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Together we believe Work Empowers Women

Together with empathy,  we are strong

Together we embrace diversity and difference

Together we have complementary knowledge 

Together we acknowledge each other and our 

achievements

Together we learn by doing

Our Values
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Our Mission

SisterWorks enables the most vulnerable asylum seeker, refugee and 
migrant women to work towards financial independence by developing 
the skills they need to settle happily into Australian society. We:

provide training, coaching and support to develop business and 
language skills
provide the opportunity for social connections and networking
identify and coordinate work opportunities
assist with resources and marketing

SisterWorks is a grass-roots social enterprise based in Melbourne that 
supports vulnerable asylum seeker, refugee and migrant women to 
become entrepreneurs or to have work experience in Australia that 
allows them to become self-sufficient and independent. 

Our vision 2020 

SisterWorks will be a leading social enterprise known for the power of 
women from many nations working together and doing amazing things.

3

We are working towards
Delivering innovative
business education programs 
tailored to the needs of this 
vulnerable women.



Dear Entrepreneurs, 
volunteers, staff, sponsors 
and friends:  

Australia is a wonderful country, full of opportunities and remarkable people who want to 
make a difference, and thanks to these people, SisterWorks began its journey two years ago. For 
the first financial year SisterWorks focused on creating the basic structure and developing 
resources. In the 2014-2015 financial year we worked to gain continuity and guarantee the 
sustainability of the project, where the main challenge was to find the resources to pay key staff. 
These people who administer the SisterWorks Home where our Entrepreneurs can work on their 
ideas and personal challenges.

Thanks to you all, we now have three part-time staff who work with more than 150 
women, among whom are entrepreneurs and volunteers from different backgrounds, race, 
religion and ideology, working together to support each other, showing that 'together, with 
empathy, we are strong’.

These two years of experience have made us aware of the lack of programs in Australia 
specifically tailored to develop the business skills required by our entrepreneurial Sisters. 
To understand business systems and regulations in Australia, our Sisters first require support with 
English and computer literacy. Furthermore, they do not have the same access to social networks 
often available to new entrepreneurs in the early stages of their business. A few organisations 
offer limited options however they require a person to have a developed business and to have a 
good level of English and computer literacy.

We are working towards delivering innovative business education programs tailored to the needs 
of vulnerable women – specially migrant, refugee and asylum seeker women.

This SisterWorks Model is based on supporting a targeted group of women to move into work, 
where the key is learning-by-doing approach and encouraging entrepreneurs, staff and volunteers 
to develop an equal relationship in building this community.

As a social enterprise, SisterWorks is clear about our next challenge: to develop from a great 
social community to an investable social enterprise. Now we need to engage the finance and 
business support to develop our SisterWorks Model to a saleable model in about three years 
time.

Hopefully, and with financial support, we can deliver our model to many more women, their 
families and our society.

Thank YOU all for helping to build an inclusive organisation with great future

Ben Neil                                                                         Luz Restrepo
Chair                                                                               Founder and Executive Officer 4



We target the most vulnerable asylum seeker, refugee and migrant 
women. They are vulnerable because:

Many of them are illiterate in their own language, lack an understanding of 
western culture, and have experienced social and domestic violence 
In Australia they face issues like social isolation, depression and continuing 
domestic and social violence 
They become long-term unemployed leading to economic dependency, or 
under-employed and/or engaged in informal business activities under 
precarious conditions. 
They have a low level of literacy in English and lack of computer skills 
There is a lack of business education programs tailored to their needs

Our aim is to support them to move into work. 

2014/15: 75 Sisters from 24 countries.  
38% with professional background. 73% mothers. 

They live in Greater Melbourne. In 33 different suburbs.  5



1. Work Labs
Where they learn by doing 
business and the 
opportunity to have an 
income:

* Public engagements aim to encourage each of our Sisters to share their journey and challenges 
as entrepreneurs in Australia and build a connection with the wider Australian society.

4. Mentoring 
With volunteers who provide one-on-one  
Social, Design and Business support. 

2. Design Labs
Sessions where our Sisters and volunteers work 
together to develop marketable products that 
our Sisters can sell. 

3. Business Labs
In these sessions our Sisters, 
Business Mentors and industry 
experts can come together 
with the aim of creating 
sustainable micro-enterprises.

Our programs

SisterWorks Model.  A platform where our Sisters learn by doing +
encouraging  Sisters, staff and volunteers to develop an equal relationship 

building community = Social Impact
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Markets 
Pop-up shops
Online sales
School projects
Home Parties
Workshops
Public engagements*



Each Sister has different learning needs in adapting to her new home and varying 
levels of confidence. This impacts on her ability to

Learn a new language 
interact with Australian culture
acquire knowledge about Australian business practices

Each Sister needs to feel self-confident and achieve emotional and physical 
independence before she can become economically independent. 

We have been learning by doing for two years and have developed a SisterWorks 
System. Our System gives customised support depending on the need of our Sisters. 
The graph below shows the type of support needed by our 75 Sisters in 2014/15. 

6% of Sisters have 
marketable 
products and have 
developed sales 
skills and 
a regular income. 
They now need to 
develop their 
businesses even 
further. 

17% of Sisters 
have quality 
products, but 
they need to 
further improve 
their 
sales and 
business skills. 

Level 1
Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5

24% of Sisters 
have created 
some products to 
sell, but they 
need to improve 
them, and 
develop their 
sales and 
business skills. 

16% of Sisters 
need social
support while 
they start
to assess
their options
in Australia

37% of Sisters 
have few 
employment 
options. They 
want to explore 
being 
entrepreneurs, 
but do not know 
how to start. 

economicemotional physical

Growth in Sisters engaged 
with SisterWorks

Before 2013: 25                         
2013/14: 45                            

2014/15: 75

$

7



Emotional challenges of our target group:

Typically low in confidence and lack a sense of identity, which 
increases their risk of being vulnerable 
Lack of engagement in the wider community makes women isolate 
themselves in their home and within their ethnic community
Lack of English skills makes women reliant on their family and close 
network
At risk of being victims of violence
Likely to suffer from social isolation and/or depression
Family conflict as a result of the migration process increasing 
emotional stress

Emotional Solutions: 

Through encouraging our Sisters to come to our Design Labs and then work with 
our Social Mentors, SisterWorks is creating a social network that provides 
emotional support within a caring environment, encouraging both the learning 
of English and building of self-confidence in an English-speaking context. Our 
network provides the opportunity for women to feel useful; we enable them to 
contribute to their family, and empower them to make positive changes to their 
own situation. 

2014/15 emotional impact

Our challenges and proposed solutions

20% of Sisters use SisterWorks to primarily engage 
in the community 
35% of Sisters have gained the confidence to 
communicate with the public in markets
100% of the Sisters have gained confidence in being 
merged into an English  speaking environment
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Physical challenges: 

Lack of physical independence increases feelings of uselessness
Limited financial resources means women are unable to have their 
own vehicle
Fear of driving on unfamiliar roads with new rules
Unfamiliarity with Melbourne’s public transport and its complicated 
ticket system
Dependence on interpreters

Physical Solutions:  

To get out of their comfort zone is an essential first step. Encouraging them to 
come to our Design, Business and Work labs we are supporting them to develop 
the confidence to negotiate the complex public transport system around Greater 
Melbourne. To get the confidence to engage with the public when selling their 
products in the market. To encourage use of English in every-day 
communication.

2014/15 Physical impact

Our challenges and proposed solutions

15% of Sisters are now driving - 110% 
increase on 2013/14
8% of Sisters are learning to drive
60% of the Sisters are able to 
independently use public transport
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Financial and social Challenges:

Long-term unemployment 
Ignorance about Australian business regulations and practices
Dependence on welfare
Difficulty making friends and networking in English

Financial and social solutions:  
Facilitating work experience with the intention of generating an income and 
creating the opportunity to become an entrepreneur.  Providing Sisters with 
access to networks and courses which enhance their understanding of 
bureaucratic structures in Australian society. 

The challenge is to guide and encourage our Sisters to continue striving for 
personal, economic and professional growth and also to encourage them to 
utilize the networks and opportunities created through SisterWorks. 

2014/15 Economic impact

41% of Sisters are earning an income 
between $100 - $17,000 per year
12% of Sisters are managing their 
businesses independent of support 
11% of Sisters are working full time 
in their business
12% of Sisters are pursuing other 
business opportunities without any 
assistance
16% of Sisters have begun creating 
new business ventures

Total Sister Sales 
through SisterWorks

$ 51,640
An increase of 134%

$
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Our challenges and proposed solutions



2. Highly Innovative 
Organisation

1. Highly functioning 
Organisation 

4. Financially 
sustainable 

organisation 

$

People

Process

Market

Finances 

VISION
By 2020 SisterWorks 

will be a leading social 
enterprise known for 
the power of women 
from many nations 

working together doing 
amazing things.

Our 2020 Strategic Plan

Work 
Labs

Mentoring

Design Labs

Business Labs

3. Growth of The 
SisterWorks Model
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By 2020 we will have highly functioning organisation 
because we focus on work for and with people. The 2020 
goals are: 

Genuine participation by Sisters in governance, 
management and staffing

To have the proper staffing for the 
organisation’s needs, with competitive wages 
and benefits

Our team of volunteers is recognized as one of 
the best

1. Highly 
functioning 

Organisation 

People

SisterWorks Home = A house + Key people 

SisterWorks began with a lot of human investment and little money. In 2014-2015 we 
understood that to be sustainable we needed to have more than volunteers working 
with us. This year we worked to gain continuity and guarantee the sustainability of 
the project, the main challenge was to get the resources to pay staff. Since March 
2015 SisterWorks has three key staff.  

Luz Restrepo. Our Executive Officer gives direction and leadership working 
toward the achievement of the organisation's mission and vision and the 
2020 Strategic Plan. One short-term priority is to set-up our SisterWorks 
Home successfully
Zena Lythgo. Our Sister Coordinator is responsible for developing work 
opportunities for our Sisters, supervising our Design Labs and matching 
mentors with Sisters to create effective one on one support
Serina Mukerjee. Our Business Coordinator is responsible for financial 
management, creating processes to support the organisational structure 
and coordinating our Business lab

Honoured citizen: Luz Restrepo and Rick 
Holland CEO of Melbourne City Mission 
last October after receiving the St 
Michael’s medallions in recognition for 
their work in helping prevent violence, 
trauma and destructiveness or promotes 
growth, health and wellbeing.
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This is a project that itself supports the empowerment process of all its members 
through working together and supporting each other. 

The majority of them are in two groups:
Young women from the main stream community gaining work experience 
and an understanding of diversity
Newly retired women happy to have the opportunity to continue working 
and contribute their amazing knowledge and experience

Projects for 2015/2016 financial 
year:

Engage another two part time 
employees:

2014/15 volunteer work:
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The staff have the responsibility of leading the 61 remarkable 
volunteers in undertaking the day to day activities. 

4.6 hour/week in average per 
volunteer
66% working in the programs 
that support our Sisters, 
23% in admin role 
11% as part of the Executive 
Committee 

A Volunteer Coordinator
Another Sisters Coordinator 



Where they learn by doing business and the opportunity to have an income:
91 Regular Markets 
39 Pop-Up Markets
New works opportunities: Home Parties and School Projects 
Sales online through our website and Etsy website

2. Highly Innovative 
Organisation

Processes

By 2020 we will be a highly Innovative organisation
because GREAT people innovate together designing and 
implementing proper processes that allow us to optimise our 
recourses and give great result. The 2020 goals are: 

200 Sisters in the SisterWorks System receiving the 
support needed  to become self-sufficient and 
independent

At least 20 Sisters have left the System and run 
their own social enterprises

To be recognised in the sector as leaders in the 
area of multicultural entrepreneurship

Sessions where our Sisters and volunteers work together to develop marketable 
products that our Sisters can sell. 

Held Design Labs twice a week  in community rooms at Elwood & 
Collingwood – For a total of 384 Hours

In these sessions our Sisters, Business Mentors and industry experts can come 
together with the aim of creating sustainable micro-enterprises.

From May 2015 we held Business Labs once a week at The Village @NAB, 
700 Bourke Street for a total of 40 Hours

With volunteers who provide one-on-one  Social, Design and Business support. 
35% of our Sisters are already matched with her Social, Design and 
Business mentors

Work Labs

Mentoring

Design 
Labs

Business Labs

Design Labs 

Work Labs

Business Labs

Mentoring
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Marketing is a strategic tool for us. 
Word-of-mouth is a powerful marketing tool assisted 
by our website and social media. As well, our public-
speaking engagements promote our project and 
direct people where to visit us.

Media, such as local and state newspapers and 
magazines, are another useful tool.  

Our marketing strategies

New website  that includes an online shop: 
www.sisterworks.org.au

Our stories

Media

Our 
social 
media

SisterWorks Newsletter started in 

May with the aim of keeping our Sisters, 
Volunteers, sponsor and friends updated.  

2. Highly 
Innovative 

Organisation

Processes

Work Labs

Mentoring

Design Labs

Business Labs

Projects for the current 2015/2016:

The second step of the SisterWorks Home is to find a commercial premises at 
City Of Yarra where we can  setup our Home. There we can centralise our 
resources, improving the communication and the productivity.  The Home's 
main aim is to provide a  place where our Sisters can come to work Monday 
to Saturday in developing their business projects.   

15

http://www.sisterworks.org.au/


By 2020 we will have growth of The SisterWorks 
Model: 

Targets of  at least three organization  
purchasing SisterWorks Model & Consulting 
Services with annual updates

Other groups of 200 Sisters on board in total
Market

3. Growth of The 
SisterWorks Model

It is clear that our sustainability over time depends of our ability to replicate the 
unique things we are doing. To achieve this we are working to build our capacity 
through developing resources, employing staff and striving to have a permanent 
HOME where we will open our Work, Design and Business Labs Monday to Saturday. 

By documenting our own learning-by-doing process as well as the social impact that 
we are achieving, we can be ready to share and accompany other organisations in 
other Local Governments or cities to move people into work . 
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What we learn/apply in 
our Design and Business Labs 

What we learn/apply in our 
Work Labs

Learning-by-Doing

Equal relationship building community

SisterWorks Family

Social Impact=

+



4. Financially sustainable 
organisation 

$By 2020 we will have Financially sustainable 
organisation: 

Target is to have enough surplus to 
cover one years operation and 50% of 
this to come from the sales of our 
services

SisterWorks is working towards becoming a sustainable social enterprise 
where:

10% of revenue is from our Sisters businesses sales
40% of the resources come from the sales of our services to local 
governments, social agencies or organisations interested in moving women 
into work
50% from fund-raising activities and support from partners who have an 
interest in committing to the task of empowering vulnerable women by 
supporting entrepreneurship development

Businesses

As a Social Enterprise

$$$$$$$$$$$

Charities

Create Social Impact: 
Support vulnerable women 
to move into work

Stream revenue:
- % Sisters businesses sales
- Selling our services to 

different organisations. 

DGR
Deductable

Gift Recipient
Item 1

Finances 
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2014/2015 SisterWorks revenue came from 

8% our Sisters businesses sales
2% membership and CEO speaking 
engagements and workshops
35% grant applications
55% Fundraising activities and donations



Incomes from Sister’s businesses:

$9,439 
Increase of 150%

We have started to diversify and look for new business 
opportunities for our Sisters in the understanding that 
we need to explore business opportunities other then 
making and selling crafts.

In partnership with Mornington Peninsula Shire 
at the International Women's Day our Sisters 
shared their stories and taught their skills in 
different workshops. 

Our Sisters’ Business opportunities:
Make and sell crafts 
Import and sell goods from 
their native countries
Sell second hand goods
Teach their culture and craft 
skills
Undertake speaking 
engagements
Sell online 
Sell through wholesale
Hold clothes swap and/or 
home parties

School Projects. An amazing idea to share our Sisters’ skills and 
generate income in a educative way for everyone. 

In the refugee week in partnership 
with Amnesty International  our 
Sisters were in charge of entertaining 
the public with different workshops. 
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Donations and fundraising:

Our first crowdfunding campaign 
Nov/14 - Jan/15

$ 67,859
Increase of 322%

DGR
Deductable

Gift Recipient
Item  1

From October 2014 we have online facilities where people can 
donate. Thanks to this our donations are now an important source 
of revenue. 

Another key tool is the DGR status that we obtained after the first 
AGM on November 2014. This status encouraged more people and 
organisations to donate, as well it has opened the opportunity to 
apply for bigger grants. 

A successful campaign that taught us 
the importance of the networking and 
media, as well how to strengthen our 
relationship with donors and 
sponsors. Thanks to this support we 
now have staff. 

SisterWorks fundraising activities continued to focus on Mornington Peninsula. 
There,  our co-founder and volunteer, Sue Home organised two events this year: The 
third ‘Mystery Dinner and a public event where 52 people paid to Share Our Stories. 
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Grants received:

July 2014 Port Phillip Council gave us 
$5,000 to improve our Elwood Design Lab

January 2015 R E Ross Trust  gave us $10,000 to support 
the salary of our Sisters Coordinator. 

March 2015 Newman’s Own Foundation 
continues supporting our general expenses 
and gave us another $12,292.  It is the 
second year they have supported us. 

June 2015 National Australian Bank gave us $50,000 
to support our Business Lab. 

$42,292 
An increase of 122%
35% total revenue

If we count NAB grant.

$92,292 
We grow 265% 
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Projects for the current 2015/2016:

To develop from a great social community to an investable social enterprise 
we need to engage the finance and business support to develop our 
SisterWorks Model to a saleable model in about three years time. So, once 
we will set-up our Home at City of Yarra, we will continue working to improve 
our business model will enable us to attract partners with common aims of 
supporting women moving into work.

December 2014 City of Yarra Council gave us $15,000 
to improve our Collingwood Design Lab



Thanks to each of our Entrepreneurs. Thanks for your joy, 
persistence and belief in us. You are the core of this 
organisation. You teach us how to develop the tools and 
initial support you need to shine in the entrepreneurial 
journey.

Thanks to our amazing volunteers who are instrumental in 
keeping our organisation going. You not only provide your 
precious time, you also provide ideas, resources and your 
passion. It is your daily commitment and dedication that 
enables us to do this amazing work and continue growing.

Thanks to our sponsors and donors. Thanks to you we have 
the crucial resources we need to operate. Thanks for 
believing in what we do and for creating opportunities for 
our Sisters and for all of us to develop entrepreneurial 
skills.

Entrepreneurs, volunteers, sponsors and friends, be 
assured we are 100% committed to continue our hard work 
and provide a unique platform for women from many 
nations to work together and achieve amazing things. 

THANK YOU
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We want to acknowledge your financial, networking, market options, 
training and/or mentor support during 2014/15

We would like to give a special acknowledge 
to NAB the Village, how have given us an 
incredible work space, where our staff, 
volunteers and Sisters can work together. As 
well as the amazing connections this place 
and its hosts have facilitated for us.

This amazing accounting firm based in Surrey 
Hills is our probono financial auditory and 
adviser, as well as their employees giving 
monthly donation from their salaries. 

Girlphoenix Pty Ltd



NEXT EVENTS

Please come, share, vote and/or donate!

A huge THANK YOU!

SisterWorks Family

One Night, One Dream 

SisterWorks has been selected as one 
of the three finalists for the 

SunSuper#DreamforaBetterWorld

The voting opens on Sunday, 30th of 
August and we are counting on all of 
you wonderful people to vote for us 
and helps us achieve our dreams!

Come and share the entrepreneurial stories of asylum 
seeker, refugee and migrant women. Our guest speaker, 
Australian entrepreneur Carolyn Creswell, Founder of 
Carman’s Health Food. 

Q&A session after the stories
Exhibition of photos, stories and products from 
our Sisters (Bid to buy)
Experience African music that will get you out 
of your seat

Tuesday 15th September 5:30pm - 7:30 pm
The Arena, NAB, 700 Bourke St Docklands, VIC
http://www.trybooking.com/Booking/BookingEventSu
mmary.aspx?eid=151046

ENTRY: $75 
Drinks and nibbles
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www.sisterworks.org.au

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/dreamforabetterworld
http://www.trybooking.com/Booking/BookingEventSummary.aspx?eid=151046
http://www.sisterworks.org.au/

