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We welcome the diversity of ideas, people, 
culture and interests. We embrace our 
differences and celebrate the values that 
unite us in contributing to the growth and 
prosperity of our state.
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Despite the challenges created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic over the last year and 
a half, we have never had a more engaged 
and positive innovation ecosystem than 
we do right now in South Australia.

The South Australian Government remains 
determined to make the state a global 
leader in entrepreneurship, and we’re 
continuing to put this plan into action.

Actions and programs outlined in 
the Future Industries eXchange for 
Entrepreneurship (FIXE) Strategic Plan are 
now maturing, building our entrepreneurial 
ecosystem and supporting the creation 
of new businesses in South Australia.

We have continued to provide startups 
and entrepreneurs with the advice 
and tools that they need to develop 
their businesses and go global through 
targeted programs and grants.

Our Innovation Districts remain the 
centrepiece of our commitment to 
accelerating the growth of startup 
businesses, bringing together 
startups alongside scaleups and 
global giants in some of our fastest-
growing future industries.

Through the Research and Innovation Fund 
(RIF) we’re continuing to award Seed-Start 
grants of up to $500,000 to help early-stage 
startups fast-track the commercialisation 
of their ideas to generate profit and 
new jobs for South Australians.

Promising young businesses (like 
Woven Optics and GPN Vaccines, 

featured in this report) are given the 
very best chance of success, with 
Seed-Start project funding designed 
to accelerate business progress to the 
next identified stage of development. 

We are also helping startups to refine 
their offering and engage customers 
through the Go2Gov program, which 
connects local businesses with state 
government agencies. Participants 
benefit from securing a state government 
agency as a large reference customer, 
whilst helping to solve some of the 
public sector’s biggest challenges. 

Examples of Go2Gov projects include 
hi-tech startup OpenSensing partnering 
with the Department of Primary Industries 
and Regions (PIRSA) to implement IoT 
monitoring of the state’s fruit quarantine 
bins, or Personify Care partnering with 
the Central Adelaide Local Health 
Network (CALHN) to implement new 
digital health software for improved 
patient communication and outcomes.  

Finally, to help business leaders to 
navigate their path to success, we 
have awarded 25 FIXE Scholarships to 
help participants enrol in a range of 
education programs to grow their skills in 
leadership, management and resilience.

This year’s SA Startup Report gives us 
much cause for optimism. Almost 80 
per cent of founders surveyed indicated 
that they had plans to take on more 
staff in the next six months, while none 
had plans to decrease staff numbers. 

Of this 80 percent, just over a 
third had businesses less than six 
years old – a fantastic sign of the 
business confidence we’ve been 
cultivating over the last few years.

In a similar vein, despite the impacts 
of COVID-19, just over 60 per cent of 
founders believed that South Australia’s 
business environment had improved 
over the last two years to support 
businesses to start up and grow.

Almost 80 per cent of surveyed 
founders have plans to raise capital, 
with the majority of these from 
businesses aged one to two years. 

While I’m acutely aware that COVID-19 
continues to present challenges to 
businesses, I am glad to see members 
of our startup community partner 
with researchers, government and 
larger organisations to solve real 
problems and leverage change 
as an opportunity for growth.  

I’m encouraged by the resilience and 
positivity of South Australia’s startup 
community, and I believe we have a lot 
to be optimistic about as we continue 
on the road to economic recovery.

.

Hon David Pisoni MP 
Minister for Innovation and Skills

Message from
Minister for Innovation and Skills, 
the Hon. David Pisoni MP 
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A sincere thank you to everyone who 
took the time to contribute to the 
2021 SA Startup Survey. As in business, 
it’s crucial to track progress so we can 
either reflect on our achievements or 
implement change when required.  

This year, 83 South Australian startup 
founders told us about their business 
triumphs, challenges and plans for the 
future. Promisingly, over 60 per cent of 
respondents feel that business conditions 
in South Australia have improved 
over the last two years, despite the 
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Almost 80 per cent of respondents plan 
to take on more staff in the coming 
months, which is great news for the state’s 
economy, and for local innovators hoping 
to build careers in exciting future industries. 

I was most intrigued by the advice 
that founders offered to readers 
considering starting a business of their 
own. From previous experience, I can 
back common-sense statements about 
conducting comprehensive market 
research, seeking mentors, and finding 
a good lawyer and accountant. 

Other (more inspiring) statements include: 
‘love the problem you’re working on, 
not the solution’, ‘find an enthusiastic 
community of entrepreneurs to surround 
yourself with’ and ‘continue to have fun and 
celebrate your achievements’. 

 
 

The 2021 SA Startup Report 
demonstrates that there is no ‘typical’ 
profile of an entrepreneur. However, 
some common themes amongst 
respondents include that most are:

 • Serial entrepreneurs, with just over 
half of respondents having founded 
another business in the past. 

 • Children of parents who have owned 
a business. Interestingly, 64 per cent 
of respondents reported that one 
or both of their parents had run a 
business at one point in time. 

 • Highly educated, with the majority 
having completed a bachelor’s 
degree, masters degree, or PhD 
level of tertiary education. 

Anecdotally, we are seeing more women 
starting businesses and social enterprises, 
but only 20 per cent of the 2021 SA Startup 
Survey respondents were female founders. 

There is huge room for improvement in 
this space, and I look forward to addressing 
the challenge of empowering more 
women to start and grow South Australian 
businesses in my role leading the state’s 
Entrepreneurship Advisory Board (EAB).

Fellow board members Moira Were, 
Rebecca Wessels, Jenny Paradiso and 
Tammy Barton are driving this great social 
and economic opportunity by advising 
State Government about the unique 
hurdles female founders must overcome 
in order to attract talent, sales, investment 
and achieve sustainable business growth.

I’m also optimistic about the future of 
Aboriginal entrepreneurship in South 
Australia. In August 2021, we celebrated 
the opening of The Circle First Nations 
Entrepreneur Hub at Lot Fourteen. 

This hub is designed to support 
business owners like Tony Coppins 
(whose business Totem WiFi is featured 
in this report) with tailored support 
including physical infrastructure, access 
to new markets and expert advice. 

Membership to The Circle is free for 
all South Australian Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander owned and 
operated businesses—if this is you, I 
encourage you to find out more! 

I’m focussed on delivery and impact 
in my role as South Australia’s Chief 
Entrepreneur—working towards 
the collective goal of making our 
state’s startup ecosystem as inclusive, 
supportive and productive as possible.

I look forward to another year of meeting 
South Australian innovators, hearing your 
stories, and helping to celebrate and 
promote your hard-earned achievements. 

.

Andrew Nunn 
South Australian Chief Entrepreneur

Message from
South Australia’s Chief Entrepreneur
Andrew Nunn
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Introduction

The definition of a ‘startup’ for the 
sake of this research refers to a business 
with the following attributes:

 • It is based in South Australia

 • It has an active ABN and 
active operations

 • It was founded within the last 
10 years 

 • It develops its own innovative 
products or services

 • It competes for national or 
overseas customers

 • It has raised, or has potential 
to raise, private investment

 • It has the potential to scale and 
become highly profitable.

To maximise the amount of 
information available for analysis 
and to prepare findings, this report 
draws on a mix of survey and 
secondary data sources, including:

 • The 2020 SA Startup Report  
includes a mix of program 
reporting data, survey data, and 
public data sources collected 
between 2017 to 2020.

 • The 2020 SA Startup Survey  
includes 44 completed entries. The 
2020 survey included an extensive 
set of questions, which could be 
completed in 20 minutes.

 • The 2021 SA Startup Survey  
includes 83 completed entries.  This 
survey was designed to be completed 
in five minutes or less and targeted 
at individual startup founders as 
opposed to startup businesses.

The 2021 SA Startup Survey was made 
available online from 30 April 2021 to 11 
June 2021. Promotion was conducted 
via direct email, newsletters, social 
media channels and through partnering 
organisations, such as at the 2021 
SouthStart conference. We thank those 
who actively promoted the survey, and 
the South Australian startup founders 
who submitted their responses.

The 2021 survey responses were 
individually reviewed to ensure compliance 
with our startup definition. The final 
statistical sample consists of 83 verified 
startup founder entries and 2241 answers 
provided. This data was integrated 
into the previous research data sets. 

The data used in this report does 
not provide a complete picture of all 
South Australian startup businesses. 
However, by taking an in-depth 
look at a subset of South Australian 
startups, this report helps to provide a 
snapshot of the state’s startup sector. 

We trust the findings will be of 
interest to business founders and 
supporting stakeholders alike. 

The Future Industries eXchange for Entrepreneurship (FIXE) strategy 
includes actions to regularly assess the health of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem in South Australia including annual surveys of startup 
businesses and founders.
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Startup numbers identified

342 South Australian startups were identified in 2021, an increase 
from 309 startups identified in the 2020 SA Startup Report. Of the 
total, 40 new startups were identified through the 2021 SA Startup 
Survey, whilst seven previous startup businesses exceeded the 10-
year age criteria in 2021 and were not counted in the total.

Identified South Australian startups (2018-2021)
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Source: combined data sources.
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GPN Vaccines is a South Australian company developing 
a vaccine against Streptococcus pneumoniae, which 
causes pneumonia, bacteremia and meningitis. 

Up to two million deaths worldwide are attributed to 
S. pneumoniae each year, and it kills more children 
than AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis combined. 

The business’s research and development is being 
conducted in close association with Professor James 
Paton and Dr Mohammed Alsharifi at the Research Centre 
for Infectious Diseases, The University of Adelaide. 

In addition to being Director of the Research Centre 
for Infectious Diseases, Professor James Paton is a 
distinguished microbiologist, a National Health and 
Medical Research Council (NHMRC) Senior Principal 
Research Fellow, and was awarded the title of SA Scientist 
of the Year at the 2017 Science Excellence Awards.

Chief Operating Officer Dr Lauren Giorgio said the best 
vaccine currently available is designed to protect against 
only 15 of 100 known serotypes, and so GPN Vaccines 
is developing a serotype-independent whole-cell 
vaccine called Gamma-PN to provide adults and children 
broad-spectrum protection against S. pneumoniae. 

“Extensive preclinical, formulation and manufacturing 
optimisation work has been conducted on 
Gamma-PN to date, and the first-in-human trial is 
expected to begin in 2022,” Dr Giorgio said. 

“A $1 million Research, Commercialisation and Startup Fund 
(RCSF)* grant from the Government of South Australia in 2020 
allowed the company to hire three new full-time Scientists (two 
of which are PhD-qualified) and a Quality Assurance Manager.

“In addition, the company has been able to strengthen its 
intellectual property position by filing several new patents and 
has had its original patent granted in the United States and 
Japan - the two largest markets for GPN Vaccines’ product.”

A further $3 million of private investment was 
raised following award of the RCSF funding. 

“A key contributor to this additional investment was 
Forepont Capital based in New York,” Dr Giorgio said.  

“Dr Ismail Kola subsequently joined the GPN Vaccines 
board of directors representing Forepont Capital, 
bringing many years of leadership experience in 
drug commercialisation, from the research laboratory 
through clinical development and into the market.”

*The Research, Commercialisation and Startup Fund (RCSF) has since been 
renamed the Research and Innovation Fund (RIF). This Government of South 
Australia support includes the Seed-Start program providing high growth 
potential, early-stage startups with grants of between $50,000 - $500,000.  

S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A N  S T A R T U P  C A S E  S T U D Y 

GPN Vaccines
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SA business environment

Just over 60% of respondents to the 2021 SA Startup Survey 
indicated that South Australia’s business environment had 
improved over the last two years to foster the establishment and 
growth of startup businesses, despite the impacts of COVID-19. 

These results are similar to those identified in the 
Business SA Survey of Business Expectations.

According to the Business SA March 2021 quarter 
report, South Australian business confidence 
rebounded substantially from the lowest point in 
the survey’s 40-year history, in March 2020.

Rising 5.7 points from the December 2020 quarter, 
and 73 points since the March 2020 quarter, the South 
Australian Business Confidence Index sat at 114.0 
points, 23.3 points above its 10-year average.

The Business SA June 2021 quarter report stated that 
South Australian business confidence experienced its 
first dip since the historical low in March 2020. Despite a 
drop of 9.5 points, the confidence index remained above 
100, still significantly better than the June 2020 quarter. 

Of particular concern to businesses were the ongoing 
continual challenges of sourcing both staff and 
materials, restricted international borders, and the 
lack of a firm vaccine target date, which impacted 
on the state’s general business conditions.

SA startup founders’ opinion of SA business environment (2021)

Source: combined data sources.
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Business ages

In 2021, the highest proportion of identified startup businesses 
were aged 4-6 years, an increase of 3.9% from 2020.  
The proportion of startups aged 2-4 years decreased by 5.1% 
from 2020 as the highest number of these startups transitioned to 
4-6 years of age in 2021. 

Startup businesses by age range (2020-2021)

Source: combined data sources.
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Business locations

In 2021, over 320 of the 342 startups had an identified South 
Australian postcode, with just over half based in the Eastern 
Adelaide region (52.3%). Just under 10% were identified in rural 
regions of South Australia.

Top 4 South Australian Regions (2020-2021)

Source: combined data sources.
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Startup locations by SA postcode (2021)

Source: combined data sources.
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Industry divisions

In 2021, the Professional, Scientific and Technical Services industry 
division represented almost half of the 340 startups (49.0%) with a 
4.1% decrease from 2020.
 
Manufacturing was the second largest industry division (12.3%) with a 1.0% increase from 2020.

The third largest industry division in 2021 was Information Media and Telecommunications 
(7.0%), which increased by 2.2% from 2020, and replaced Retail Trade.

Top 5 ANZSIC1  industry divisions (2020-2021)

Source: combined data sources.

1 Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification
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South Australian startup OpsGuard helps businesses 
operate efficiently and reach more customers through 
innovative technology and a full IT service offering. 

The business provides a wide range of IT services to 
clients including cloud managed services, custom app 
development, cybersecurity and advanced custom Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning applications.

Recently, OpsGuard was selected to participate in the 
Government of South Australia’s Go2Gov program, 
inviting them to apply their AI solutions to streamline 
public sector data matching and cleansing processes.

“We are developing an innovative AI solution called DAVE 
(Data Augmentation and Visualisation Engine) to solve 
a massive problem almost all Government agencies 
and private enterprises face when utilising distributed 
systems and data,” said CEO and Founder Kerry Esson. 

“In most cases, these systems were never designed 
to share data or communicate with one another yet 
they all use subsets of the same information. 

“DAVE takes the data from all of these systems, 
aggregates it, cleanses it, augments it and then 
visualises the combined data in a meaningful way. 

“Government agencies and enterprises now have an 
automated data augmentation and aggregation engine 
that provides unparalleled business intelligence.”

Mr Esson is incredibly excited about the future of his industry, 
saying that AI is a powerful tool that allows any business 
to automate processes, gain unprecedented intelligence 
and reach and interact with our customers in new ways. 

“Already AI is replacing mundane analytical tasks and 
automating machine interactions with humans—leading to 
more personalised and connected digital interactions,” he said.

“AI is still in its infancy, and the next 20 years 
will be amongst the most exciting.”

Based in regional South Australia, OpsGuard has also embraced 
the widespread adoption of remote working models, introduced 
by many others as a necessity during the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Running a fully-remote business has different challenges than 
one that is either hybrid or office-bound, but it has not had a 
major impact on our ability to grow the business,” Mr Esson said.

“In recent times, building rapport and meeting with 
clients virtually has become the new norm and 
clients are more willing to engage via platforms such 
as Zoom, making remote work even easier.”

S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A N  S T A R T U P  C A S E  S T U D Y 

OpsGuard
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Gender of founders

Over 250 individual founders 
have been identified based on 
research from 2017 to 2021. 

In 2021, 80% of founders were 
male and 20% were female, 
compared to 81% male and 19% 
female in 2020.

Gender of founders (2020-2021)

Source: combined data sources.
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Supporting female founders

Interestingly, the GEM research showed 
that women are more likely to start 
ventures that make a social impact 
compared to generating great wealth.  

The Commonwealth Department of 
Industry, Innovation and Science released 
the Boosting Female Founders Report in 
November 2019. The report highlighted 
key challenges facing female entrepreneurs 
across Australia, some of which include: 

 • limited access to the capital 
necessary for their startups 

 • difficulty accessing supportive networks 
and information to assist their startups 

 • lack of confidence either in the founder 
themselves or in their business ideas. 

Commonwealth Government 
Boosting Female Founders 
Initiative 
The Boosting Female Founders Initiative 
helps female entrepreneurs overcome the 
aforementioned challenges women face 
in getting access to finance and support 
to scale their startups into domestic 
and global markets. Grants of between 
$25,000 and $480,000 are offered on a 
co-contribution basis to female founded 
startups, and expert mentoring and advice 
is provided to meritorious applicants.  

SheEO – a radical new 
model to support female and 
nonbinary startup founders 
Launched in 2015 in Canada, and now 
operating across the US, Australia, New 
Zealand and UK, SheEO is a global 
community of women transforming 
how female-led ventures are financed, 
supported, and celebrated. The model 
brings together 500 women (called 
Activators) who contribute $1100 each 
as an ‘Act of Radical Generosity’.

The money is pooled together and loaned 
out at 0% interest to five women-led 
ventures selected by the Activators. 
All ventures are revenue generating 
with export potential. The loans are 
paid back over 5 years and then loaned 
out again, creating a perpetual fund 
which will be passed on to daughters, 
granddaughters, and nieces. The 
SheEO network includes thousands 
of women who share their expertise, 
networks, and business connections.

In 2021, two South Australian-based 
ventures have been selected for 
the Australian SheEO cohort:  

 • Kimchi Club - a group of migrant 
women making healthy and delicious 
Korean food for Australians, working 
to be a favourite food brand and 
provide good work for more women. 

 • Super Fierce – a financial services 
company closing the gender retirement 
gap, saving women $100k in super 
fees on average, and donating $100 
each time to help vulnerable women 
through GOGO Event’s programs.

According to the 2019 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 
Australia Report, only 40 per cent of Australian entrepreneurs 
were women. In 2019, female representation in Australian 
entrepreneurship increased slightly by 4%.
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Founder age groups

Of the 2021 SA Startup Survey 
respondents, the highest 
number of founders were 
people in the 40-49-year age 
group, representing 37.8% of 
respondents.

Number of founders by age  
group and gender (2021) 

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey
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Founder birth countries

The birth countries of just over 100 founders were identified in 2021, 
with nearly two-thirds born in Australia.

Australia United Kingdom Brazil India Malaysia Taiwan France

61.3% 6.6% 3.8% 2.8% 2.8% 2.8% 1.9%

Iran (Islamic 
Republic of )

Singapore Cambodia China Egypt Germany Guinea

1.9% 1.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Hong Kong Iraq Italy Kuwait Mexico New Zealand Romania

0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Russian 
Federation

Swaziland United States

0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey; 2020 SA Startup Survey 
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Founder education 
levels
Based on combined responses 
from the 2020 and 2021 
SA Startup Surveys, 90% of 
founders had achieved a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, 
and just under a third (32.7%) 
had a master’s degree.

Highest education level by gender (2021)

Source: 2020 SA Startup Survey; 2021 SA Startup Survey
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Founder 
experiences
Based on combined responses 
from the 2020 and 2021 SA 
Startup Survey, just over half 
of the founders (52.7%) stated 
they had founded more than 
one startup business.

Serial founders (2021)

52.7%Yes

No 47.3%

Source: 2020 SA Startup Survey; 2021 SA Startup Survey

Parent owned a business (2021)

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey

Parent owned a business, 63.9%

Parent did not own a business, 36.1%

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey

63.9% of the 2021 SA Startup 
Survey respondents had a 
parent who owned a business.
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Employment plans

Based on 2021 SA Startup Survey responses, 79.3% of founders 
planned to increase staff numbers in the next six months. This is a 
decrease of 11.2% from responses to the 2020 SA Startup Survey, 
however, the 2020 survey had 53% fewer responses. 

Of the founders that had plans to increase staff numbers in 2021, 
the highest number had a business aged 3-4 years (16.0%).

Employment plans by year (2020-2021)

Source: 2020 SA Startup Survey; 2021 SA Startup Survey
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Totem Wifi was founded to provide visitors with information 
about Australian landmarks and other places of significance—
replacing traditional signage with a digital solution. 

The software invites businesses (like caravan parks 
and cellar doors), organisations (like national parks 
and councils) and First Nations Australians to upload 
information about a particular place or landmark. 

Users can log on to gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of their surroundings and connect 
with local businesses and activities. 

Because it’s not an app, the technology can work with or 
without internet, making it a unique way to deliver digital 
signage. The business is patented in Australia and overseas. 

To help accelerate the business’s development, 
Managing Director Tony Coppins became one of 
the first business leaders to join The Circle – the First 
Nations Entrepreneur Hub located at Lot Fourteen.

He says it’s been a great place to build connections. 

 “The Circle offers us that support mechanism to reach 
and find out about opportunities,” Mr Coppins said. 

 “The introductions we’ve already had via The Circle 
have been a quantum leap for our business.

“We’re looking forward to getting in front of like-
minded business owners and potential angel 
investors, clients and partners at Lot Fourteen.”

The Circle has been established in partnership with 
the Australian Government and the South Australian 
Government, under the Adelaide City Deal.

Officially opened in August 2021, The Circle will also be 
a destination to assist corporates, local businesses and 
employers looking to engage First Nations businesses in 
their supply chains or to employ First Nations Australians.

Totem Wifi will soon be renamed to Visitor Information Zone 
(VIZ), to better describe its service: localised information 
sent to a smart devise via the VIZ unit nearby.

S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A N  S T A R T U P  C A S E  S T U D Y 

Totem Wifi
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Fundraising plans

Over 80% of 2021 SA Startup Survey respondents planned to 
raise new funding, compared to 71% of the 2020 SA Startup 
Survey respondents.

In 2021, 14.5% of founders plan to raise over $5 million each, an 
increase of 10% from 2020. Of all founders who planned to raise 
funding, the greatest number had businesses aged 1-2 years 
(22.9%).

Fundraising plans by year (2020-2021)

Source: 2020 SA Startup Survey; 2021 SA Startup Survey
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Funding raised by identified startups 

Based on three years of collective research from 2017 to 2020, the 
total amount of identified funding raised was $411.8 million.
A total of 64 funding events were identified as having raised amounts of $1 million or more. Of these, the greatest number of funding 
amounts were between $1 million to $3 million, and most of the startup businesses raising these funds were aged between zero to 
three years at the time. 

Note: While the research indicates a growth in investment in recent years, this is partly because some prior investments 
are no longer in the public domain and therefore could not be identified and represented in this report’s analysis.

Number of events by funding range ($1M or more) and by business age range (2010-2020)

Source: combined data sources.
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South Australian startups acquired 
by global tech giants 

In the year since the 2020 SA Startup Report was released, two notable 
South Australian startups have secured record-breaking deals in the sale of 

their companies to US tech giants. 

In December 2020, Sine was acquired by Honeywell for an 
undisclosed amount.

Founded by Antony Ceravolo in 2014, this SaaS business proved especially 
relevant to the COVID-19 environment, allowing customers like schools, 

offices and other worksites to effectively manage the flow of visitors.  

And in July 2021, the South Australian founders of globally-adopted 
fitness app Sweat, Kayla Itsines and Tobi Pearce, confirmed the sale of their 

platform to US-based iFIT for $400 million. 

The acquisition will allow further expansion of the platform into 
international markets. The app is already used by millions of people in 155 

countries, and is available in eight different languages. 

The business will remain headquartered in Adelaide, with Itsines and Pearce 
retaining their existing leadership roles.
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Major positive impact

Respondents to the 2021 SA Startup Survey indicated the areas 
that have had the most positive impact on their business. The 
most common areas were potential or actual customers, friends, 
employers or colleagues, and their family members.

Top 10 major positive impacts on business success (2021)

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey

15.4%Potential customers 
or actual customers

11.3%

10.9%

8.0%

7.4%

7.2%

6.5%

6.1%

5.9%

5.7%

Your friends, employers, 
or colleagues

Your family members

Collaborative networks or linkages regarding 
research or commercialisation opportunities

External investors like venture 
capitalists or business angels

Government agency or program

Board members other than those 
categories already mentioned

Internet websites or 
communities

Precinct / co-working 
support services

Potential suppliers or 
actual suppliers

Expand sales significantly 
outside Australia
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Key growth challenges

Respondents to the 2021 SA Startup Survey indicated their growth 
plans and challenges ahead. The most common challenges 
included finding quality talent, product development, and capital 
raising in Australia.

Top 10 key growth challenges by highest to lowest (2021)

Source: 2021 SA Startup Survey

6.8%Finding quality talent

6.8%

6.4%

6.3%

6.0%

5.9%

5.5%

5.5%

4.8%

4.6%

Product development 
/ R&D

Undertake capital 
raising in Australia

Expand sales significantly 
inside Australia

Scaling up to 
meet demand

Expand sales significantly 
outside Australia

Finding customers

Marketing / branding

Raising capital

Managing cash flow

According to the ABS Business Conditions and 
Sentiments Report (June 2021), in June 2021, 19% 
of employing Australian businesses reported that 
they did not have enough employees based on 
current operations, compared to 12% in March 
2021 and 15% in December 2020.  

The most common factors influencing staff 
shortages reported by these businesses were:

 • inability to find suitable staff (57%)

 • affordability of additional staff (48%)

 • uncertainty due to COVID-19 (42%)

 • availability of existing employees to work (34%)

 • domestic border closures (19%)

 • difficulty retaining staff (19%)

 • international border closures (18%)

 
The top workforce actions businesses 
planned to take are:

 • Increase staff numbers (23%)

 • Re-train existing staff (22%)

 • Increase staff hours (17%)

 • Re-arrange job roles and responsibilities (16%)
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Market research should be done early and well. 
Talk to customers three times more than you think 
is needed. Get early and ongoing feedback from 
target customers and key market stakeholders to 
determine if they will buy your indented product 
or service.

Advice to friends

Startup founders participating in the 2021 SA Startup Survey were 
asked, based on their experiences, what they would advise a 
friend looking to start a company. 

Over 160 responses were provided, some of which have been 
consolidated below.

Like Comment Share

Do what you are passionate about. Love the 
problem you're solving, not the solution.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
20mins SA Startup Survey Participant 

12mins

Like Comment Share

Get good business advice. Talk to a lawyer and 
accountant. Use free government services or 
programs to access experts where possible. Join 
an appropriate accelerator or engage a business 
coach, mentor, or board of advisors on an 
ongoing basis. Keep talking with them and listen 
to feedback. 

SA Startup Survey Participant 
32mins

Like Comment Share

Focus on getting your minimal viable product 
(MVP) to market quickly and cheaply and refine 
from that point.  Progress is more important 
than perfection. Get started, take small steps, 
and keep marching towards your vision.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
12mins

Like Comment Share

Like Comment Share

Plan well, be resilient, hope for the best but be 
prepared for the worst. Have a contingency plan 
for events such as COVID-19. Test everything. 
Data is king.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
10mins

Accept that there will be failures along 
the journey. Don’t be afraid to fail, be 
prepared to pivot and be resilient.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
12mins

Like Comment Share
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Like Comment Share

Secure early income through any means, raise 
funding earlier than you think. Don’t quit your day 
job too early. 

SA Startup Survey Participant 
15mins

Find investors who can help the business with 
more than just cash. If you don’t have experience 
raising funds, find an appropriate partner, or 
mentor, who can guide you through the process. 

SA Startup Survey Participant 
22mins

Like Comment Share

Create an expense budget and double it. You will 
never plan for all the hidden startup expenses. 
Manage your cashflow. Know your numbers. 

SA Startup Survey Participant 
12mins

Like Comment Share

Like Comment Share

Find an enthusiastic community of entrepreneurs 
to surround yourself with. Use your network 
to assist with business introductions. 
Always continue to build your network. 

SA Startup Survey Participant 
42mins

Be prepared to work long hours. Assume it will 
dominate your life for a while! Be prepared to 
commit to the long haul and learn to enjoy 
the journey as opposed to just the end goal.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
32mins

Like Comment Share

Like Comment Share

For a while, you must do EVERYTHING, 
but plan on engaging staff and support 
services at the earliest feasible time.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
21mins

Selecting your team is key. Understand 
the skills and talents needed to develop a 
balanced team. Don’t be pressured to grow 
too fast, focus on growing your business 
to be sustainable in the long term. Quickly 
establish and automate your invoicing, 
accounting, and human resource processes.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
12mins

Like Comment Share

Don’t let negativity from family, friends, 
colleagues or competitors stop your motivation.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
10mins

Like Comment Share

Like Comment Share

Continue to have fun! Learn how to 
celebrate and gain self-achievement 
through your staff accomplishments.

SA Startup Survey Participant 
15mins
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Woven Optics is a South Australian startup developing 
tech solutions for wool farmers to improve current farming 
practices and overall wool quality for the Australian market.

Co-Founder and Managing Director Dr Vasiliki Staikopoulos 
said the company is working in consultation with 
wool producers to design technology that will be 
effective in assessing wool trait quality in real-time. 

“We are currently in the final stages of completing 
our second prototype device for field testing 
and data collection,” Dr Staikopoulos said. 

“This prototype includes both the required hardware and 
software in one unit, and will set the benchmark with which to 
test the feasibility of our fully independent hand-held device.”

In 2020, it was announced that Woven Optics received a 
$100,000 Research, Commercialisation and Startup Fund 
(RCSF)* grant from the Government of South Australia, 
to help accelerate the rate of business development.

“The RCSF funding has allowed us to hire people within 
SA and partner with Australian engineers to assist 
with our prototype development and move closer to 
building a marketable device that will support wool 
producers within Australia,” Dr Staikopoulos said.

“We aim to complete the field testing using our 
prototype, which will feed into the next iterations of 
the design and bring us closer to a final MVP that will 
allow us to manufacture and sell our product.

“The ag-tech sector is ripe for innovation as farmers 
have always worked to find new ways to improve 
their farming practises in response to ongoing 
changes and demands on the agricultural sector. 

“They rely heavily on data collection to manage their 
farms and businesses and are open to new ways 
to improve on this through new technology. 

“With a growing demand on food and natural fibres, this 
will only continue to increase and will require the support 
of new technologies to compete on a global scale.”

*The Research, Commercialisation and Startup Fund (RCSF) has since been 
renamed the Research and Innovation Fund (RIF). This Government of South 
Australia support includes the Seed-Start program providing high growth 
potential, early-stage startups with grants of between $50,000 - $500,000.  

S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A N  S T A R T U P  C A S E  S T U D Y 

Woven Optics
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Support and 
advisory services

South Australian startup founders are encouraged 
to explore the many support and advisory services 
available in South Australia to strengthen and 
progress your business. 

A snapshot of these services and organisations is 
available from the FIXE website. 

Visit fixe.org.au
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Contact.

www. .org.au

E fixe@sa.gov.au 

To bring the ecosystem 
together we want to 
hear and see your 
stories. Tag and follow:

No responsibility for any loss or damage caused by reliance on any 
of the information or advice provided by or on behalf of the state 
of South Australia, or for any loss or damage arising from acts or 
omissions made, is accepted by the state of South Australia, their 
officers, servants or agents. Produced by the Government of South 
Australia © 2021. Content correct at time of print November 2021.


