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A  desk  audit  into  the  data  and  research  
on  micro-business  profiling  in  Australia  

 

Background:  
 
An understanding of the independent contractor/ micro business owner/ self 
employed sector is crucial for anyone wanting to interact with such complex 
individuals and we suggest that the responses of this group to the economic situation 
we find ourselves in will be a critical litmus test for the whole of society.  Moreover 
the success or otherwise of this group has direct implications for the collection of 
taxes, for the repayment of loans, and via a traditional 'multiplier effect' there may be 
implications for many larger businesses. 

 
There is a significant need to understand this group in terms of their profiling as 
customers. They are major consumers in the ordinary sense, but function as 
businesses and display business behaviours. Conversely, they are not like ordinary 
consumers because they also supply goods and services to other consumers. They 
sometimes appear to be employee-
focus of much of the prior research as well as legal interest in this group is the very 
fact that they are not employees. In summary, they fail to fit into the neat boxes that 
have formed the parameters of public policy since World War II. Further, as a group, 
they continue to confound traditional marketing approaches because they fit into 
multiple prof  

 

This report sets out to present a multi-layered view of the independent contractor/ 
micro business owner/ self employed person important in terms of this group as:  

1. Workers - in that they work for a living but they are not employees, and no 
amount of reclassification for taxation purposes, superannuation purposes, 
labour law purposes can change the fact that these individuals think and 
act differently in relation to work and their business than the average 
employee. 

2. Businesses - in that they engage in business, but they are qualitatively as 
well as quantitatively different to a large or even medium sized business. 

3. Consumers - in that they buy, use and consumer products and services 
but they are different to other consumers in that they also produce 
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products/services; their choices reflect trade-offs and multi-purpose 
considerations (consumer and business person). 

 

The  Desk  Audit  
  

The aims of this project are twofold. The first is to clearly identify and summarise the 
key features of three of the largest databases and research resources available 
within Australia for profiling this complex sector. The second is to see what synthesis 
can be achieved between these three sources as resources and so develop a 
deeper understanding of this sector.  

The three databases and research resources we draw on in this desk audit align with 
the multilayered view of the independent contractor/ micro business owner/ self 
employed person as:  

1. Workers  is derived from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
2008 Forms of Employment Survey and the 2009 Australian Labour 
Market report which specifically identified and reported for the first time 
on independent contracting; 

2. Businesses  is drawn from four reports by the Australian Taxation 
Office (ATO) into the micro business sector;  

3. Consumers  is drawn from both an analysis of the Roy Morgan 
Research Asteroid database as well as from a 2009 Roy Morgan 
Research report into the self employed in Australia.  

 
To ensure that there is some initial compatibility amongst what may potentially be 
very distinct and even non-compatible sources, the framework for analysing and 
summarising each of the three resources will follow a standard format of: 

1. identifying the target population of the database or research with 
definitions and further explanation where required 

2. identifying the intended purpose and scope of the database or research 
 including the explicit perspective it provides of the micro-business 

sector (i.e. As consumer or customer, worker and business entity. 
3. summary of key findings, components and/or contributions of the 

research or database  
4. extrapolation of the above into the contribution it provides for profiling 

micro-business in Australia 
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PART  1:  THE  ABS  DATA  
  

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data provides the benchmark from which 
to examine and evaluate the other sources used in this desktop audit of the micro-
business sector within Australia.  

 

As will be shown in the first section of the review of the ABS data, the methodology 

sources. This is due to the specific focus on independent contracting and the rigour 
with which the allocation into this sector has been made. The result is the most 
accurate view we have of the micro-business sector to date.  
 

The desk audit of ABS data and research into Independent contracting draws on the 
following sources: 

 Forms of Employment Survey (FOES), released on 12th June 2009 (ABS cat. 
no. 6359.0).- which provides 3 data tables on Independent Contracting on pp 
36-38 of the full 76 page report. This source will be identified as ABS, 2009 in 
this report. 

 Australian Labour Market Statistics (ALMS) released 3rd Jul 2009 (ABS cat. 
No 6105.0) - where Independent Contractor statistics are reported and 
explained in pp19-25 of the full 112 page report. This source will be identified 
as ABS, 2009a in this report. 

 

Note that the data for these two publications was gathered from responses to 
questions in the regular monthly ABS Labour Force survey (LFS).  

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6359.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6359.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6359.0
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Introduction  
  

Unlike in many Western nations, information about the world of the independent 
contractor in Australia has been based on guesses and leaps of statistical faith for 
decades. Hidden in, conflated with, and masked by, terms such as self-employed 
and small business owners, even estimations of the size of the independent 
contractor workforce have been difficult.  

 

However, the advent of the introduction of the Independent Contractors Act (2006) 
has seen the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) review its annual Forms of 
Employment Survey (FOES) to identify people who work as independent contractors.  

 

These changes are reflected in the November 2008 FOES, released on 12 June 
2009 (ABS cat. no. 6359.0) and data on independent contractors are now collected 
annually as a module within the FOES.  

 
 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6359.0
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1.1:  The  ABS  Forms  of  Employment  Survey  (FOES)  results    
                                                                (ABS,  2009)    
 
 
The 2008 FOES (ABS 6359 Nov 2008, released June 2009) report presents for the 
first time, 2 data tables about independent contractors on pages 36, 37 and 38. One 
table provides data summaries of the number of employees and selected 
employment characteristics by sex.  The other shows whether individuals usually 
work on one contract or more by industry, occupation and sex. The report also 
contains rather more informative information in an appendix on pages 55 to 57 which 
provides written detail as to the reasons for the decision to collect data on 
independent contractors, the decision table ABS uses to classify a person as an 
independent contractor (note that this Appendix Table is illustrated in Table 1 below), 
as well as a data table of employment type by both the main job of the informant and 
by their sex.   
 
The main contribution from this first release of information on independent 
contractors from the FOES is the distinction made between employees, owner 
managers of incorporated enterprises (OMIEs) and owner managers of 
unincorporated enterprises (OMUEs), based on their responses to questions in the 
monthly Labour Force survey (LFS). The 2009 FOES provides the following 
definitions: 
 

Employees are people who: 
 work for a public or private employer; and 
 receive remuneration in wages, salary, or are paid a retainer fee by their 

employer and worker on a commission basis, or for tips or piece-rates or 
payment in kind; or 

 operated their own incorporated enterprise with or without hiring 
employees. 

 
Owner managers of incorporated enterprises are people who: 

 work in their own incorporated enterprise, that is, a business entity which 
is registered as a separate legal entity to its members or owners (also 
known as a limited liability company). 

 
Owner managers of unincorporated enterprises are people who: 

 operate their own unincorporated enterprise, that is, a business entity in 
which the owner and the business are legally inseparable, so that the 
owner is liable for any business debts that are incurred. Includes those 
engaged independently in a trade or profession. 

                                                         (ABS, 2009 p.55) 
 
The classification of people from the LFS into the FOES as employees, 
independent contractors and other business operators is made from the answers 
to 4 questions the ABS have identified as the key characteristics of independent 
contractors and other business operators.  

The questions are: 
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1. "Do you work as an independent contractor in your job?" 
2. "Do you receive a pay slip/advice?" 
3. "Do you/Does your business invoice or bill clients/employers?" 
4. "Excluding wages and salary, are you able to make drawings from your 

employer/business?" 
                                                         (ABS, 2009 p.55) 

 
The decision process involved in the ABS classification is shown in Table 1 below 
and provides the final result as to whether an individual is an independent contractor 
or employee.  
 

Table 1: The ABS Decision Table 

 
(ABS, 2009 p.55) 
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1.2:  Australian  Labour  Market  Statistics  (ALMs)    
                        (ABS,  2009a)  

 
This publication provides a more detailed series of data tables as well as descriptive 
analysis of the independent contractor statistics first reported in the report précised 
above. The information on independent contractors covers pages 19-25 of the full 
112 page report. Building on the information from the 2009 FOES publication, the 
ALMs 2009 report continues the revision of the concepts relating to 'contract work' to 
more precisely identify the group of employed people who work as independent 
contractors. The decision table illustrated in Table 1 above is the basis for 
differentiating  
 

 -term 
or fixed-term work, often engaged through a third-party (e.g. a labour hire 
firm/employment agency). The FOES measure of independent 
contractors refers to people who are not employees, but who may be 

(ABS, 2009a p.19). 
  

The 2009 ALMs defines independent contractors as;  
 

services for others without having the legal status of an employee, that 
is, they are engaged by a client under a commercial contract, rather than 
as an employee under an employment contract. Thus, independent 
contractors have the same rights as their clients under common law to 

(ABS, 2009a p.19). 
  

The 2009 ALMs also provides a further explanation of the distinction made in the 
2009 FOES between independent contractors, employees and other business 
operators:  
 

 Employees work for a public or private employer and receive remuneration in 
wages or salary; 

o are engaged under a contract of service (an employment contract) and  
o take directions directly from their employer on how the work is 

performed.  
 
 Other business operators are employed people who operate their own 

business; 
o but are not operating as independent contractors  
o are distinguished from independent contractors in that they generally 

generate their income from managing their staff or from selling goods 
or services to the public, rather than providing a labour service directly 
to a client.  
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            (adapted from ABS, 2009a p.19) 

These definitions produce the conceptual framework which leads to the breakdown 
of employment types shown in Figure 1.1 below.  

Figure 1.1: The ABS Conceptual Framework 

 

ABS, 2009a p.19 

The ABS framework above identifies that, of the 10.7 million employed people aged 
15 years and over in Australia as at November 2008, 1 million were engaged as 
independent contractors in their main job. This figure accounts for 9% of employed 
people. The ALMs (2009) adds that there were a: 
 

further 100,000 employed people who were multiple job holders and who 
were not independent contractors in their main job were independent 
contractors in their second job, therefore the total number of employed people 
working as independent contractors in November 2008 was 1.1 million, or 
10% of all employed.        
                                                                           (ABS, 2009a p.20).  
 

The focus of the ABS data summary contained in the ALMs (2009) is on those 
employed people who were independent contractors in their main job. 
 
The rest of this section of the report into the ABS data sources will focus on 
summaries of the key findings. The data tables provided by ABS for each of the 7 
areas summarised below are included in the appendix to this report. The data 
presented below aims to develop a more informative view of what the data implies 
for the profiling of the micro business sector. 
1.2.1: SEX 
 
Men were more likely to be independent contractors, with 12% (727,000) of 
employed men working as independent contractors in their main job, compared with 



    

12  

  

5% (12,400) of women. Consequently, as Figure 1.2 below shows, men made up the 
majority (75%) of the 1 million independent contractors.  
 
    Figure 1.2: Independent Contractors by Gender  

  

 1.2.2: AGE 

With the dominance of males in independent contracting noted above, Figure 1.3 
shows that there were proportionally more men than women across all age groups. 
Further, around half of independent contractors (50% of men and 58% of women) 
were aged between 35-54 years.  
 
Figure 1.3: Independent Contractors by Age and Sex  

 

Overall, the view which emerges is that working as an independent contractor 
appears to have an age related component. While only 3% of 15-24 year old 
employed people worked as independent contractors this moves to 20% of those 
aged 65 years and over. The ABS (2009a p.20) suggests that: 

this indicates that once people pass the traditional retirement age, they may 
move from being in employee positions to operating their own businesses, for 
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example, as consultants. This may be due to their ability as independent 
contractors to choose the hours and conditions under which they work, 
particularly as part of a transition to retirement. 

 

1.2.3: Occupation 
 
Contracting has typically been associated with the blue collar area but the ABS data 
shows the dominance of professionals followed by technical and trades workers 
within independent contracting. Overall, male independent contractors were most 
likely to be Technicians and Trades Workers, with over one third (36%) employed in 
this occupation followed by Professionals (19%).  
 
 
Figure 1.4: Independent Contractors by Occupation 

 
Figure  1.4A:  Occupation  for  Males                                                                                    Figure  1.4B:  Occupation  for  Females                                                                                
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Figures 1.4a and 1.4B provide a more detailed breakdown of the gender differences. 
While technical & trades and professional occupations account for 55% of male 
independent contractors, clerical & admin as well as professional occupations 
account for 55% of females.  
 
The ABS (2009a, p.20) notes that the rate of 32% for female professionals in 
contracting exceeds the 24% found in this occupation amongst female employees. 
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1.2.4: Industry 
 
The importance of the construction industry emerges in Figure 1.5 while Figure 1.5A 
reveals that male independent contractors were most likely to be found operating in 
Construction, with 41% working in that industry.  
 
Figure 1.5: Independent Contractors by Selected Industries 
  

  

 
The great difference between the genders is shown clearly in Figures 1.5A and 1.5B 
where the highest proportion of female independent contractors is found in the 
Professional, scientific and technical services (23%) industry. It is important to 
caution that the ABS (2009a) observes that the term industry used in FOES and 
ALMS of independent contractors reflects the industry of the independent 
contractors' business rather than the industry of their client.  
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Figure 5A & 5B: Selected Industries by Gender 

                       Males                                                         Females 

    
 
 
 
1.2.5: Hours Worked 
 
It is well known that individuals who operate their own business tend to work longer 
hours than those who are employees and this comparative view is the focus of the 
ABS in their presentation of independent contractor data.  
 
As Figure 1.6 shows, the working hours of independent contractors are much more 
variable when compared to the other two forms of employment. While the average 
weekly hours of male independent contractors was 44 hours per week, female 
independent contractors worked an average of only 27 hours. Thus, while male 
independent contractors work less than other males business operators, (who work 
49 hours on average), they work more than male employees (who work 41 hours on 
average).  
 
The 27 hours female independent contractors work in an average week however, is 
less than the 33 hours worked by both female employees and other business 
operators. This result suggests that the profile and possibly the motivations of 
females in independent contracting may be quite distinct from other forms of 
employment. 
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Figure 1.6: Average Weekly Hours Worked by Males & Females 
 

  

The ABS data in Figures 1.6 above is broken down further in Figures 1.6A and 1.6B. 
Figure 6A reveals that 49 hours and above accounts for 36% of male independent 
contractors and this compares to over half (53%) of other business operators - who 
usually worked 49 hours or more, compared with just 18% of employees.  
 
ABS defines working less than 35 hours per week as part-time hours (ABS 2009a 
p.20). Only 22% of independent contractor males, 13% of Other Business Operators 
and 16% of male employees usually work less than 35 hours per week.  

 
 

Figure 1.6A: Usual Hours worked by Forms of Employment  Males  

 

While there is a strong indication that males work longer than normal hours, the 
picture for females is very different. Figure 1.6B illustrates female forms of 
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employment and reveals that over two thirds (67%) of women who were independent 
contractors worked part-time hours.  

 

This rate is higher than the two other forms of employment and provides strong 
evidence of the need for further research into the underlying reasons for female 
moves into contracting, as they are likely to be quite distinct and possibly to be 
strongly motivated by responsibilities such as childcare and caring for dependents.  

 
Figure 1.6B: Usual Hours worked by Forms of Employment  Females  
 

 

 
 
1.2.6: Working Patterns 

Continuing the theme of variability within independent contracting noted in the 
section above, the number of hours worked also varied from those engaged in other 
forms of employment.  
 
While over 55% of male independent contractors worked weekdays only this 
compared unfavourably with over two thirds (69%) of employees but favourably with 
less than half (43%) of other business operators worked weekdays only .  
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Figure 1.7: Days of the Week Worked  

 

 
Within independent contracting, females were more likely than males to work 
weekdays only  
 
A key theme underlying the interest in hours and days of work is the level of control 
individuals exercise in these decisions. The concept of control has important legal, 
historical relevance for contracting. The finding reported in ABS (2009a p.23) that 
84% of independent contractors and 89% of other business operators were more 
likely than employees (41%), to have some say in their start and finish times, is 
therefore very noteworthy. 

 
 
1.2.7: The role of labour hire/employment agencies 
 
ABS make note of, but do not present any data tables on, the role of labour hire 
firm/employment agencies. However, the information they do offer suggests that 
these bodies only play a minor role in assisting independent contractors to find work. 
Only 2% had found their current employment through such an agency compared to 
5% of employees, while only 4% were currently registered with an agency compared 
to 7% of employees. 
 
 
1.2.8: Authority over Work 
 
Another variation of the legal notion of control and an often cited theme in 
distinguishing independent from dependent contractors is that of authority over 
working procedures. Here ABS (2009a) found that two thirds (62%) of independent 
contractors reported that they had authority over their working procedures. Of those 
who reported not having authority over their working procedures, 30% reported that it 
was their supervisor who had that control, while a further 28% reported that it was 
the client contracted to. 
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Figure 1.8: Authority over Working Procedures 

 

 

 
1.2.8: Financial Protection 
 
The depth of what is actually meant by independence in the move to contracting is 
revealed in questions about financial protection. As Figure 1.9 shows, the majority of 
independent contractors carry the responsibility for organising their own financial 
protection.  The range of factors this responsibility involves should also be noted as 
over four fifths of independent contractors organised their own liability insurance, 
superannuation and workers compensation. 
 
 
Figure 1.9: Liability for Financial Protection 

 
 
ABS data confirms the appropriateness of the micro-business designation for 
Independent contractors with 78% having no employees. Of the 22% with 
employees, 90% have less than 10 employees working for them (ABS, 2009a p.24). 
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1. 2.9: Duration of Employment 
 
ABS (2009a p.24) reports that the average duration of employment in their current 
business for independent contractors was 6 years.  
 
 
Figure 1.10: Duration of Employment with Current Employer/Business 
  

  
 
Table 1.10 adds further detail to show that 36%, over one third, of independent 
contractors had been working in their current business for over 10 years. These 
results reinforce the variability compared to other business operators, 48% of whom 
had been operating their business for over 10 years, and employees, with 20% 
having 10 years continuous duration of employment. 
  
  
1.2.10: Clients 
 
As well as the notion of control, contracting independence has also been historically 
assessed in the legal arena through reference to the concept of genuinely being in 
the market for business. A common way of demonstrating this has been to 
demonstrate multiple clients.  
 
As Figure 1.11 shows, 73% of independent contractors were able to work for multiple 
clients. While this figure appears to verify the independence of most contractors, it is 
tempered by the next statistic which shows that only 46% of independent contractors 
had more than one active contract in the reference week. ABS (2009a p.24) 

that for many independent contractors, working on one contract at a time 
may be preferable or provides sufficient income .  
 
 
Figure 1.11: Multiple Clients 
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The notions of control and genuine marketplace activity combine to add the further 
dimension of the ability to sub-contract their work. Figure 1.12 shows that the 
majority, 65% of independent contractors, were able to sub-contract their own work. 
The excised sector of figure 12 gives supplementary data to show that, of those who 
could not, the 'Nature of the work' was the main reason (62%) while 'Part of 
contract/conditions' accounted for a further 23%. 
  
 
Figure 1.12: Ability to Sub contract Work 
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Conclusion  
 
Previously held assumptions of a strong match between the profile of the 
independent contractor and its true foundations as the heart of micro-business within 
Australia have been borne out in this first stage analysis of the recent ABS data on 
independent contracting.  While limited to providing a macro view of independent 
contracting by the nature of the data collection method (which derives the items on 
independent contractors from a small number of items asked within the much larger 
regular Labour Force Survey), this review has provided a view of: 

1. the domination of independent contracting by men; 

2. that independent contractors typically are in the age range of 35-54 years old; 

3. and in the professional and then the technical and trades occupations; 

4. and construction is the dominant industry;  

5. The introduction of gender into 3 and 4 above reveals a clear profile of; 

o female independent contractors being in professional and clerical & 
administrative occupations concentrated within professional, scientific 
& technical services, healthcare & social assistance and administrative 
and support services; 

o male independent contractors on the other hand dominate the technical 
and trade occupations and are concentrated in the construction 
industry. 

6. The difference between males and females is further reflected in working 
hours  with men working 44 hours per week but women working only 27 
hours. While no further data is provided here, the presence of female 
independent contractors with care-giving responsibilities is clearly an issue to 
investigate further. 

7. Though not as marked as business operators, there is an acceptance for 
many independent contractors of working 7 days a week. 

8. That most independent contractors are genuinely independent, was 
established by the fact that most have authority over their working hours and 
procedures, carry their own liability for financial protection, can work for 
multiple clients - though the fact that many chose not to is worth further 
investigation, and have the ability to sub-contract their work.  
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There are important implications of these results for the type of customer, consumer 
and individual and the types of services they could be expected to be interested in, 
the forms of communication that will engage them and the types of information they 
require.  

 

the 2009 FOES and 2009 ALMs reports provides a robust benchmark for a detailed 
interrogation of other databases and research reports in this desktop audit process.  
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Appendix  1:  ABS  data  from  Australian  Labour  Market  
Statistics  (ALM)  -  ABS  cat.  No  6105.0,  2009  pages  19-25  

    

1. Independent Contractors, Proportion within each age group - by Sex  
 

 

Males  
 

Females  
 

Persons  
 

Age    '000    %    '000    %    '000    %  
 

15-24  41.1  4.4  11.4  1.3  52.5  2.9  
25-34  134.3  10.3  36.6  3.6  170.9  7.3  
35-44  180.2  13.3  75.2  6.7  255.3  10.3  
45-54  185.7  14.7  63.8  5.8  249.5  10.6  
55-64  141.8  17.5  43.1  7.2  184.9  13.1  
65 and over  44.0  24.3  *10.0  11.7  54.0  20.3  
Total  727.0  12.4  240.1  5.0  967.1  9.1  

 

* estimate is subject to sampling variability too high for most practical purposes  
Source: Forms of Employment, Australia, November 2008 (cat. no. 6359.0).  
 
 
 
 
2.  Independent Contractors, by Occupation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Independent Contractors, by Selected industries 
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4. Figure  Average weekly hours, by Form of employment 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  Usual hours worked, by Form of Employment - Males 
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6. Usual hours worked, by Form of Employment - Females 

 
 
 
 
7. Days of the week worked, by Form of employment 

 
 
 
8.  Duration of employment with current employer/business, by Form of 
Employment 
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Part  2:  The  Australian  Taxation  Office      
                                                                        (ATO)  Research  &  Data  

 
 
As with the ABS data, the perspective from the ATO is a macro one of the segment 
they identify as micro-business. The focus of the ATO is on the individual as a 
client/taxpayer rather than as a form of employment, and the language of micro 
business rather than independent contractor is a clear move away from the lengthy, 
legal history of taxation and the vexed question as to who has the liability to pay. It is 
worth noting that in most Western nations it is the dual, and often related, areas of 
occupational health and safety (OH&S) and taxation that generate the largest 
academic and practitioner literatures on independent contracting.  
 
The changing attitude of the ATO to the micro business/independent contractor 
sector is reflected in the four publications reviewed in this section of the desktop 
audit of the micro-business sector within Australia. All four publications are available 
from the ATO website (full web addresses are provided in the references list which 
completes this third section of the report) and together, they provide a strong 
methodological blend of qualitative and quantitative research. 
 
The desk audit of ATO data and research resources is couched in the language of 

 
 

1. -  of which Part 2, pp 22-33 of 
this 88 page report is on micro enterprises. This section of the report will be 
briefly summarised to establish the context for the three reports which then 
follow. These reports are all specifically focused on different aspects of the 
micro business sector. The material drawn from each of the three in this 
current desktop audit will focus on, and develop, factors such as definition, the 
perspective taken, relevance to developing a wider profile and a deeper 
understanding of the individual as a business, an individual, a consumer and 
a client. 

 
2.  

 presented to the ATO on 12 August 2008 and prepared by a 
private sector research company, IPSOS Eureka Social Research. This 90 
page quantitative research report explores the characteristics of small 
business debtors to provide insight into what motivates their behaviour as 
debtors.  
 

3. 
presented to the ATO in November 2008 by a private sector research 
company, GfK bluemoon. This 172 page report explicitly builds upon prior 
ATO research into the micro business segment with the aim of providing the 
ATO with additional insights to enhance their communication processes and 
services. This report is the most complex of all the materials reviewed for this 
desk audit. It is also potentially the most insightful in terms of the strong 
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qualitative and quantitative methodologies which underlie the results. The end 
of the analysis of this report provides some generalisations drawn from the 
profile materials developed from the findings on tax compliance and 
extrapolated to provide a wider, more generic view. 
 
 

4. 

bluemoon. This 27 page report is narrowly focussed on the issue of tax debt 
and the qualitative research conducted sought views of micro business 
operators on how they might behave in response to various payment options 
as well as how they view existing and potential new payment options.  

 
 
Note that there was one more specialist reports which was not reviewed as part of 

Framework for an Integrated Service Offer for Micro Business Concept testing Stage 
A Qual  

 
http://www.ato.gov.au/content/downloads/cor00222042.pdf 

 
 
This 57 page report was produced by Millward Brown Australia and details the 
second phase of a research project into developing a Positioning Framework for the 
ATO based on the concepts of value and emotions to investigate which micro 
business finds the most appropriate/appealing. These were applied across the range 
of business lifecycle stages to see if the new and/or enhanced package of ATO 
products and services met the need of micro business for knowledge, capability and 
reassurance. The key take-away message was that: the Tax Office can help me be 
in control of my business (and my tax affairs). 

http://www.ato.gov.au/content/downloads/cor00222042.pdf
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-     
                                        (ATO,  2009)  

 
This report provides the background as to what the ATO means by the term micro 
business. It needs to be noted too that finding a definition of micro business on the 
ATO website or within their publications is not easy. GFK (2008 p. 33) cites the ABS 
(Characteristics of Small business June 2004, 8127.0 p.36) to define micro 

the independent contractor sector reviewed in Part 1 above.  
 
 
The actual breakdown of the sector is provided by the ATOs 2008  09 Compliance 
Program report which states that there are around 2.5 million small businesses, of 
which the largest group, 1 million are sole traders, contractors and consultants (ATO, 
2009 p.21). The overall breakdown is illustrated in Figure 2.1.1 below.  
 
 
Figure 2.1.1: The Micro Business Sector                       

  
 
 
Illustrating the data in terms of percentages, as in Figure 2.1.1, raises questions about the 
actual number of times one individual  as in a sole trader, contractor or consultant, is 
counted in the different sectors as a distinct entity each time. There are clearly multiple 
memberships within this micro business sector. While this is not necessarily of any 
concern to the ATO, as their focus is on compliance within each of these segments, the 
reality is that as an individual, a contractor for example, may have their own registered 
company or be in partnership, have a trust fund set up and is more than likely to have 
their own superannuation fund set up. Thus, while we know that the sole trader, 
contractor, consultant segment we can see in Figure 2.1.2 relates to individuals and how 
they work the other segments are more representative of the way that individuals then 
structure the business entity which overlays the way that they work. 
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Figure 2.1.2: Micro Business by % 
 

  
 
This finding provides a very strong note of caution in interpreting ATO data on micro 
business - unless it has been disaggregated to allow the sole trader, contractor, 
consultant sector to be identified. The ATO micro business data which can provide 
this level of breakdown will parallel the ABS data presented in the previous section 
and be confiden
data. ATO information and data which cannot be disaggregated to this level thus 
remains indicative only. The ATO recognises this and notes the theme of individuals 

under Cash economy).  
 
 
With this in mind, the difference between the ABS and ATO industry data may be 
explained. While the ABS data was dominated by construction, accounting for 48% 
of independent contractors with professional, scientific and technical services 
accounting for another 35%, the ATO 2008- 09 Compliance Program report (p.21) 
states that 60% of all micro enterprises are located in property, trades, construction, 
finance, primary production and retail industries. The importance of micro business 
to the economy is explained by the fact that it is responsible for around 11% of all tax 

 
 
 
The ATO report notes that the main compliance issues they see for micro 

 managing PAYG 

importance of micro business is clarified greatly on page 26 of the report with the 
stat micro business continues to account for two-thirds of outstanding 
collectable debt... at any point in time

Overall, the emphasis in this and other ATO publications regarding micro business is 
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                                                   (ATO,  2008).  

 
 
Dated August 2008 and prepared by a private sector research company, IPSOS 
Eureka Social Research, this 90 page research report was based on a telephone 
survey of 1,453 businesses. The context of the research was specifically focused on 
the size of the tax debt generated by the micro business sector just noted above. 

to explore the characteristics of small business 
debtors and what motivates debtor behaviour  
 
 
2.2.1: Section 1: Key Findings (pages 2  7)  
 
Because this document is a consultancy report, the first section is an executive 
summary. As such, the detail is very light and most of the seven sections within this 

 
(pages 3-5) summarises the 1,453 business telephone survey participant results 
under the subheadings  of demographic characteristics, internal business practices, 
relationships with customers and suppliers, attitudes towards debt and the ATO  
businesses with current or recent BAS debt and businesses with no recent debt. The 

titl
between micro business sectors will be explored in more detail shortly.  
 
 
2.2.2: Section 2: Research Context (pages 9 - 12) 
 
The only indication as to what this report means b

definition is quite different to those we have already examined in this desktop audit 
and very firmly anchors itself in the world of business and finance. The focus is not 
on the individual but on the business structure which overlays the way they operate 
and emphasises the role of process and procedure  

al finances are more 
likely to be closely involved with each other  if not intertwined  in small businesses 

ff (see ATO, 2008 
p,11) to allow a differentiated service to suit circumstances.  
 
The specific aim of the project, to explore the characteristics of small business 
debtors and what motivates debtor behaviour, was divided into the following 7 tasks 
of identifying: : 

1.  demographic and structural profiles of businesses with and without 
a debt to the Tax Office; 

2.  internal behaviour of businesses with and without debt, including 
finance and record keeping practices; 
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3.  external behaviour of businesses with and without debt, in relation 
to the Tax Office and to their customers and suppliers; 

4.  opinions and beliefs of businesses with and without debt in relation 
to ATO and other debt; 

5.  behaviour of businesses with a debt in relation to contact with the 
ATO; 

6.  experiences and beliefs of businesses with a debt; and  
7. opinions and beliefs of businesses with no debt. 

                            (ATO, 2008 p.12)  
 
 
2.2.3: Section 3: Research Design (pages 13  15) 
 
While the emphasis in this report is on the results of the quantitative study, there was 
also a qualitative phase of in-depth interviews which preceded the telephone 
interviews. While this is normally considered a very strong study design, there are a 
number of important questions which arise. 
 
Firstly, no details are provided for the qualitative study until page 70, in the 
conclusion of the report. Secondly, there is no explanation provided as to why the 
quantitative study was divided into sole traders and then, other micro business. The 
distinctions made in the ATO 2008-2009 Compliance report noted above are not 
used here and we can therefore make no comparisons or comments as to the 
generalisations from one ATO document to the other. For instance, we do not know 

document refers to contractors 

 
 
A fourth concern raised in trying to analyse the research design is the lack of 
information regarding how participants were accessed. My assumption is that the 
consultants were provided with an appropriate database by the ATO. A good 
summary of the sampling population is provided (see p.14) but this is not validated 
against data about how representative it is of the total target population. The report 
asserts that the ATO focus for this report was debtors in the medium risk range but 
no explanation for this focus is provided.  
 
 
2.2.4: Section 4: Findings (pages 16  66) 
 
Section 4.1 on page 17 of ATO 2008 provides a succinct snapshot view of micro 
business by debt versus no debt, with the results by seven demographic 
characteristics, from industry to financial turnover and access to internal training. A 
summary of the table is presented in Table 2.2.1 below as it provides information 
that is the most relevant to this desk audit. 
 
 
Table 2.2.1: Demographic characteristics of Debt versus No debt businesses 
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Debt No Debt 
 
Industry 
   

 
Construction, Retail Trade, 
Accommodation, Cafes & 
Restaurant  
 

 
Agriculture, Forestry & 
Fishing or Health & 
Community Services 

Turnover 
 

$50,000 & $500,000 >$50,000 or < $1 million 

Employees 
 

2-4 employees Sole trader or 10-19 
employees 
 

Years of business 
operation 
 

1 year or less  

Expectations of business 
performance 
 

 Improve next 12 months Remain same over next 12 
months 

Role within business 
 

Owner/operator 
 

 
Years of experience 
 

 < 2 years  

External training 
 

 External training in 
accounting 

 

the 7 characteristics.  Parallels between ABS data on independent contractors and 
this ATO report are found in the range of both  with the average age of ABS 
independent contractors (ABS, 2009a p.20) and ATO (2008 p.24) business 
representatives  both being 35-54 years. 
 
The second of the seven factors looked at internal business practices (ATO, 2008, 
pp. 25-35) and the key feature relevant to profiling the micro sector is that these are 
generally poorer in terms of predictability and performance. This was also reflected 
in the third task of relationships with customers and suppliers (ATO, 2008 pp36-41). 
Those with debt were likely to take no action or even write off debt while those 
without debt undertook proactive strategies such as discounting for early payment. 
This proactive stance to managing business reflects the ABS data on self 
management being a key feature of independent contracting and is further reflected 
in the fourth task of the ATO (2008 pp42- 45) reporting on relationships with the 
ATO. This found that while the majority had no debt, those who did incur tax debt 
tended to have  both a non-BAS debt as well as other non-ATO debts. The fifth 
factor on pages 46-48 examined attitudes towards debt and the ATO. This revealed 
that those with debt were not comfortable with any form of debt but especially tax 
debt. This finding has relevance for those dealing with micro business as a client and 
indicates that such dealings will be positive.  
 
The sixth task as to experiences and beliefs of businesses with a debt differentiated 
between sole traders and other micro businesses. The intertwining between personal 



    

38  

  

and work debt on pages 50-65 featured for sole traders and often mediated their 
ability to manage the debt. The seventh task on pages 66-69 examined those with 
no recent BAS debt and identified that cash flow management, poor planning and 
customers not paying on time were cited as important reasons for incurring debt.  
 
 
2.2.5; Section 5: Conclusions and Recommendations (pages 70-73) 
 
Here at last we learn that there were 24 qualitative interviews carried out prior to the 
telephone survey  - whether the interviews were one on one or group, semi or 
unstructured, of what duration etc are all left unanswered. This is a shame as the 
results suggested by them are worthwhile. First is the notion that business lifecycle is 
related to debt  
current or recent 
found new businesses, those in operation for under a year, over-represented among 
debtors (ATO, 2008 p. 70).  
 
Extrapolating the recommendation from the quantitative study into a more 
generalised comment, the need for further research into the relationship between 
business lifecycle and the timing of ATO interventions, as well as the most 
appropriate type of intervention, is an important one.  
 
The value of qualitative research in understanding actual behaviour and feeding into 
the design of quantitative methods is shown in the discussion on cash flow (ATO, 
2008 p.71). The notion of a cycle or seasonal nature to work is a further, more 
generalisable contribution this report makes to the wider study of micro business. 
This links to predictability of income as well as notions in more traditional, academic 
studies of self employment which talk of the requirement for a financial buffer.  
 
The last two areas of qualitative research looked at perceptual issues and again, 
highlight the value of such research in dealing with this complex area. The first 

esult of experiences 

reciprocal nature of the relationship between ATO and the taxpayer, the organization 
and the client. This is illustrated in the last point of the report with suggestions from 
the qualitative study that businesses change their behaviour as a result of interaction 

to ATO customer contact staff previously noted above (see ATO, 2008 p,11) but also 
suggests that there needs to be a temporal dimension to the way organizations view 
micro business  one that recognises growth in knowledge and change in needs. 
This has been a feature of longitudinal research in academia but such research is 
both complex and costly  and therefore, quite rare. 
 
 
2.2.6: Summary 
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This research report has valuable elements of both qualitative and quantitative 
research that add insight into the task of developing a broader and more informed 
view of the richness that is the life of the micro business sector.  
 

agenda into working as a micro business. The questions raised at the beginning of 
the analysis of the ATO (2009) report, concerning the multiple placements one 
individual may have within a number of ATO micro business segments, can be 
reconciled by such a view.  
 
The findings from this ATO (2008) study into the perceptions, and more specifically, 
the potential for change in perceptions, as well as the actual behaviour of micro 
business owners, is an important contribution.  
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Dated November 2008 and prepared by private sector research company, GfK 
bluemoon, this 172 page report is markedly different from the previous ATO 
publications reviewed here in that compliance focus is augmented by notions of 

rategies in order to meet the 
overall objective of increasing voluntary compliance and competency within this 
category. (ATO, 2008a p.7).  
  
 
As with the two other ATO reports reviewed, the definition of micro business was 
difficult to find in this report. It is located briefly on page 35 and in more detail on 
page 132, where, as well as informing us that the data sample was accessed from 

of less than $2,000,000 and less than 20 employees were included in the sampling 
 

 
 
The research used a four-phase methodology, which is detailed on p.30, where 
phases 1 and 2 reviewed existing ATO practices and  data and fed this back to ATO 
staff in workshops, prior to undertaking phase 3, a quantitative survey. This third 
phase was based on 616 telephone interviews which formed the majority of the 
study and focused on the groups identified in phases 1and 2. Phase 4, a qualitative, 
exploratory study wa

tone for what appears to be one 
of the most ambitious studies of micro business the ATO has ever undertaken (ATO, 
2008a, p.8). Specifically, the dual marketing and education focus of the research 
synthesizes concepts such as market segmentation with business lifecycle and 
information needs to produce four research aims. To: 
 

 establish a set of baseline measures to enable tangible evaluation of 
marketing and education activities in the future  

 profile the top six industries of micro business by population size and 
tax competence  

 profile micro businesses by lifecycle stage and tax competence  
 explore 

the appropriateness of micro products, services and communications 
(including the website), and identify information or product needs that 
are currently unmet. 

      (ATO, 2008a, p.29). 
 

2008), view of the micro business person is an important contribution which extends 
well beyond the issues of tax compliance. For this reason, the standard profile and 
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analysis of the data on offer that has been applied to the previous material and 
reports reviewed is especially important here. Discrepancies with prior reports and 
data sources, as well as any unique features of this report in particular, may limit the 
generalisabilty of the findings. Alternatively, the better the match, the more useful 
this report becomes to others in the micro business space.  
 
 
 
Background  The ATO rationale for the research 
 
This following section is generally focused on phases 1-3 of the report and the data 
presented is drawn from the quantitative aspect of the research. The major aim of 
this part of the desktop audit is to accurately reflect the depth and complexity of the 
ATO project while separating out the data from the contextual information provided 
to emphasise the generalisable nature of the ATO findings. For this reason, page 
numbers will be provided and cited throughout this section dealing with ATO 
(2008a).  
 
Citing earlier but very similar statistics to ATO (2008) above, ATO (2008a p.5) refers 
to 2007-2008 compliance statistics revealing that micro-businesses account for 
nearly 25% of people employed in Australia and represent approximately 25% of 
GST and 11% of net Tax Office collections. Perhaps the real issue for the ATO 

 This over-representation, as well as the 
entrenched nature of micro business as a source of tax debt, is specifically 
highlighted in this report as the basis for an approach which builds on prior findings 
as the basis for advancing a thoroughly grounded project. Key past findings 
identified as being important to the understanding of the micro-business segment 
were the type of business, and the lifecycle stage of the business.  
 
 
2.3.1: The Type of Business  
 
The first point was noted in the two ATO reports already reviewed and refers to the 
fact that six industries account for 60.55% of the total number of micro businesses. 
The actual breakdown of these six was provided on page 137 of the report and is 
translated into Figures 2.3.1 and 2.3.2 below. Note that the full definition of the six 
industries is provided in the Technical Appendix on pages 132-133 to the report. 
Note also that the issue of multiple identities  where one individual may appear 
across multiple segments of the classifications that make up a micro business 
identified in Figure 2.3 and 2.4 above, remains an inherent issue in this data also. 
However, the use of Dunn & Bradstreet data for this report may mitigate some of this 

an ABN (ATO 2008a, p.35). 
Figure 2.3.1: Proportion of micro businesses by Industry Segment   
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         (based on data table presented on ATO, 2008a p.137) 
 
 

While Figure 2.3.1 shows that Financial and Insurance services as well as 
construction dominate micro business, Figure 2.3.2 reveals clearly the move from 
the dominance of professional and construction found in the ABS data to the 
importance of Finance and Insurance services found in the ATO data. 
 
Figure 2.3.2: Percentage of micro businesses by Industry Segment 

 
                           
                                 (based on data table presented on ATO, 2008a p.137) 

As with the two other ATO reports, the ATO data on micro business and the ABS 
data on contractors do not provide a clear match. A key finding emerging from this 
desktop audit of data and research sources is the ability for ATO data to reveal an 
individual, as well as total, view (an intra as well as inter) micro business 
perspective.  
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2.3.2: The Business Lifecycle 
 
The second prior ATO research finding this current ATO report built on was that 
which identifies the importance of the business lifecycle. The notion of business 
lifecycles is well established within academic and practitioner literature and is 

a business in next 3 months (have business plan, taken out ABN etc.), Starting: 
Business operating for less than 12 months, Running: Business had been running for 
between 1-10 years and Exiting: Had exited bu
p.40). These were then extrapolated to hypothesise that the different business 

 
 general business and tax related requirements, 
 awareness and understanding of their requirements and obligations, 
 overall tax competency, 
  

                                                                           (ATO 2008a, p.31). 
 

 

 
 
The second feature of lifecycle in the research was in terms of years in business 
operation. The data for this was also located in the technical appendices and it must 
be noted here that it is confusing reducing the view down to the actual sample that 

records available to Dunn & Bradstreet at the ti
p.134). The Dunn & Bradstreet data represents date of business registration and, 
due to both the quantitative data either verifying or changing this to date actually 
commenced operating (which it did in 30% of cases), as well as a focus on younger 
age groups, the sample is not quite a match with Figure 2.4 above (ATO 2008, pp. 
133 & 135). Approximately 102 computer assisted telephone interviews were done 
for businesses within each of the six sectors, providing a total of 616 phone 
interviews (ATO 2008a, pp135-136).  
 
This equivalent numbers of interviews approach to each of the six micro business 
segments reflects the research objectives of obtaining similar samples within each 
industry rather than aiming to be representative of the proportion of the sample they 
are from  the proportional view is shown in Figure 2.3.2 above. However, 
proportional representation was apparently achieved after sampling by the 
application of rim weights to align with ATO population estimates (see ATO, 2008a, 
p.38 for weighting results and page 138 for the actual rim weights that were used). 
The overall result is that the 616 telephone interviews do appear to provide the 
representative sample of the micro business sectors that they claim to. 
 
This explanation allows us to move on with confidence to the factor of business 
lifecycle and the apparent dominance of the five plus age group for the micro 



    

44  

  

business sector. Figure 2.3.3 is divided into two diagrams which illustrate the ATO 
and the ABS data presented in the report.  
 
 
Figure 2.3.3: Micro Businesses by Business Age by:  
             
               a)   ATO data                                               b)   ABS (2004) data 

                           
       
      based on data in ATO, 2008a p.135                            based on ABS data in ATO, 2008a p.137 
 
 
While the match between ATO and ABS data illustrated in Figure 2.3.3a and 2.3.3b 
above is good, no explanation is offered as to why this research report did not follow 
the ABS breakdown of five to ten and then, ten plus years. There would appear to be 
some distinct differences and advantages revealed in the more detailed breakdown 
provided by the ABS revealed in Figure 2.3.3b where the real domination emerging 
as businesses which have been in operation for ten plus years. The ATO report 
however, adopts the under one, one to five and five plus years sampling metric. 
 
With the above in mind, Figure 2.3.4 provides the age breakdown of the 616 
businesses involved in the telephone interviews from the quantitative part of the 
study and reveals the general dominance by the five plus years time period 
suggested by Figure 2.3.2. This result is, however, not uniform and not always at the 
50% levels predicted by Figures 2.3.3a and 2.3.3b. 
 
 
Figure 2.3.4: Micro Business Sample by Business Age 
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The data has therefore been further reworked in Figures 2.3.5a to 2.3.5c to separate 
out the three time periods used in the research.  
 
 
Figure 2.3.5a: In Business for 0-1 Years 

 
 
Figure 2.3.5a reveals that businesses in operation for less than one year are 
dominated by the retail trade sector. This result is surprising given that it is the 
smallest of the industry sectors in the bigger picture of micro business. Construction 
emerges as the second largest industry group and this would seem to be explained 
by the fact that this is also the second largest segment in the total view of the sector 

 except that the largest sector of Finance and Insurance Services is the second 
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smallest in this time span. No explanations are provided in ATO (2008a) for these 
results but they do provide an interesting area for further analysis that may be of 
wider value to understanding the micro business sector. For instance, does the 
dominance of the retail trade indicate volatility and high churn, or perhaps the 
emergence of specific opportunities within this segment? A longitudinal view which 
follows through the lifecycle of individuals operating within the sector again emerges 
as an issue to be followed up.  
 
 
Figure 2.3.5b: In Business for 1-5 Years 

 
 
 
Figure 2.3.5b provides a different view where, at the one to five years in operation 
mark, retail drops back to the third largest segment, construction the fourth with the 
top spots taken by professional, scientific and technical services followed by rental, 

providing a view of what was happening at the time but offering no explanation 
frustrates attempts to develop a wider view of what is seen.  
 
This frustration continues with the different picture which emerges in the five years 
plus graph illustrated in Figure 2.3.5c. Here, the industry traditionally left out of most 
analyses of contracting and small business, that of agriculture, forestry and fishing, 
dominates. The omission of this industry in most analyses is attributed to the unique, 
primary industry nature of the work it involves and raises the question as to what 
impact separating their data out from the rest of the results would have.  
 
Figure 2.3.5c: In Business for 5+ Years 
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possible to develop both a broad profile of the micro-business market as well 
as a deeper understanding of the differences between these main segments... 
[and the] ... hypothesis has been formed that the general business and tax-
related requirements (as well as the awareness of obligations and overall tax 
competency) would differ across these stages and would inevitably change as 
the business moves through them 

 (ATO 2008a, p.6). 
 

seen as something possible from the basis of just over 600 quantitative phone 
interviews. This is where the fourth phase of the research project, the qualitative 
interviews, came into play.  
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2.3.3: Phase Four  the Qualitative Study 

 
The addition of a qualitative component to this report is a major difference from other 
ATO studies. As a research methodology, the notion of seeking deeper explanation 
from quantitative results through qualitative methods, such as individual interviews or 
focus groups, is well established. Such a purpose is reflected in this report where 
while; 
 

differences across industry segments and the business lifecycle, the 
qualitative stage indicated these might be more reflective of the differences in 
the type of business owners..:  

                                                                                                         (ATO 2008a p.9).  
 
Returning to the four life cycle stages (Thinking, Starting, Running or Exiting a 
business), the qualitative stage involved 10 single participant depth interviews of up 

-
with four to five participants. Participants covered the six industries and covered a 
range of businesses (see ATO 2008a p.41 for more detail).  
 
As Table 2.3.1 shows, individual and group interviews were held in Sydney, 
Melbourne and Brisbane.  
 
 
Table 2.3.1: Qualitative Sample Details 
 
 Individual Depth Interviews Group Interviews  

 

Total 

Life Cycle Stage Life Cycle Stage 

Thinking Starting Running Exiting Starting Running 

Sydney 1 1 1 1 1 1 6 

Melbourne 1 1 ? * 1 1 4 (?5) 

Brisbane * 1 1 1 * * 3 

Total 2 3 3(?) 2 2 2 14 

(Adapted from ATO 2008a, 
p.40) 
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Note that the question marks (?) inserted into the table are my own as the total 
provided for Individual Depth Interviews/Running Stage was three but contained a 
blank in the Melbourne column.  
 
The results of the depth and group interviews provided the desired business owner, 
rather than industry of life cycle, view and was summarised into a tax competency 
and an attitudinal segmentation (or profile). These are discussed in more detail 
under the profile sections which follow. 
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2.3.4: Developing the Profiles - The Quantitative View 
 
The quantitative survey had two specific foci identified from prior ATO research as 
being important to the understanding of the micro-business segment. These were 
the type or industry segment of the business, and the lifecycle stage of the business. 
The results which established the business and industry profile derived from these 
two areas were covered in pages 43- 62 of the report and are summarised in Table 

between industries and life cycle stages that ultimately may help to explain 

research program produced some interesting results (ATO 2008a, p43). 
 
With this in mind, the finding that most micro-businesses (79%) reported having an 
accountant working for their business and that many (43%) also had a bookkeeper.  
(ATO 2008a, p.46) is generally indicative of a high level of professional support. As 
illustrated in Figure 2.3.6, we can see that relatively few businesses reported having 
neither (13%) an accountant nor a bookkeeper and yet this is also likely to be the 
group at the greatest risk of non-compliance in their tax affairs, especially if the lack 
of support is accompanied by a lack of ability and interest (ATO 2008a, p.10). 
 
 
Figure 2.3.6: Professional Support for the Business 

 
 
 
The view of micro business being quite well organised accords with ABS results from 
Part 1 of this desktop audit and is reinforced by the ATO findings that only 14% of 
micro businesses had no software (ATO 2008a p.46). The other areas covered in the 
telephone survey included knowledge and ability about tax obligations and 
entitlements, respondent attitudes as to the motivations of micro business in relation 

 -17 for 
detail) and business life cycle  in terms of the Starting and Running Phases only. 
Rather than paraphrase each individually, Table 2.3.2 overleaf provides a summary 
of the main findings. 
Table 2.3.2: Summary of Quantitative Findings  Industry Segments 
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                                                                 ATO 2008a pp.21-22/pp.119-120 
What is also revealed in Table 2.3.2 is a very clear willingness of most micro 
businesses to conform and do wha

requirements and obligations (ATO 2008a, p.46) and 77% disagreed with the 
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this view. 
 
 
The results from the analysis of the lifecycle questions also provide a clear profile of 
the differences within each of the three time periods. Shown in Table 2.3.3, the 
results do not include the Thinking or Exiting stages which are considered in the 
qualitative study. The results provide clear differences with fewer years being 
associated with younger owners and older (5+ years) businesses being more aware 
of their tax entitlements. What is surprising though is that some older businesses 

(ATO 2008a, p101).  
 
 
Table 2.3.3: Summary of Quantitative Findings - The Business Lifecycle 

 
ATO 2008a, p. 101 

 
Overall, the quantitative results found consistent differences amongst micro 
businesses within the six industry segments and often apparently linked to life cycle 
stages. Further, while the quantitative survey questions were clearly tax specific, the 
results presented in the report and illustrated here in Tables 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 highlight 
the important contribution the notion of drawing data together in developing a profile 
makes in furthering our understanding about micro business.  

 

There are grounds for adapting the segmentation of micro business for tax 
compliance developed within the report into a more general language of business 
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performance and making more generic assessments about the overall operation of 
micro businesses. However, care must be exercised when deciding whether 
individual views about something as complex, and potentially emotionally charged as 
tax, can be extrapolated to other realms of business operation. For this reason, the 
profiles in the concluding section on generalisations are offered as suggestions only.  
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2.3.5: Developing the Profiles - The Qualitative View 
 
The qualitative data provides an important dimension to the quantitative results and, as 
Table 2.3.4 shows, the emphasis moves to focus on ―the relationship between tax 
competency and the business owner as opposed to the business itself‘ (ATO 2008a, 
p.9). 
 
 
Table 2.3.4: Summary of Qualitative Findings -  Qualitative Segmentation  

 
                         (ATO 2008a, p.9) 
 
As with the generalisations proposed from the quantitative data, the profiles developed 
specifically to address tax competency within the qualitative phase may also be 
generalisable to micro business operations overall. Tables 2.3.5 to 2.3.9 in the last 
section, which concludes this review of ATO 2008a, provide a suggestion about the 
more general lessons to be drawn from this report. 
 
The qualitative interview and focus group data also provided a segmentation of micro 
businesses according to their attitudes towards being motivated to meet tax 
requirements and obligations as this was identified in prior research as a key barrier to 
improving tax competency (ATO 2008a, p.13). The results from these questions are 
presented in Table 2.3.5 and the terms used to summarise the four profiles reflects the 
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added dimension this qualitative phase had in terms of asking about examples of worst 
as well as best practice.  
 
 
Table 2. 3.5: Summary of Qualitative Findings – the Attitudinal Profile 

 
                                                                                                ATO 2008a, p.13 
The results from these two tables clearly indicate that a ―one size fits all‖ approach will 

not create either competency or attitude change. A defining factor of micro business is 

the fact that it is run by individuals who expect to be treated as such but may not 

necessarily understand ATO concerns and communications – with issues such as the 

four pillars being an example of terminology readily used within ATO generally ―seen as 

a single process of ‗doing your tax‘‖ (ATO 2008a, p.73).  
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2.3.6: Summary 

The overall recommendations from this ATO investigation centre on increasing 

awareness of the ―resources, products and services‖ since the main issues in 

competency emerged as either non-awareness and/or non-trust (ATO 2008a, p.27). 

The results from the telephone survey of 616 micro businesses provided a quantitative 

perspective of how an industry profile helps to target such initiatives – particularly in the 

terms of targeting initiatives to increase visibility and promote relationships of trust.  

 

The need for a range of non-confrontational options in communicating with micro 

business tempers many of the report‘s recommendations (see pages 27 and 28 of ATO 

2008a) and these extend to the area of penalties as well as incentives.  Overall, the 

quantitative results found consistent differences amongst micro businesses within the 

six industry segments and often, apparently, linked to life cycle stages. However, the 

addition of a qualitative dimension to this study has revealed that these differences 

―might actually be reflective of the types of business owners rather than the industry or 

the life cycle of the business itself‖ (ATO 2008a, p.72). 
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Appendices - the ability to draw generalisations from ATO 

(2008a) 
 

While it is not the task of this desk audit to further develop the materials reviewed, the 

profiling undertaken in this ATO publication can be developed beyond the tax specific 

focus into the beginnings of a more general profile which is of use to the wider cohort 

interested in the micro business sector. The four profile tables developed within ATO 

(2008a) have thus been given a more generic perspective in Tables 2.3.6 to 2.3.9 below 

to provide some indication as to the more general profile. 

 Table 2.3.6 Generalising the Quantitative results into Business Profiles 

Industry segment        Generalisations – are more likely to... 
 

Financial & 
Insurance Services 

 Run a well organised, compliant business that is based 
on a business plan 

 
Construction  Be in the upper incomes brackets 

 Be home-based, female, younger with TAFE/college 
education 

 Run a less well organised business 
 

Professional, 
Scientific & 
Technical Services 

 Be university qualified, perhaps with an accounting 
qualification 

 Have a business plan and generally be well organised 
but still have issues with the procedural/housekeeping  
side of the business 

 
Rental, Hiring & 
Real Estate 
Services 
 

 Interested and compliant for specific things 
 
 

Agriculture, 
Forestry & Fishing 

 Be in middle incomes bracket  

 Be home-based, use a vehicle for work, female and 
English language based 

 No qualifications and business procedures/ 
housekeeping difficult 

 
Retail Trade  Younger 

 Low awareness of what to do but willing to be told and 
to oblige 

Adapted from ATO 2008a, pp.21-22 
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Similarly, the notion of the lifecycle of a business can be extrapolated from the specific 
focus on taxation implications to a more general view on business characteristics. This 
is provided in table 2.3.7. 
 
 
Table 2.3.7: Generalising the Quantitative Results of the Business Lifecycle 
 

Lifecycle stage      Generalisations – More likely to ... 

Starting (0 – 1 years)  Be in the middle range ($75,000) for annual 
revenue 

 Be in younger age group (44 and under) 

 Be well organised 
 

Running (1 – 5 years)  Be in younger age group (44 and under) 

 Be well organised 
 

Running (5+ years)   Be home-based 

 Not to use professional or computing support/ 
software 

 Attend training 

 Have no formal qualifications 

 Be aware of benefits 

 Have trouble juggling finances 

Adapted from ATO 2008a, p.101 
 
 
However, the use of structured phone surveys does not lend itself to following up with 
participants answers and asking more probing questions. This is where the qualitative 
one-on-one interviews and focus groups used in this report provide greater insight. 
While the number of interviews was very limited, the results generated a view of the 
actual owners of the business as distinct from the business itself.  
 
 
This provided the basis for both a segmentation of participants by competency as well 
as a profile of attitudes by behaviours and motivations. It also appears to be appropriate 
to generalise from both of these tables to provide a more generic statement of general 
business competency and attitudes. This is provided in Tables 2.3.8 and 2.3.9 below. 
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Table 2.3.8: Generalising the Qualitative Results of the Micro Business Segments 
 

Qualitative Segment Key Observations 

‘Advice dependents’  Experience no problems as totally reliant on 
professional help  

 Dominant micro business sector? 
 

‘Business competent’  Run day to day business themselves but 
check with professionals 

 Second largest group in micro business? 
 

‘Willing but lack business 
proficiency’ 

 Run own business completely to save money 

 Caught out by new rules etc and make 
mistakes 

 
‘Unwilling & lacking business 
proficiency’ 

 Run own business but housekeeping/ 
administration poor and often done by 
partner 

 Smallest segment of micro business but most 
in need? 

 

Adapted from ATO 2008a, p.9 
 
 
ATOs more ―nuanced view of the attitudes amongst the micro business segment‖ (ATO 
2008a, p.13) has been adapted in Table 2.3.9 below to offer more general insights into 
the way micro business may perceive authorities, be it government or non-government, 
in general.  
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Table 2.3.9: Generalising the Qualitative Results of the Attitudinal Segments 
 

Attitudinal 
Segment 

Key Observations Behaviour & Motivations 

‘The Fearful’  Afraid of authority 

 Includes those who 
should be, as well as  
perception issues 

 Rely on known 
professionals to avoid 
trouble 

 Very suspicious of offers 
of help from authority  

 
‘The Cynics’  See authorities negatively 

 Strong ‗us versus them‘ 
view 

 Do not expect help or 
assistance from 
authorities 

 Relatively suspicious of 
offers of help from 
authority 

 Low expectations of 
quality help from authority 

 Narrow/ functionalist area 
of interest in being helped 

 
‘The 
Appreciators’ 

 Unaware and appreciate 
when help given by 
authorities 

 A ‗convert‘ segment 

 Will continue to return 
when helped once 

 Unfazed by their minor 
transgressions 

 Potentially powerful 
champions for authority 

 Need to meet their needs 
and leverage from them 

 
‘The 
Pragmatists’ 

 Little contact with 
authority 

 Generally have no issues 

 See authority as just 
‗doing their job‘ so 
unaware of what they can 
offer 

 Generally efficiency 
focused 

 Happy to use services – 
but generally unaware of 
them 

 

Adapted from ATO 2008a, p.13-14 
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2.4: ‘Understanding Preventative, Facilitative and Punitive  
            Payment Measures for Micro Businesses’   (ATO, 2009a)  
 
 
This second report by GFK bluemoon, the authors of 2008a reviewed above, has a 
much narrower focus. In this 27 page report, the aim was to ―seek the views of micro-
businesses as to how they behave in response to new and existing payment products 
and how they view existing and some potentially new payment products‖ which were 
designed to help them pay their taxes in full and on time  (ATO 2009a, p.3 & p.5). The 
payment products were split into the three categories which make up the title of the report: 

 

 Preventative - to help prevent tax debt 

 Facilitative - to help facilitate the timely payment of debt, and 

 Punitive - to further encourage compliance amongst recalcitrants by the 
threat of punitive action 

 
The research used a qualitative, two stage approach with twenty face-to-face interviews 
followed by four group discussions which explored a narrower list of payment products 
in more detail. 
 
Ten of the interviews were carried out with home based businesses with no employees 
and ten with non-home based businesses with employees. Participants covered the top 
ten ANZSIC codes.  
 
The four discussion groups saw one in Melbourne with participants less than 3 years in 
operation, one in Brisbane with more than 3 years in operation and two groups in 
Sydney, one with less than 3 years in operation and one with more. All respondents 
were aged between 25 and 50, had personally run a business had a debt with the Tax 
Office and were not the bookkeeper / accountant of the business (ATO 2009a, p.21).  
 

The results of stage one, the twenty face-to-face interviews, are presented in Table 

2.4.1 below. While not explained very well in the report, the process captured is quite 

complex and the simple presentation therefore quite an accomplishment. Beginning with 

the initial decision to either comply and pay a tax debt or not, the decision process is 

mapped through to the outcomes they may produce. The main finding is the 

identification of the five distinct behaviour segments which provide evidence of ―different 

attitudes to and issues with tax debt, and who consequently should be targeted with 

different products but the Tax office‖ (ATO 2009a, p.9).  
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Table 2.4.1: Summary of Findings 

DECISION  CAUSE BEHAVIOUR 

SEGMENTS 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Intending to 
comply 

 
 
Can‘t due to cash 
flow problems 

 
‘Cash Flow’ 
Have to come to 
‗arrangement‘ 

 

 Fulfil obligations 
(seek further 
arrangement) 

 Go out of 
business 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Have the cash but 
fail to comply 

 ‘Unaware’ / 
Uninformed’ 

 Don‘t fully 
understand 
rules 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Pay up but are 
occasionally late  ‗Time 

Pressured’/ 

 ‘Mistakes’ Too 
busy to get 

 it done 

 
 
 
 
Not Intending 
to comply 

 
Looking for small 
short term 
advantage 
 

 
‘Playing system’ 
Use tax as cash 
flow 

 
Habitual late payers 

 
Non Payer 

 
 Eventually too large 
a debt to pay 
 

 
Don‘t pay / Go 
bankrupt 

(Adapted from ATO 2001, p.9) 

 

Understanding the reason behind the debt is a feature of the results presented above 

and leads to the ability to be flexible in response to tax debt in a way that is appropriate 

to the circumstances as well as the payment intentions of the micro business owner. 

The next step from the above is to interpret these segments into the eight debt payment 

products under review in this report. The results of this task collate responses from both 

phase 1 and 2 and are illustrated in Table 2.4.2 below. Note that this table collapses the 

results from three sources within the report and identifies the classifications of each as 

preventative, facilitative or punitive.  
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Table 2.4.2: Individual Product Level Findings 

Debt Payment 
Product 

  Responses           Recommendations 

Preventative Products 

High Interest 
Account 

 positively received by those 
with a good cash flow 

 communicates sense of 
‗fairness‘ 

 implement, ensuring interest is 
competitive & the account offers 
something more than is readily 
available via the bank 

 
Credit Card 
Payment: 
 

 positives largely missed 

 seems dangerous for 
taxpayer & selfish of ATO 

 implement, targeting more 
sophisticated businesses, without 
cash flow issues  

 communicate cash flow benefits 
of using credit card 

 
Field Collection 
Officers: 
 

 inappropriate name can be 
off putting 

 idea of receiving advice well 
received 

 change the name (Advisors)? 

  stress the separation of advice 
from enforcement 

 
Reminders / 
discounts: 
 

 Universal endorsement  implement a reminder system for 
late lodging / paying - offer choice 
of channel e.g. sms, email .. 

 implement discounts to reinforce 
paying on time 

Facilitative Products 

Automated 
Payment: 
 

 good option for busy 
businesses 

 implement, while retaining human 
element 

 

Punitive Products 

Lodgment 
Penalties: 
 

 accepted but needs to be 
explained to some tax 
debtors 

 continue to communicate the 
importance of lodgment – even if 
can‘t pay immediately 

 
General Interest: 
 

 provides important incentive 
but rates can seem harsh 
unless explained 

 retain as a product 

 explain that the rates are set, not 
to generate revenue, but to 
discourage ‗borrowing‘ from ATO 

 
Insolvency / 
Bankruptcy: 
 

 understood as ultimate 
sanction: to be used 
judiciously 

 remains the ultimate sanction 
 

                                                              Summary of  ATO 2009a, pp.10, 17 & 22 
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:                                                                         
While the interviews found that only ―discounts on debt was seen as a positive by all 
except the non-payers, while charging interest on overdue debt and insolvency action 
were seen as effective by all five segments‖ (ATO 2009a, p.5), the results of both 
interviews and group discussions provided richer detail. Table 2.4.2 allows the results 
which were reported separately in ATO (2009a) to be viewed as a coherent basis for 
action. While the focus of this report is on debt and the solutions offered are ATO 
specific either in their focus or use, they are easily translated into a more generic 
adaptation so that they provide a wider perspective of dealing with micro business.  
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Part 3: The Roy Morgan Data 
 

Roy Morgan data provides a unique market research/consumer perspective to this 

desktop audit of the micro-business sector within Australia. As will be shown in first 

section which reviews the Roy Morgan data and research, the methodology underlying 

the collection of their data means it provides the most robust longitudinal perspective of 

the three sources reviewed. This is due to two factors; the ability to drill down into the 

dataset and therefore provide a specific focus, such as on independent contacting 

within the wider self employed group and; the rigour with which the allocation into this 

sector has been made. More discussion on these two factors is provided later. 

 

The desk audit of Roy Morgan data and research into Independent contracting draws on 

the following sources: 

 

1. People who are Self-Employed Profile July 2008-June 2009. This report was 

prepared by Roy Morgan for the 2009 Independent Contractors of Australia 

Summit on the 12th of November 2009. The profile was based on the response to 

the question „Is your occupation – in the public service – in private industry – or 

self-employed?‟ Note that this source is a commercial document, valued at 

approximately $1000 so the materials reproduced here have been done so with 

the permission of Roy Morgan Research.  

 

The materials reviewed in this section are presented within a marketing context, 

taking the perspective of the self employed as a consumer. Note however, that 

even in this view, the multiple perspectives provided suggest the value of this 

source is the ability to generate a much greater understanding and appreciation 

of the self employed. This is a key finding of the analysis of this source. 

 

2. A review of the Roy Morgan Single Source database,focussing on the 

identification of the small business operator.  

 

Note that the data for draws on the information Roy Morgan collected between 

January 1999 and December 2008. This review will return to presenting the data 

in the formats more common to ABS, practitioner and academic presentations as 

it provides the ability for direct comparison with the data and results from Parts 1 

and 2. It also further demonstrates the wider use/applicability of the Roy Morgan 

data beyond the marketing use it was originally intended for. 
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The two sources above provide a complimentary view of the larger, self employed 

population as well as the possibility to move fluidly within a dataset to target specific 

attributes, to investigate possibilities or definite queries or, to develop profiles.  

 

 

Before these sources can be reviewed, this section will begin with a brief overview of 

Roy Morgan Research, the data collection methods and, background to the terms, 

concepts and tools they use is provided to demonstrate why the resources reviewed in 

this third part of the desk audit have so much potential.  
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3.1: Overview of Roy Morgan Research 

 
 
According to their website (roy.morgan.com.au), Roy Morgan Research is the largest 
and longest established Australian market research company, with over sixty five years 
of experience in the conduct of market research. 
 
The Roy Morgan name is probably publicly best known for the National Readership 
Survey they have conducted in Australia since 1974.  
 
Since 1988, the Single Source database developed by Roy Morgan Research has seen 
them become a leading global source of relevant quality information.  
 
 
3.1.1: Roy Morgan Single Source 

 

Explained on the Roy Morgan website as the ―single ideal source model‖ of information, 

the fundamental basis of the data collected is to monitor consumption habits and 

attitudes. While the focus and language are of the ―customer‖ and the questions asked: 

 

 “relate to lifestyle and attitudes, media consumption habits(including TV, Radio, 

Newspapers, Magazines, Cinema, Catalogues, Pay TV and the Internet), brand 

and product usage, purchase intentions, retail visitations, service provider 

preferences, financial information and even recreation and leisure activities”  

 

The inferences that can be drawn from them just as easily relate to client, individual, 

member of the community and worker. The section on Value Segments below explains 

this in more detail. 

 

A major strength of the Roy Morgan database is the methodological rigour which 

underpins the data collection procedures – from obtaining the data to sampling and the 

actual content of the data. These three aspects are briefly detailed below. 

 
 
1. Obtaining and interpreting information  for Australia 

 

• Questionnaire Design - involves the design and production of weekly 
Establishment Surveys (ES) which are Interviewer administered door to door as 
well as monthly Self-Completion Materials (SCM). 
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• Questionnaire Production - weekly collation and dispatch of assignments to 
approximately 150 Interviewers around Australia 

 
• Responses – selected from an Australia-wide sample of 550 sampling areas of 

approximately equal population size. Door to door interviewing is conducted 

each weekend with all 550 areas sampled monthly. Interviewers administer the 

ES and the SCM is left with people who have been interviewed. An Audit call 

and up to 3 reminder calls are made to participants. 

• Data Capture - interviewers return the ES assignments to Melbourne for Coding 
and Data Capture. This involves over 50,000 surveys annually. In addition, 
SCMs are completed and mailed to Melbourne for Data Capture, there are over 
20,000 annually. 

 
• Data Analysis - data cleaning, processing and weighting occurs to build Single 

Source databases for ASTEROID and create hardcopy reports. Both Single 
Source and ASTEROID are explained in more detail below. 

 
 
 
 

2. The Sampling Plan 
  
 
The sample size of the ES is over 50,000+, based on collection of, 200+ per month 
 

 Coverage includes all States and Territories to provide 11 major geographic 
strata,  60 specific readership strata, all community and regional newspaper 
distribution areas, all shopping centre catchment areas and all federal electorates 

 

 Schedule/Timing – is weekly for 48 weeks per year (4 quarters x 12 weeks) 
with calls made during the day on Saturday and Sunday and up to 3 reminder / 
audit calls 

 

 Household covers people aged 14 years and over from private households with 
individual selection by youngest male then youngest female. There are specific 
procedures for apartment dwellers and quality control is maintained through 
auditing 10% to 75% of all interviews 

 
Sampling begins with random starting addresses with up to 3 calls to establish contact 
(different times). Interviews are done in clusters with one interview per household with 
double sampling for selected areas. Reports are weekly and monthly on sample 
performance. Response Rates are high with one in three effective contacts resulting in 
an interview* 
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Weighting occurs monthly by geography, age, sex and household size based on ABS 
information 
 
Incentives are offered to promote participation with differential incentives for different 
subgroups and rewards for survey completion. These range from magazine 
subscriptions to donations, movie tickets and prize draws 
 
3. Detail on Survey Content 
 
The ES and SCM samples and surveys are quite distinct.  
 
 
The Establishment Survey (ES) samples over 50,000 and covers the topics of: 
 

• Newspaper Readership 
• Magazine Readership 
• Cinema Attendance 
• Credit Cards 
• Loans 
• Accounts 
 

• TV Viewing 
• Radio Listening 
• Financial Institutions 
• Business Decisions 
• Demographics 
• Roy Morgan Values Segments (explained in 

more detail below)SHEET 
3: SURVEY CONTENT 
The most extensive, inter-related Survey Content 
The Self-Completion Material (SCM) samples over 20,000 participants and covers 
the topics of:  
 

• Activities and Interests 
• Alcoholic Beverages 
• Attitudes and Lifestyles 
• Catalogues 
• Food Purchases / Consumption 
• Gambling and Gaming 
• Holidays and Travel 
• Household Items / Appliances 
• Household Products Bought 
• Internet Behaviour and 

Preferences 
• Job Satisfaction 
• Location TV 
• Media Most Useful 
• Media Preference by Daypart 
• Media Usage 
• Motor Vehicles 
• Non-Alcoholic Beverages 
• Pay TV Channel Involvement 

• Personal Services 
• Radio Diary 
• Retail – Non-food Purchasing 
• Sectional Reading 
• Shares 
• Shopping Centres  
• Sporting Participation 
• Supermarkets 
• Take Away Food 
• Telecommunications 
• Time Spent on Activities 
• Time Spent with Media 
• TV Attention Level 
• TV Diary 
• TV Program Involvement 
• Utilities 
• Website Visitation 
• Word of mouth 
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4. Single Source Reports 

 

The profiles generated from the processes described above can then developed to 

provide an overview of a target population in terms of: 

 

• Demographics – gender, age, state, work statues, income, occupation, socio-

economic status and discretionary expenditure, life cycles/ household life cycles 

and generations; 

• Attitudes – towards health and fitness, government and society, environment, 

personal shopping and products, advertising and media, family and home, 

finance and holidays; 

• Activities – such as eating out/ fast food, leisure, general entertainment, TV, 

radio, internet, addressed and unaddressed mail 

• Roy Morgan Value Segments – discussed in more detail below; 

• Media – overview of media usage, newspapers, commercial TV, channels 

watched etc.; 

• Additional insights – on holidays, finance, gambling, telecommunications and 

retail behaviours. 

 

From the above, the details in the demographics parallels the ABS data collection 

content and provides access to more regular as well as accessible data – which can be 

used either as a substitute, proxy or compliment to ABS materials. 

 

The attitudes data provides some interesting potential avenues for investigation. For 

instance, parallels with ATO research into attitudes towards themselves as a 

government agency and provides an interesting potential area for further comparative 

exploration.  

 

The ability to explore issues such as the avenues for successful communication, an 

explicit theme of two of the ATO reports reviewed in Part 2 above,  emerge in both the 

activities and media areas  
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3.1.2: Roy Morgan Value Segments 

 
Developed by Roy Morgan Research CEO Michele Levine, and Colin Benjamin of the 
Horizons Network, the aim of the Roy Morgan Values Segments is to: 
 

 ―gain a better understanding of what are the prime motivations of choice and 
change‖.  
 

This statement highlights the fact that the marketing/ customer focus which is seen as 
the strength of Roy Morgan is just one facet of value of the data they have available. 
The Roy Morgan Values Segments are briefly explained below and provide a blend of 
sociology, psychology and marketing robust enough to allow examination of: 
 

 “the responses of individual segments (a place on the map) or to examine the 
whole map and the way in which the interrelationship of issues has an impact on 
people saying yes or no”.  
 

As Roy Morgan themselves identify, this moves from a simple demographic analysis 
and who is doing what or a psychographic analysis as to why people individuals 
behaved in a certain way to actually provide insight into how to:  
 

“change a no decision into a yes and what factors influence and predict the 
behaviours”. 

 
 
 
The Ten Value Segments 
 
The following patterns of thinking or mindsets are associated with:  
 

1 - Real Conservatism - people who are mature and mid-career, holding 
conservative social, moral and ethical values, and seeking a disciplined, ordered 
society which is safe and predictable. Such people have a strong tendency 
towards authoritarian, blue-chip, business-oriented preferences that offer security 
and the feeling of being very much in control. This is a common pattern in rural 
settings.  
 
 
2 - Basic Needs - older people who are retired, pensioners or people on social 
security payments who have an active community focus to their lives, and with 
people on sickness benefits or workers compensation who have to reduce their 
expectations in line with reduced income.  
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3 - Traditional Family Life - personifies middle-ageing Australian home owners 
with relatively stable incomes that meet the needs of the smaller household. 
Energies revolve around the ideal of becoming grandparents or getting children 
to come home for visits or at least to keep in touch. Health and spirituality 
dominates a sense of meaning and purpose in life and being well-respected in 
the community is very important.  

 

 
4 - Visible Achievement -  the proof of having made it up in the seemingly never-
ending social ladder. Personal recognition, higher incomes, job satisfaction and 
other tangible rewards of success such as travel, recreation and high-quality 
homes, vehicles and holiday location provide the very best of visible good living.  
 

 

 
5 - Something Better - very competitive, seeking to clinch a bigger, better deal 
that will develop a little bit more to pay of an excessive mortgage on the new 
family home. They often have extensive debts and a strong preference for more 
power, improved status and security.  
 
 
 
6 - Young Optimism -  young professionals, technocrats and students whose 
thoughts are focused on achieving a good career, overseas travel and generally 
improving their prospects in life, having a sense of fulfilment and a chance to 
enjoy an outgoing lifestyle. It is generally more prevalent in inner city and urban 
lifestyle settings.  
 
 
7 - A Fairer Deal  - generally found amongst unskilled and semi-skilled workers 
who left school to start learning from friends who share blue denim values. They 
are more likely to experience unemployment, family pressures, and the feeling of 
getting a raw deal out of life.  
 
 
8 - Look At Me  -  active, unsophisticated, somewhat self-centred and peer-driven 
behaviour that sees success as a kind of game and not to be measured by family 
standards. This is the pattern of the "decibel generation" that lives in McDonalds, 
drink Pepsi, burns up money (their own or their parents), spends hours watching 
commercial TV and cannot wait to be somewhere else.  
 
 
9 - Socially Aware - is usually associated with the highest socioeconomic group 
in the community and is often the speciality of public servants, pressure groups, 
business analysts and politicians of all political colours. These "insatiable 
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information vacuum cleaners" are addicted to finding out or trying anything that's 
new or different and persuading others to accept their opinions, priorities and 
lifestyle preferences.  
 

 

10 - Conventional Family Life  - is most closely associated with suburban families 
devoting all their time and efforts to building a "home" to give their children the 
opportunities they deserve, striving to improve their home, enjoying family life 
and having enough time to keep in touch with parents and friends.  
                   
 

  http://www.roymorgan.com/products/values-segments/values-segments.cfm 

 

 
 
These ten segments provide a broader model of group behaviour which can be 
extended well beyond the notion of just the consumer or customer to begin developing a 
multi dimensional perspective of the complete person.  
 
 
The ABS and ATO reports and research have provided aspects of this. The addition of 
the Roy Morgan database now adds a basis for the real potential for developing a three 
dimensional view of the self employed, the individual contractor and of the micro 
business owner – at the intersection of the three of these overlapping but also arguably 
distinct entities. The database which underlies the generation of the Roy Morgan 
research reports provides insight into how this is possible.  
 

  

 

 

 

 

3.1.3: ASTEROID  

 
The Roy Morgan Research data analysis program is called ASTEROID and sold as a 
commercial product in its own right.  Operating in over 365 client sites around the world, 
the concept of ASTEROID is to be decision-oriented so is based on helping ―to explore 
data, generate and test hypotheses, follow up ideas and trains of thought, search for 
supporting evidence‖.   
Unlike the concerns of a standard database tool has with testing model, levels of 
significance and establishing reliability and validity, the size of the Roy Morgan 
database means that the focus of ASTEROID is on encouraging ―researchers to be 

http://www.roymorgan.com/products/values-segments/values-segments.cfm
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more proactive and creative in using survey results. It promotes fuller understanding of 
survey results and allows faster responses to queries‖ 
 
The types of analysis and reports available through ASTEROID are illustrated in the 
section which follows.  
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3.2: People who are Self-Employed Profile 
         July 2008-June 2009 (Roy Morgan, 2009). 
 

The profile developed in this document was derived from Roy Morgan Single Source.  

The sample population surveyed by Roy Morgan between June 2008 and June 2009 

was 2,812 from a total population of 945,000 self employed workers. This report was 

prepared by Roy Morgan for the 2009 Independent Contractors of Australia Summit on 

the 12th of November 2009. The profile was developed from responses to the question 

„Is your occupation – in the public service – in private industry – or self-employed?‟ Data 

is presented in two major formats, first as a data table and secondly as an index chart. 

Both of these presentations have distinct features and require some explanation. This is 

provided in Figures 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 below. 

 
Figure 3.2.1: How to Read - Tables 

       
 

  Company XYZ 

   

   

   TOTAL Sample Size 18117 

  TOTAL Population (000's) 7151 

GE 

  
   
    
  

Under 25 

wc 593 

 v% 8% 

 ix 45 

 

25-34 

wc 1099 

 v% 15% 

 ix 92 

 

35-49 

wc 2128 

 

v% 30% 

 ix 112 

 

50-64 

wc 1995 

 

v% 28% 

 ix 128 

 

65 and Over 

wc 1335 

 v% 19% 

 ix 113 

 LEGEND  
Sample size = number of people interviewed in the target profile group. 
Population (000's) = projected population of Australians 14+ in 000's in the target profile group. 
Vertical % = the percentage of the target group belonging to the demographic or other group. 

18,117 Company XYZ Customers 
were interviewed by 
Roy Morgan  Single Source Survey. 
 Company XYZ Customers 

population is estimated to be 
7,151,000 across Australia. 

Company XYZ Customers comprise of an 

estimated 2,128,000 35-49 year olds 

30% of Company XYZ Customers are 

35-49 year olds 

Company XYZ Customers are 12% 

more likely than the average 

Australian to be aged 35-49. 
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Index = comparison of target profile group to Total population (If index = 95, a person from the target profile 
group is 5% less likely than the Total population to belong to that particular row group.  If index  = 108 a person 
would be 8% more likely to belong to the row group 

 
Figure 3.2.2: How to Read – Charts 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All charts are designed to represent a comparison of the target group with the Australian 
population aged 14+.  
 
This is presented using an Index. All characteristics on the right of the chart are 
displayed more by the target group than the population. Characteristics on the left of the 
chart are displayed less by the target group than the population. 
 
Index = comparison of target profile group to total population (If index = 95, a person 
from the target profile group is 5% (100-95) less likely than the total population to 
belong to that particular row group.  If index  = 108 a person would be 8% more likely to 
belong to the row group. 
Gender, Age & State of the Self-Employed 

 

These three standard demographic variables are presented, first in traditional pie chart 

format and then, in Roy Morgan table and chart style. While the standard pie chart 

People in the target profile are 55% (100-45) 

less likely than the general population to be in 

the under 25 year old age group.  

People in the target profile group are 13% 

more likely than the general population to be 

aged 65 and over. 
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presentation provides a view of gender, age and state within self employment, the table 

and chart expand the context to the wider Australian population The greater explanatory 

value of the chart presentation, above and beyond the pie chart is a striking feature of 

this report and provides a much clearer visual picture of the what the results actually 

mean when placed into the context of the wider self employed population.  

 

Figure 3.2.3:  Gender by Pie Chart, Table & Index Chart                                                                   

      
 

 

 

 
 

 

GENDER 
    

    

Men 

WC 634 

V% 67% 

IX 136 

Women 

WC 310 

V% 33% 

IX 65 
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For example, while gender in self employment is shown as dominated by men in Figure 

3.2.3 the pie chart in above, the table and chart provide another way of looking at the 

same data to reveal that the self employed population are 35% less likely to be female 

and 36% more likely to be males.  

 

Figure 3.2.4:  Age by Pie Chart, Table & Index Chart          

 

                                                          

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The same re-emphasis of the importance of the story the data is telling is reflected in 

Figure 3.2.4 above where, while the pie chart provides a clear view of the dominance of 

AGE 
    

    

Under 
25 

WC 31 

V% 3% 

IX 18 

25-34 

WC 122 

V% 13% 

IX 76 

35-49 

WC 358 

V% 38% 

IX 143 

50-64 

WC 350 

V% 37% 

IX 169 

65 
and 
Over 

WC 83 

V% 9% 

IX 53 
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the two age groups, the index chart again highlights the distinct nature of each of the 

age grouping compared to each other as well as their contribution to the total picture.  

Australian States & Territories of the Self-Employed  

 

Again, the way that data is presented in the index chart of Figure 3.2.5 above provides a 

more powerful perspective of what is going on with the data. 

 

Figure 3.2.5: State by Pie Chart, Table & Index Chart    

     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                               
STATE     

N.S.W. 

WC 321 

V% 34% 

IX 99 

Victoria 

WC 238 

V% 25% 

IX 101 

Queensland 

WC 185 

V% 20% 

IX 99 

South Australia 

WC 57 

V% 6% 

IX 80 

Western Australia 

WC 109 

V% 12% 

IX 113 

Tasmania 

WC 30 

V% 3% 

IX 137 

Darwin - Alice 
Springs 

WC 4 

V% 0% 

IX 72 
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It is clear that South Australia and Darwin/Alice Springs are not areas of high self 

employment but that Tasmania and Western Australia are.   

 

The rest of the report will focus on some selected results from Roy Morgan (2009) and 

present them in index chart format only. 

 

 

Work Status of the Self-Employed 

 

The ratio of self employed who are working in any work status compared to the average 

Australian is revealed in Figure 3.2.6 below. 
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Figure 3.2.6: Work Status by Index Chart     

 
 

Overall, it seems the self employed are not only more likely than the average Australian 

to be either working full time or part time but are also simply more likely to be employed.  

 

 

 

Income of the Self-Employed 

 

Motivations for self employment often focus on the potential to generate more income 

and Figure 3.2 7 below appears to provide some substantiation that this is indeed 

possible. The index chart in particular shows that the self employed are at least 41% 

more likely to earn more than the average Australian for each of the income levels.  
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Figure 3.2.7: Income by Index Chart                                                                   

 
 

Just as the self employed appear to have strong motivations to work, they also appear 

to work at every level of income – though are more than 250% likely than the average 

Australian to be earning in excess of $100,000 per year.  

 

 

Occupations of the Self-Employed 

 

The data we normally see on the self employed typically omits the farming/agricultural 

occupations and the results in Figure 3.2.8 below illustrate why this is. 

 

Figure 3.2.8: Occupation by Index Chart                                                                   
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Putting this occupation aside, the dominance of the professional/manager and skilled 

worker occupations emerges strongly and dismisses the notion of self employment as a 

low skill option. 

 

 

Socio-Economic Status of the Self-Employed  

 
Roy Morgan Research developed its Socio-economic Scale over 35 years ago to assist 
marketers in identifying target audiences according to their socio-economic status.   
 
The five segments, called AB, C, D, E and FG, used in Figure 3.2,9 below,  each 
represent around 20% of the total population with the  ABs representing the top 20% of 
the population and the FGs the lowest 20%. The scores which comprise each quintile 
are based on a combination of income, education and occupation.  
 
 

Figure 3.2.9: Socio-Economic Status by Index Chart                                                                   

 
 

The results provided in Figure 3.2.9 have not been provided in either the ABS or ATO 

publications reviewed but they are no surprise either with the top two quintiles 
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suggestive of the professional, high income, high education groups noted in prior 

results.   

 

What is made even clearer in this figure is that self employment does not appear to be a 

popular option at the lowest and most disadvantaged quintile end – a result which has 

important implications for funding and resourcing.  

 

 

Discretionary Expenditure of the Self-Employed 

 

Linked closely to the notion of socio economic status above is the notion of disposable 

or discretionary expenditure. The result that comes through strongly in Figure 3.2.10 is 

the fact that self employed dominate the Roy Morgan Big spender category. 

 

Figure 3.2.10: Discretionary Expenditure by Pie Chart, Table & Index Chart                                                                   
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Life Cycle and Number of Children of the Self-Employed 

 

The social context of the self employed is illustrated in Figure 3.2.11 below and adds to 

the view we already have from the ATO data of self employed generally being 35+ and 

often with children in the mid life cycle. 

 

 

Figure 3.2.11: Life Cycle and Number of Children by Index Chart                                                                   

 
 

 

This particular dataset is worth analysing further for the explanation it may offer for the 

reduced working hours of females in self employment to see if the primary care-giving 

duties widely offered the academic literature suggests are the substantiated here. 
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Value Segments of the Self-Employed 

 

The Roy Morgan Value segments, developed by Roy Morgan CEO, Michele Levine, 

and Colin Benjamin of Horizons Network have been described in  section 2.3.1 above. 

As Figure 3.2.12 below now shows, self employed demonstrate a very distinct profile 

where visible achievement, social awareness and then conservatism and a belief in 

conventional family life characterise this population. The view of being self driven, who 

pursue new experiences and desire information, have experience to draw on and are 

anchored in notions of the family resonates with the data from ABS and ATO.  
 

 

Figure 3.2.12: Value Segments by Index Chart                                                                   

 

 
 

 

Government and Society and the Self-Employed 

 

This is the last factor selected from the Roy Morgan report for the purposes of the desktop audit. 

The results compliment the view which has been emerging of a largely self determined and 

group of people who look to themselves first and tend to be mistrustful of authority. As Figure 

3.2.13 below shows, this is particularly true of their feelings towards governments and this result 

resonates with those  from the ATO 2008a and 2009a. 



89 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2.13: Government and Society by Index Chart                                                                   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

The Roy Morgan data adds a great deal of value in providing insights which not only 

compliment but further develop the work done by ABS and ATO.  The focus of all three 
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bodies, the ABS, ATO and Roy Morgan, on contracting, micro business and self 

employment will always be pre-limited to some extent by the purpose of the 

organisation, the brief that they have and, particularly for the ABS and ATO, the 

authority they are responsible too.  

 

The aim of this desk audit is been to investigate the ability to generate a more complete 

picture based on drawing on these three views. This last section of the analysis of Roy 

Morgan data will therefore explicitly make note of how the more focused views of ABS 

and ATO data we have already covered in this review add value to the ability to draw 

out and understand the data within the Roy Morgan Single Source database. 

 

 

While the data used to develop the ‗People who are Self-Employed Profile July 2008-

June 2009‘ report was prepared by Roy Morgan within a marketing context, the multiple 

perspectives this has provided reveal a much broader value. This has been done 

through only a review of only some of the variables which are available on the Single 

Source database. The depth and breadth of the questions asked of a valid and reliable 

data sample of Australians, across all states and terrorises means there is enormous 

potential value in using this source to generate profiles which provide a  much greater 

understanding and appreciation of the self employed, of micro business and potentially, 

of the independent contractor.  
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3.3:  Roy Morgan Single Source 

 
 
This review of the Single Source database was accessed through ASTEROID but, 
unlike the data presented in the diagrams in Section 3.2 above, presents the information 
in formats more directly comparable to the data in the rest of this desk top audit.  
 
The data used in this analysis was gathered between January 1999 and December 
2008. The data used to develop two profiles drawn from the wider self-employed view 
developed in the section above. With the aim of providing comparison with the ABS 
report on independent contracting and the ATO reports on micro business, this section 
draws on Roy Morgan data using the ATO definition of micro business (under 20 
employees), to explore whether this separates out another segment from within self 
employment, or is actually the same as self employment.   
 
The factors used in this exploratory investigation of the Single Source database will 
follow the format provided in the ABS Australian labour Market Statistics (ABS, 2009) to 
cover gender, age, occupation and industry, hours worked, working patterns, duration of 
employment and multiple clients.  
 
Comparisons with the ABS and ATO materials will be made throughout this section as it 
substantiates the value of obtaining data from multiple sources to provide a more 
complete picture. 
 
The Roy Morgan 1999-2008 estimates for small business suggest this population 
accounts for  955,000 people to represent about 5.9% of Australia‘s total population 
while the self employed (excluding agriculture) in this period accounted for 848,000 or 
5.2% of all workers. While the self employed have been dealt with extensively in section 
3.2 above, the examination of the Roy Morgan database now turns to explore small 
business. This forms the basis of section 3.3.1 below.  
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3.3.1: The Small Business View 
 
The ATO definition of micro business used in the sources reviewed in Part 2 of this desk 
audit report was 20 employees or less. The Roy Morgan data will supposedly be less 
accurate when trying to capture micro business for two reasons: 
 

1. they use  the more generous ABS definition, where small business can be up to 
100 employees for a manufacturing based organisations; and 

 
2. the options offered for number of employees goes from ‗only self‘, ‗2-4‘, 5-9‘ and 

then ‘10-24‘, so the latter option exceeds the maximum of 20 used in ATO 
research. 

 
However, as Figure 3.3.1 reveals below, nearly 92% of the 955,000 small businesses 
within Australia have fewer than 10 employees. The majority (45%),  employ only 
themself. This result potentially allies the data being explored here with the independent 
contractor population and suggests the possibility of drilling further down into the Single 
Source database to see whether they can be drawn out from within it – despite the fact 
that no specific questions on contracting were asked of participants whose results make 
up this database. 
 
 
Figure 3.3.1: Small Business by Number of Employees  

      

 
 
Overall though, the main conclusion to be drawn from these results is that there is a 
good match with the ATO micro business population and the Roy Morgan small 
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business data.  What ATO call micro business and what ABS and Roy Morgan call 
small business are essentially the same thing.  
 
Small Business by Gender  

 

The Roy Morgan data reveals that, in 2008, small business accounted for 7.8% of male 
and 4% of female employment, with 622,000 men employed this way compared to 
333,000 women. These figures parallel that of self employment for both the ABS, ATO 
and Roy Morgan but differ from ABS data on contracting – where the ratio of male to 
female was 3:1 with 75% male compared to 25% female. 
 

 
Figure 3.3.2: Small Business by Gender  
 

 

     

     As Figure 3.3.2 shows the ratios for small business and reveal that the breakdown of 
males to females is closer to 2:1 at  65 % to 35%. These result parallel those found in 
self employment (refer Figure 3.2.3 above), with women representing approximately a 
third of the small business population.  
 
 

 

Small Business by Age  

 

Figure 3.3.3 shows what has become a familiar pattern in all of the resources reviewed, 
that small business ownership generally increases with age, with the lowest proportions 
being in the 14-29 year old groups and over 57% aged 35-54 years.  
 
The dominance of small business operators in the older age groups (45+), agrees with 
the ABS and ATO data on self employment as well as the ABS data on contracting 
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which all suggested that age operates as a positive factor in moves into this form of 
employment  - perhaps ―due to their ability as independent contractors to choose the 
hours and conditions under which they work, particularly as part of a transition to 
retirement‖ (ABS 2009a p.20). 
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Figure 3.3.3: Small Business by Age of Owner 

                       
 

Breaking age down by gender, as shown in Figure 3.3.3A below, shows very little 

difference from the profile developed in Figure 3.3.3 and again, also parallels the ABS 

results for contracting. 

 

Figure 3.3.3A: Small Business by Age & Gender of Owner  
 

                                  Males                                                              Females 
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Small Business by Occupation  

 
The Roy Morgan data provides two options for examining occupations. The first is a 
slightly more detailed breakdown of occupations than ABS provides and this is 
illustrated in Figure 3.3.4 below. Roy Morgan also provide data in the standard ASCO 
(Australian Standard Classification of Occupations) format and this is illustrated in Table 
3.3.5. 
 
The results presented in Figure 3.3.4 show that small business is dominated by 
managers and skilled workers, with 44% captured by these two occupations. Unskilled 
workers emerge as only 5% of the total small business population. 
 
 
Figure 3.3.4: Small Business by Occupation 

 
 

Breaking this data down by gender provides quite distinct profiles, as shown in 
Figure 3.3.4A. Here, managerial and skilled worker occupations now account for 
52% of the male small business population while it is managers and clerk/typist 
occupations which account for 44% of female small business operators. These 
results are again, familiar from the reviews of ABS and ATO data and offer further 
support for the qualitative research from ATO. This research suggested that it is the 
characteristics of the individuals who make up contracting, self employment or micro 
business that provides the most insight into what motivates their behaviour (see 
ATO 2008a, 2009 & 2009a). 
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Figure 3.3.4A: Small Business by Occupations  

                                 Males                                                                                       Females  

          
                  

 

 

 
Small Business by ASCO Classification (from Jan 2004) 
 
According to the ABS (1997), ASCO is a skill-based classification which encompasses 
all occupations in the Australian work force. The concept of 'job' and 'occupation' are 
fundamental to an understanding of the classification where: 

 A 'job' is a set of tasks designed to be performed by one individual in return for a 
wage or salary.  

 An 'occupation' is a set of jobs with similar sets of tasks. An occupation in ASCO 
is a collection of jobs which are sufficiently similar in their main tasks to be 
grouped together for the purposes of the classification. 

 
In ASCO, occupations are classified according to two main criteria of skill level and skill 
specialisation where: 

 the skill level of an occupation is defined as a function of the range and 
complexity of the set of tasks involved - the greater the range and complexity of 
the set of tasks, the greater the skill level of the occupation. 

 the skill specialisation of an occupation is a function of the field of knowledge 
required, tools and equipment used, materials worked on, and goods or services 
provided in relation to the tasks performed. 

 
This focus on skill provides a slightly different perspective to the occupational view 
examined above - and this ability to examine the same dataset from multiple 
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perspectives within the same theme needs to be noted as a distinct advantage of the 
Roy Morgan data.  
 
 

The divisions within occupations, from advanced to intermediate for clerical and sales or 

associate professionals as distinct from professionals provides some extra nuances to 

what we have already seen on occupations. In Figure 3.3.5, while managers have now 

expanded to include administrators as well, the combination of managers and 

professionals still accounts for 40% of small business. This jumps to 57% with the 

addition of associate professionals. The notion of small business as trade and labourer 

dominated is clearly dispelled in these results. The dominance of professionals and 

managers parallels ABS data on contracting but the different categories used by ATO, 

ABS and Roy Morgan make further comment difficult. 

 

Figure 3.3.5: Small Business by ASCO   

 
 

 
Figure 3.3.5A adds the dimension of gender to add some clarification to the distinctions 
which emerged  in Figure 3.3.4A above. The traditional importance of trade based 
occupations to small business is revealed in the results for males where, at 25%, it 
accounts for the largest single group. Manager/administrators and professionals, semi 
professionals still account for a combined 55% but the professional/trade split is much 
more marked when we look solely at men than they do in the overall ASCO view. This 
finding was also found within the ABS results on contracting (ABS 2009a). 
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Similarly, Figure 3.3.5A reveals a very distinct profile for women in small business. The 
Manager/administrators and professionals, semi professional occupations account for 
over 60% of all females while the trade occupations so important for men account for 
only 6% of female small business. Again, there are clear parallels with ABS and ATO 
findings covered in the materials already reviewed.  
 
 
Figure 3.3.5A: Small Business by Occupations  

                                         Males                                                                                Females  

 
 

 

 

Small Business by Industry  

 

As with ABS and ATO data, the importance of the construction industry also emerges 
here. As Figure 3.3.6 shows, construction dominates 21% as the single largest sector. 
However, the combined view of services industries, recreation and personal, community 
services and finance, property and banking accounts for 40%.  
 

Figure 3.3.6: Small Business by Industry 
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The masculine nature of the domination by construction is revealed in Figure 3.3.6A 
below. While not as dramatic as say the 41% found in contracting (ABS 2009a), at 27%, 
construction is the largest industry for men in small business.  
 
Again though, while the greater detail provided by the larger number of categories used 
in Roy Morgan data collection indicates the potential for more detailed investigation in 
the future, the lack of commonality with ABS and ATO, after the first three classifications 
makes comparison, at this initial stage, difficult. 
 

 

Figure 3.3.6A: Small Business Industries  

                                       Males                                                                              Females  
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The ability to draw comparisons between the three datasets from ABS, ATO and Roy 
Morgan is even more difficult when comparing females. Community Services and 
Recreational & Personal Services account for 38% of females in small business in 
Figure 3.3.6A. Neither of these categories is used in the ABS data on independent 
contracting. Instead, the ABS data found the highest proportion of female independent 
contractors were in the Professional, scientific and technical services (23%) industry. It 
should also be pointed out again that the ABS (2009) note that the industry of 
independent contractors reflects the industry of the independent contractors' business 
rather than the industry of their client. Both self employment and small business data 
however, is likely to reflect the industry the industry of the self employed person or 
business operator.  
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Small Business by Hours Worked 
 
Note that comparison with the ABS in particular is difficult also on this variable as they 
provide a more confined range of options compared to the more extensive range 
provided in the Roy Morgan Single Source data (see Figure 3.3.6 below). Given the 
standard working week is 38 hours and that it is well known that individuals who operate 
their own business tend to work longer hours than those who are employees, Figure 
3.3.6 shows that over half of small business owners work much longer hours than this.  
This results is slightly higher than contractors – who ABS (2009a) note work on average 
44 hours per week, compared to over half of ‗other business operators‘  who usually 
worked 49 hours or more.  

 
 
Figure 3.3.6: Small Business by Hours Worked in Last Week    
 

 
 
 
The male and female patterns of small business work hours also generally match those 
of contractors and the self employed. Figure 3.3.6A shows that 61% of males in small 
business generally work longer than normal hours while 60% females usually work less 
than 35 hours per week. 
 
This latter female tendency to part time hours (less than 35 hours per week), was also 
found in independent contractors and self employed counterparts.  
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Figure 3.3.6A: Small Business by Gender  

                               Males                                                                                               Females 

   

  
 

 

 

 
 
Summary 

 

 

Overall, the match between gender, age, industry, occupation and hours worked 

between ABS and Roy Morgan data is exceptionally good. The examination has 

established the validity and reliability of the Roy Morgan database in confirming known 

features of small business, the self employed and the independent contractor. It is also 

apparent that a more detailed interrogation of the Roy Morgan Single Source database 

will be able to provide profiles of each of these groups from a much broader 

perspective.  
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Conclusion 
 

The desk audit of Roy Morgan data from the ‗People who are Self-Employed Profile July 

2008-June 2009‘ report as well as a review of the Roy Morgan Single Source database, 

provided the ability to move fluidly within a dataset to target specific attributes, to 

investigate possibilities or definite queries or, to develop profiles.  

 

Previously held assumptions of a strong match between the profiles of the self 

employed, the small business owner and, potentially, the independent contractor have 

been borne out in this examination of the Roy Morgan Single Source database. The 

data has provided a unique market research/consumer perspective to this desktop audit 

of the micro-business sector within Australia and the 1999-2008 data it draws on 

provides the most robust longitudinal perspective of the three sources reviewed. We 

have been able to use the same dataset to separate out self employment as well as 

small business and there is potential to work further to see if the independent contractor 

can be identified as well.  
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4.0:  SUMMARY 
 

We set out to undertake this desk audit in the belief that there is an important group in 

the market and society who are uniquely defined by their 'Micro-Business' owner status, 

and a plethora of values, choices, needs and expectations that go along with that. 

 

To this end, we have successfully reconciled three distinctively oriented sets of research 

and databases - namely the ABS view of the contractors as workers; the ATO view of 

micro businesses as businesses and Roy Morgan Research into the self employed as 

consumers. While the language and terminology of each of the three source 

organisations has been different, the individuals they focus on is essentially the same. 

The common interest has been the smallest of small businesses—that is, the people 

who genuinely work for themselves as self-employed persons.  

 

While the international debate and argument amongst academics, lawyers and 

statisticians over who comprises the group and how many people are in it, we have 

been able to  actually prove that the terms ‗micro-business‘, ‗self-employed‘, 

‗independent contractors‘, and ‗non-employees‘ are all interchangeable and are 

collectively and individually appropriate terms to describe the sector. The defining 

essence of their work life is that their individuality is their business.  

When these groups (individuals/partnerships/companies/trusts) are brought within the 

definition, the ABS statistics indicate that the sector constitutes around 20 per cent of 

the Australian workforce—that is, some 1.9 million people. 

 

Further, in beginning this task of reconciling the views provided by the ABS, the ATO 

and Roy Morgan Research sources to profile individuals within this sector as a worker, 

business and consumer.  While the constant crossovers in behaviours and attitudes 

between the categories was implicit in both the ABS and ATO data – as  for instance in 

the intertwining of the ATO micro business numbers, they are made explicit in the Roy 

Morgan Research in which they sit as they are, simultaneously, businesses, family 

people and consumers. What has emerged is that their needs in each of these 

categories is constantly intermingled and that they impact one on the other in ways that 

do not occur with traditional employees or consumers, for example. Their lives involve 

perpetual trades-offs, compromises and priority-resetting. Their behaviours and 

attitudes reflect this. 

 



108 

 

 

4.1: Further Research Needs 

 

Through building on official sources such as the ABS and ATO, sources which are 

essentially orientated toward producing findings that would support prevailing public 

policy settings, but then blending these with the consumer and marketing oriented view 

of Roy Morgan Research, we move into a deeper understanding of who and what this 

group are. While our research appears to be a world first in that it has made the pivotal 

importance of the groups‘ commercial contract status as is the starting point for a proper 

understanding of the group.  

 

Having substantiated the compatible nature of the three sources and the unique 

contribution each makes, we have a strong base to delve deeper into a more 

sophisticated analysis. The richness of the Roy Morgan data has only been skimmed 

and the Asteroid database provides fertile ground for more targeted work, directed by 

the data from the ABS and the ATO. Further, the qualtitative research initiatives begun 

by ATO and the profiles developed also provide the potential for further research.  
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