vital means to expand the skill sets of decision-makers, particularly at the farm or fishing 

family business level. Attainment of people, digital and financial literacy skills will provide greater 

confidence for business partners and spouses to move beyond an influencing role to decision-making 

and participation on industry level boards.  

 
“There is a gap in managerial skills, including HR management, across all small business operators but 

employers are generally not accessing workforce planning and management skills for themselves. The farm 

management and supervisory skills that are most in need are not the skills in demand by the people that need 

them. I doubt you would get a turnout for a course for farmers on the management of staff. You need to target the 

younger generation or different groups, such as those coming back from other industries.” 

Bill Hamill, CEO Rural Industries Skill Training, quoted in NRAC Report on the workforce 

planning capabilities of agricultural employers. 

The role of rural leadership programs is to provide personal pathways to candidate decision-makers. As 

a form of sponsorship of candidates these programs appear to be effective, given the demand from rural 

industries. 

 

There is definitely opportunity to blend learning in skill sets and leadership, targeted at regional clusters 

of small businesses. 

 

Promulgating role models of successful leaders from diverse backgrounds can provide the inspiration 

and profile needed to transform business culture in rural industries. This path has been pioneered by 

rural women and is an example for other diversity groups. 

 

Training and communications strategies may include: 

 Appointment of employees from diverse backgrounds as company ambassadors to engage talent 

by attending external job fairs, conferences, and community events. 

 Broadening the remit of extension and field day technical learning activities to support co-

owners, through provision of family-friendly facilities and subsidised participation. 

 Developing regional learning clusters for people, digital and financial literacy targeted at SMEs 

 Promotion and subsidisation of places for diverse candidates to participate in rural leadership 

programs. 

 Conduct of a precise evaluation on the outcomes of rural leadership programs in terms of 

confidence and capability-building and subsequent impact on participation in decision-making 

 Clarification of career paths in rural industries for new entrants from diverse backgrounds, 

particularly demonstrating how qualifications gained in other industries are applicable. 

 Development of “train the trainer” programs for trusted advisers and peak industry bodies on 

people literacy, in order to support rural industries SMEs. 

 Development of a bureau of role models in leadership and decision-making from diversity 

groups working in rural industries. These role models need to be visible to new entrants and 

those undertaking tertiary and further education. 

 Promotion of rural returners and rural lifestyle benefits in social and ethnic media 

 

 

Measurement and Accountability 
 

Measurement of an initiative or strategy to promote diversity helps to drive action (what gets measured 

gets done). Measurement is necessary to justify costs and is necessary to monitor progress on 

goals/objectives and to know what works and why in order to drive further diversity related actions in 

the future.  Monitoring of progress and outcomes is essential for accountability (McPherson, 2008). 

Measurement of diversity in decision-making is required to establish a baseline of data from which to 

measure progress. This could be achieved through a specific survey, a rolling program of survey across 
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industry sub-sectors; through the addition of additional data fields on regular surveys used in rural 

industries; or through an SME regional cluster benchmarking process. At a minimum, extraction and 

publishing of ABS 2016 Census data on select diversity characteristics will enable some comparison 

between 2011 and 2006 data on the workforce of rural industries. 

In addition to industry or workforce-based data, performance data to drive change in larger organisations 

is advised when a diversity strategy is put in place. Targets embedded in the executive team’s individual 

performance scorecard measures are likely to be the most effective method. 

Agreed diversity variables should depend on the business imperative and be aligned to the business 

strategy, in preference to corporate social responsibility targets. For example, the inclusion of female 

board members on Audit Committees has been demonstrated to improve performance in this vital area 

of risk management. The recruitment of senior staff with A-Cap has been demonstrated to benefit 

companies with a target consumer base or trade activities in Asia. The inclusion of younger executives 

and board members can assist with introducing digital and people literacy into the business. 

Monitoring and evaluation of performance against diversity objectives in the workplace is an important 

part of the diversity policies of organisations. This may involve at least three key steps: reporting, 

accountability and review. Reporting, for example, will involve publishing a copy of the organisation’s 

Diversity Policy on its website and in its annual report. The information could include (a) a quantitative 

breakdown as to the actual gender, age, and other diversity attributes composition of senior management 

and other staff at a specific date and comparative data for the previous year; and (b) a report of the 

organisation’s performance against its Diversity Policy’s objectives.  

SME owners and managers tend to be experiential learners who respond best to learning on-the-job. 

Informal learning also occurs when combined with networking events such as industry field days and 

trade shows (Smith, Stoney, Walker, 2009). 

SMEs tend to compare their performance with like businesses. In relation to workforce diversification, 

rural industries learn from their peers about the benefits and pitfalls. For this reason, accumulation and 

dissemination of case studies sharing the experience of peer businesses is a useful strategy to introduce 

the business value proposition of diversifying decision-makers. 

Strategies may include: 

 Supplementary surveys or data fields on diversity for ABS/ABARES data collections 

 Inclusion of 2016 Census analysis on workforce diversity in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 

sub-sectors 

 Establishment of an SME regional cluster survey on diversity to create benchmarking data for 

rural industries 

 Inclusion of performance data on Inclusion in executive KPIs and performance reviews 

 Encouraging A-Cap usage in recruitment of decision-makers, where that has relevance for 

business strategy 

 Establishing a monitoring, evaluation and reporting regime for the company Diversity Policy. 

(a) quantitative breakdown of gender, age, and other diversity attributes composition of senior 

management and other staff at a specific date and comparative data for the previous year; and 

(b) a report of the organisation’s performance against its Diversity Policy’s objectives. 

 Incorporating peer networking and benchmarking of diversity for SMEs through existing 

regional groupings 

 Promulgation of case studies relevant to SMEs on diversity in decision-making. 
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Results 

Greater focus on harnessing diversity in decision-making will create benefit for rural industries. 

Australia’s workforce is undergoing major structural and generational change and rural industries are 

not exempt from these changes. Fundamental changes are being made to the way in which we undertake 

work. Decisions made on past practices cannot sustain rural industries. 

Diverse candidates are available in most instances, where companies are prepared to consider changing 

entrenched behaviours and attitudes and embrace the forces of change – globalisation; technology and 

digital business; and collaboration for innovation. 

For increased gender diversity, effective mechanisms include – 

 Moving beyond mentoring to sponsorship of up and coming female managers to create a 

pipeline of decision-makers; 

 Building the confidence of female candidates through investment in digital, people and 

financial literacy and leadership 

 Selection of the best-equipped family member to provide leadership on the family farm 

 Promotion of role models of women in rural leadership. 

 

For younger people in rural industries, effective mechanisms include – 

 Creating clearer paths from entry level to decision-making, particularly entrants from other 

industries 

 Embracing at industry level the skills and professional expertise of graduates 

 Increasing the profile of younger professionals by including them in industry events and 

presentations that enable them to showcase their capabilities, particularly to groups of SMEs 

 Promotion of graduate traineeships and attraction programs for under 35 year olds in larger 

rural enterprises 

 Promotion of the experience of rural returners through social media 

 

For CALD candidates, effective mechanisms include – 

 Adoption by the Australian Government of a higher target of immigrants to settle in regional 

locations, specifically linked to skill shortages in food and agribusiness industries 

 Promotion of rural Australia, particularly regional cities, in information provided to skilled 

migration candidates 

 Adoption of A-Cap scoring of candidates 

 Incorporation of short-term skilled visa programs such as Safe Haven Enterprise Visas 

(SHEV, Subclass 790) in human resource planning 

 

For indigenous candidates, effective mechanisms include – 

 

 Business graduate internship programs such as Career Trackers, incorporating larger 

agribusiness companies 

 Traineeships in business and property management, such as Indigenous Land Council program 

 Incorporation of technical and land management modules in leadership programs 

 Ongoing support for start-up businesses in land management and ecotourism through 

provision of business management skill sets and access to finance. 
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The role of government and industry peak bodies 

It is evident from the research that small businesses employing less than 20 people, the most prevalent 

organisation size in rural industries, struggle to deploy formal strategies around diversifying decision-

making. For these small businesses the role of government, industry peak bodies and trusted advisers, 

is accentuated as a source of guidance and assistance. 

There are a variety of ways in which government and industry peak bodies can support small 

businesses in rural industries to harness diversity to their benefit. 

 Formation of networking groups targeted at regions, diverse groups and industry clusters to 

provide opportunities for on-line and face-to-face engagement with businesses 

 Incorporating peer networking and benchmarking of diversity for SMEs through regional 

groupings 

 Preparation and distribution of case studies relevant to SMEs on diversity in decision-making 

 Creating clearer paths from entry level to decision-making, particularly for entrants from other 

industries 

 Embracing at industry level the skills and professional expertise of graduates through 

involving them in regional clusters of small businesses 

 Increasing the profile of younger professionals by including them in industry events and 

presentations that enable them to showcase their capabilities, particularly to groups of SMEs 

 Adoption by the Australian Government of a higher target of immigrants to settle in regional 

locations, specifically linked to skill shortages in food and agribusiness industries 

 Promotion of rural Australia, particularly regional cities, in information provided to skilled 

migration candidates 

 Promotion of short-term visa programs such as Safe Haven Enterprise Visas (SHEV, Subclass 

790) to rural industries experiencing skills shortages 

 Undertake a study of the impact of leadership programs on candidates vis-à-vis decision-

making capacity and outcomes 

 Establish partnership arrangements with diversity advocacy groups to better engage candidates 

and source talent at an industry level 

 Create a registry of diverse talent for SMEs to utilise in sourcing candidates for executive and 

board roles 

 Promote the role of leading companies in diversifying decision-makers 

 Build the confidence of female candidates through investment in digital, people and financial 

literacy and leadership 

 Develop train the trainer modules for trusted advisers on diversity in succession planning, 

financial, digital and people literacy 

 Encourage selection of the best-equipped family member to provide leadership on the family 

farm 

 Offer subsidised family packages for short courses, skill set modules and field day activities 

combined with crèche facilities 

 Incorporate financial, people and digital literacy into technical and operational extension 

offerings 

 Continue to subsidise places in rural leadership courses 
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Glossary 

Diversity in 

decision-making 

Diversity indicates a level of similarity or difference from the majority 

characteristics of decision-makers in a workplace executive or governing 

body in terms of gender, age, cultural background, physical abilities, sexual 

orientation, religion or professional background. 

Decision-makers Decision-makers include business owners, entity Chief Executive Officers 

and General Managers, Board Chairs and Directors, and Senior Managers 

who have a strategic impact on key business decisions. 

 

SHEV Visa A Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (subclass 790) allows a successful applicant to 

work or study for a 5 year period in regional Australia. 

https://www.border.gov.au/Trav/Visa-1/790- 

A-Cap Asia Capability refers to an individual’s ability to interact effectively in 

Asian countries and cultures and with people from Asian cultural 

background. The Diversity Council Australia has developed an A-Cap survey 

tool and benchmarks to help organisations assess and manage their 

workforce Asia capability 

https://www.dca.org.au/app/webroot/whatsyourasiacapability/ 

 

SME Small and medium enterprise 

A small business is defined as one which employs less than 20 employees 

A medium business is defined as one that employs between 20 and 199 

employees. 

https://www.border.gov.au/Trav/Visa-1/790-
https://www.dca.org.au/app/webroot/whatsyourasiacapability/
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