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Addressing the stereotype
The prevailing image of the “middle-aged white male” 
as a rural industry leader and decision-maker tends to 
define “diversity” as anyone not sharing this profile; 
agriculture, fishing and forestry sectors have been 
characterised by low levels of diversity in decision-
making ranks. 

The research aims to understand how individual farms 
or firms, and industries or sectors, can harness diverse 
groups in the Australian economy (e.g.: professional 
background, culture, gender and age) in innovative 
leadership roles at various stages of rural supply 
chains’ decision-making and operations, 

In today’s challenging production and trading 
environment, Australian rural industries must maintain 
the innovative edge that has marked commercial 
agriculture, and harness all available talent. Findings 
from this research will help industry leaders consider 
how to accelerate greater diversity.  

Exploring diversity
There are many studies devoted to understanding the 
benefits to businesses who embrace diversity in the 
workplace. We know a little bit about the breakdown 
of diversity within agriculture but most studies focus 
on their contribution. This research specifically 
focused on understanding who are the decision-
makers in the sector and what is the opportunity 
cost of not harnessing diversity and conversely, what 
can be achieved when we do. The research looked at 
gender, age, language, culture and Indigenous status 
of decision-makers in rural businesses, industry peak 
bodies and larger corporate agribusinesses. 

The research questions:  

1. What is diversity in decision-making in rural 
industries?

2. What is the current situation and history?

3. What the potential result might be if diversity 
goals were embraced and achieved?

4. What information and guidance might be useful 
to encourage effective diversity within rural 
industries? 
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The diverse talent pool
More than 200 organisations, in a cross-section of 
rural industries, participated in the detailed research. A 
further 93 organisations, again across rural industries, 
were scanned to analyse the gender characteristics 
of key decision-makers as Board Directors and 
Executives. 

Rural businesses and organisations of all sizes can 
benefit from the research. As individuals and individual 
businesses benefit, so will communities, entire supply 
chains and industry sectors. 

A fresh approach
The research showed business benefits linked 
to senior-leadership diversity include increased 
profitability, productivity and innovation. 

Harnessing diversity in decision-making will benefit 
Australia’s rural industries. The nation’s workforce, and 
the way people work, is changing. Decisions made 
“the old way” won’t sustain rural industries in the 
future. Diverse candidates exist where companies are 
prepared to change entrenched views, and embrace 
the forces of change: globalisation, technology and 
digital business, and collaboration for innovation. 

The research found effective mechanisms to increase 
diversity in specific areas: age, gender, culturally and 
linguistically diverse and Indigenous status. 

Industry-wide commitment to change
Any diversity objectives must be based on merit and 
as a long-term business strategy, not just a Human 
Resources role. The research outlines two strategic 
approaches to advancing diversity in rural industries’ 
decision-making roles: 

1. A focus on removing barriers, and 

2. An industry-wide strategy to harness diversity 

It offers five recommendations as a practical starting 
point: 

1. How to communicate the findings within rural 
industries 

2. How to recognise progress already underway

3. To partner with key advocacy bodies 

4. To assess the financial commitment to 
implement both strategic approaches 

5. To guide the process via an AgriFutures Australia 
working group 

Building a vibrant and diverse agricultural 
sector
AgriFutures Australia’s vision is to grow the long-
term prosperity of Australian rural industries. To do 
this, we continue to support research that impacts 
the full spectrum of innovation for rural and regional 
industries. AgriFutures Australia is a future-thinking 
organisation; we tackle the rural challenges and 
opportunities of today, and unearth the challenges and 
opportunities of tomorrow. People are at the centre 
of everything we do: we listen, we connect and we 
collaborate with emerging leaders across agriculture 
and agribusiness. Building on the strong foundations 
laid by RIRDC, we confidently set our focus on the 
future, because the future is more than you see right 
now. 

Diversity in decision-making in rural industries forms 
part of the AgriFutures Australia National Challenges 
and Opportunities arena. 
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