
Overview

In times of economic crisis, the resilience of 
business is tested, often in unprecedented ways. 
There are always winners and losers. Right now, 
the United States is headed for astonishing levels 
of unemployment due to the economic shock 
of COVID-19. However, in previous US down-
turns, rates of entrepreneurship have risen along-
side rising unemployment rates. Successful new 
ventures tend to have radically innovative prod-
ucts serving emerging market sectors. This report 
examines entrepreneurship drivers and trends 
and includes a close look at eight Australian 
companies who have successfully navigated the 
Australia-US crossover.

Best places to start a business

Growth-oriented Australian start-ups with a 
global perspective from the outset must direct 
scarce time and resources to engage with 
offshore customers and networks at a relatively 
early stage in their growth. 

For businesses looking to enter the United States, 
places beyond the well-known locations of Sili-
con Valley, San Francisco and New York City may 
be more suitable depending on factors such as 
access to finance, office space availability, cost 
of labour and corporate taxes. Different cities 
rank highly depending on the factors of interest, 
however Texas, North Carolina, Florida and Colo-
rado are states that appear on multiple rankings 
of best locations for businesses.

Entrepreneurial attitudes and activity

Contrary to what small business data shows, 
Australians are less likely to see business oppor-
tunities, and when a profitable opportunity is 
spotted are less likely to act on it than Americans. 
This is largely driven by:

 › Fear of failure: Australians are more 
anxious than Americans about a) losing 
their job or business, b) failure at work 
and c) losing everything and having 
to start from scratch. Importantly, this 
fear does not decrease as income 
level increases, unlike in America.

 › Less connected networks: A network 
of people and ideas is important for 
funding, talent and collaboration. Social 
network analysis of the Australian agtech 
entrepreneurial network indicates it is 
both smaller and less dense than the US 
network, which is more than three times as 
interconnected as the Australian network.

 › Lack of global perspective: Australian 
entrepreneurial businesses not only 
have a lower national scope for both 
customers and new products or 
processes than American entrepreneurial 
businesses, but also have only half the 
global scope. A “global from day one” 
perspective is often cited as a significant 
deficiency of Australian businesses.
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Entrepreneurship in a COVID-19 era

While the impact of COVID-19 is a day-by-day moving target, lessons from previous downturns 
indicate how entrepreneurs generally fare. It is partly a positive story, with rates of entrepreneurship 
increasing as unemployment rises. It is also partly a dire story featuring a significant failure rate. Higher 
local unemployment rates are found to increase the probability that individuals start businesses. While 
venture capital will become more difficult to obtain, if the pandemic economy follows the GFC and 
DotCom crash trends, investors will still be open to good opportunities. Following the DotCom crash, 
a successful first product was a strong indicator of ongoing success for the company. Products based 
on radical innovation, serving emerging market needs and using established technology standards 
were all more successful.

Australian entrepreneurs

We undertook case studies for eight Australian start-ups to take a closer look at how they entered the 
US market and gained customers. 

The experience of these entrepreneurs suggests several insights that will be useful for other Australian 
ventures:

 › Be prepared but at the same time, there is no substitute for learning on the ground.

 › Be proactive in building networks for marketing as well as personal and professional support.

 › Be an insider. Locating some business processes in the United States and establishing a 
subsidiary or in some cases a US headquarters may be preferable.

 › Be informed about the many sources of advice and support that  
can complement your drive, focus and resilience.

 › Be aware that cities other than San Francisco or New York may be 
more appropriate for building your venture.

LEARN MORE

 › Read the full report at ussc.edu.au/entrepreneurship

 › For briefings and advice from our experts, please contact  
us-studies@sydney.edu.au

Venture Products Sector Founded

awe Software — SAAS Virtual and augmented reality tools 2016
Biteable Software — 

platform
Online tools and content 

for video production
2014

Blisspot Digital content 
subscription

Platform for wellness advice 2016

enigmaFIT Digital content 
subscription

Consulting in leadership 
development to major corporates

2015

Liquid Instruments Software enabled 
hardware

Test and measurement equipment 
using signal processing

2014

QuintessenceLabs Software and 
hardware

Cybersecurity 2008

Rosterfy Software  — 
marketplace

Software for event workforce 
recruitment and coordination

2011

Snappr Software — 
marketplace

On-demand professional 
photography booking service

2016
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