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SisterWorks is like a big hug. 
My second home. I have a new 
family here now.

– Migrant woman
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SisterWorks is a not-for-profit social enterprise based in Melbourne. 
Established in May 2013 by Luz Restrepo, a political asylum seeker 
from Colombia, SisterWorks supports women who are migrants, asylum 
seekers or refugees to address and manage challenges that prevent 
them from socially and economically participating in life in Australia. 
SisterWorks sells homewares, food and bodycare products through 
its retail stores in Richmond and South Yarra, as well as pop-ups, 
the SisterWorks online shop, and via corporate and wholesale orders.

SisterWorks supports women to support themselves.
Women with migrant, asylum seeker or refugee 
backgrounds are the community’s most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged newcomers. Some face social isolation, 
domestic violence, long-term unemployment and 
dependence on government welfare.

SisterWorks is grounded in the belief that Work Empowers Women.
SisterWorks supports migrant women to break out of the cycle of disadvantage 
by empowering them to pursue pathways into economic participation. 
SisterWorks runs flexible dual programs, where women ‘learn by doing’. This 
includes finding out how to work effectively in Australia whilst earning money 
for themselves, improving their English and developing business skills.
At SisterWorks, women are business partners – as Entrepreneurs, they develop 
and sell marketable products with 50–75% of the profits going to the women, 
and the remainder going back into supporting the broader group.

About SisterWorks Impact of SisterWorks

Research Highlights

About this Report

Who 
we are

Why we 
exist

How we 
work

SisterWorks commissioned Social Ventures Australia (SVA) Consulting to understand and put a value on the impact of 
SisterWorks on the community over the past four years from February 2015 to February 2019. The SROI methodology 
was used to complete this analysis. SROI is a framework for understanding, measuring and accounting for social, 
economic and environmental value. It places a monetary value on the impact (the benefit) of an activity, and compares 
this with the cost incurred in creating that benefit. For more information about social return on investment analysis and 
principles, refer to: http://www.socialvalueuk.org/resources/sroi-guide/
SROI is stakeholder informed so it requires direct engagement with those who experience change. This report is informed 
by over 30 interviews, two focus groups with migrant women, and an online volunteer and intern survey. In addition, 
the researchers reviewed and analysed programmatic and financial data, and conducted external research. 

Over the period of February 2015 – February 2019, the Social Return on 
Investment (SROI) analysis found that SisterWorks generated positive social 
value for migrant women, volunteers, customers, and the Government:

Every 

$1 
invested into 
SisterWorks

Generated

$2.40
of social, economic 
and cultural value

331 
migrant women 
engaged in and 
benefited from 

SisterWorks 
programs

225
migrant women have 

earned additional income 
through SisterWorks

65% 
of the migrant women 
are running their own 

micro-businesses

SisterWorks generated

$1.4m 
of social value for 

Government

$5.8m
total estimated social 

value generated by 
SisterWorks

SisterWorks played a 

critical 
role

in supporting women 
on the pathway 

towards social and 
economic participation 

in Australian society

Sense of 
belonging

is the most valued 
outcome by migrant 
women, estimated  
at over $450,000  

in value
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Migrant, asylum seeker, and refugee women face significant barriers to settlement 
into life in Australia. The project, Building a New Life in Australia: The Longitudinal 
Study of Humanitarian Migrants, by the Department of Social Services, reports 80% 
of refugees found it difficult to find employment after a few months in Australia. 

Barriers to employment SisterWorks Model
Work Empowers Women. SisterWorks brings migrant women together in a 
safe space to learn, share, support and grow. The SisterWorks Model is open 
to people of all skill levels. This unique model is centred around empowerment, 
fostering a sense of independence and providing opportunities. 

SisterWorks brings together the following three elements: 

Low language proficiency can 
lead to poorer job prospects as 
well as negative effects on their 
confidence. Many jobs require 
literacy skills and communication 
in English, putting 
many refugees at a 
disadvantage. 

For those who do find 
employment, they often face 
‘occupational skidding’  whereby they get 
unskilled jobs or jobs for which they are 
overqualified. This is because their prior 
qualifications and experience may 
not be recognised in Australia, they 
are unfamiliar with business norms 

or are desperate for 
employment and do not 
have the luxury to wait 
for the right job. 

In some families, women 
are required to care for the 
family and children whilst the 
men engage in employment. 
As a result, women lag behind 
in English skills as they are not 
able to attend English classes, or 
have a place to practise their skills 
(as they are unemployed).

Many migrant women find 
themselves trapped in poverty. 
They are also unfamiliar with 
Australian laws, rights and 
support services. 

■	 Low language proficiency

■	 Lack of employment experience

■	 Lack of recognition of prior qualifications

■	 Child rearing responsibilities

■	 Unfamiliarity with the culture

✘
✘
✘
✘
✘ The Settling Better Report: Reforming 

refugee employment and settlement 
services, by the Centre for Policy 
Development, estimates only 17% of 
humanitarian migrants are in paid work 
after 18 months in Australia. Refugee 
women face even tougher odds, with 
women being four times as likely to not 
be in employment compared with men. 

Learning by doing
Women learn the skills to produce SisterWorks Label 
products such as jewellery, homewares and food 
products. SisterWorks teaches women that they can 
add value and earn money, despite the barriers they 
have faced in gaining employment. This improves the 
women’s confidence in their skills and abilities. 

Community
SisterWorks recognises and teaches the importance 
of community and the power of camaraderie amongst 
women. Through social mentors, SisterWorks can 
provide one-on-one mentoring to women who face 
challenging personal issues or referrals to other 
appropriate support services. SisterWorks supports and 
uplifts its members to regain their ‘voice’ in Australia.

Financial incentives 
SisterWorks encourages women to explore options to 
earn money. This takes two forms: payments to women 
to produce SisterWorks Label products whilst they 
learn new skills; and business mentoring to establish 
a micro-business, and provide an established platform 
(retail stores) to sell those products.

My money is my money. 
When I check my account 
it’s not zero, it’s something.

– Migrant woman
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The majority (59%) of the social value created by SisterWorks is for participating 
migrant women and migrant volunteers. SisterWorks provides six key outcomes 
for all the women, which fall into three outcome domains: wellbeing, economic and 
community. The more time women spend at SisterWorks, the greater the outcome. 
Through these outcomes, SisterWorks plays a critical role in supporting migrant 
women on the path to greater social and economic inclusion and participation. 

Benefits for migrant women

Wellbeing

Economic

Community

Reduced distress and anxiet
y

Improved employment opportunities

Increased sense of belonging

Increased self-belief
Increased income

Take up leadership roles

SisterWorks allows women to focus on their wellbeing and assists them to 
address their immediate needs. Women new to SisterWorks often require 
emotional support and referrals to other support services for challenging 
issues. For many migrant women, Australian culture and the challenges of being 
a migrant in a foreign land, can cause immense distress and anxiety. Sometimes 
siloed support services can also make simple tasks difficult and overwhelming 
for the women, especially if they do not feel confident to speak English. 

SisterWorks provides social mentors to these women to help them navigate 
the various support services and systems available as well as increase their 
self-efficacy by helping them overcome each hurdle. The volunteers also help 
inspire the women to feel confident in their abilities and recognise their talents. 

Distress is also caused by a lack of employment, and ability to contribute to their 
living expenses. SisterWorks provides income to women engaged in producing 
SisterWorks Label products from the onset. Although, this may not be enough to 
alleviate the women’s financial stresses, SisterWorks’ vibrant and accepting 
culture, and compassionate volunteers, can help to reduce the women’s distress 
and anxiety and improve her wellbeing.

As the women progress through the SisterWorks Model, they start to focus more on 
their future, whether that is the growth of their micro-business, education pathways 
or the exploration of opportunities for employment. 

SisterWorks assists women with these goals in different ways. If the women 
have a micro-business, SisterWorks assists them to establish different sales channels, 
get their product on the market, and progress their ideas further by pairing them with 
mentors in the relevant industry. If the women wish to progress to a field of work 
outside of homewares or arts, SisterWorks’ mentors introduce the women to their 
networks and help them find opportunities in those fields. 

A combination of all the SisterWorks activities improve the women’s ability to gain 
employment in the future. As English proficiency is a huge barrier to employment 
for the women, an improvement in English equates to improved employment 
opportunities. The establishment of a business provides market experience and the 
ability to take risks. SisterWorks also provides employment to some of the women 
who have gone through the program, further reinforcing that the women can become 
financially independent and gain skilled employment. 

A celebration of multiculturalism is a cornerstone of the Australian 
way of life. The women participating at SisterWorks come from over 
56 different countries. Some of the women have never met people 
from countries other than their own and so SisterWorks allows them 
to build trusted relationships with a diverse group of people and 
share their own food, knowledge and skills with them. 

All the women teach and learn from each other and are treated 
with respect and patience by other women, and the SisterWorks’ 
volunteers and staff. 

This engenders a camaraderie among the women and a sense of 
belonging not only at SisterWorks but to Australia itself. 

The business and social mentoring by SisterWorks’ volunteers 
allows the women to value their own talents, abilities and 
skills. SisterWorks further builds self-belief and confidence by 
encouraging women to partake in activities outside of their comfort 
zones such as running market stalls or live speaking engagements. 
These opportunities also help the women practise their English and 
demonstrate their leadership capabilities.
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Value is also created for three other stakeholder groups: non-migrant volunteers and 
interns, customers, and the Government. Each key outcome for the stakeholders is 
stipulated below with an explanation of how SisterWorks creates this value.  

Benefits for other stakeholders

NON-MIGRANT VOLUNTEERS AND INTERNS CUSTOMERS GOVERNMENT

Improved employment 
opportunities

Savings in mental  
health costs

Sense of supporting 
a good cause

Increased sense of giving 
back to the community

Increased economic 
participation

Develop friendships with a 
diverse group of women

Creation of small  
businesses 

Better brand  
association

Reduced loneliness 
and isolation

Savings in welfare  
payments

The most valued outcome by volunteers and interns is 
improved employment opportunities. The work experience 
they gain at SisterWorks may provide study credits, or lead 
to jobs in the relevant field after graduation.

SisterWorks attracts women from all backgrounds, and as 
such the volunteers and interns are given the opportunity 
to understand other cultures and develop friendships with 
a diverse group of women. 

By volunteering at SisterWorks, they are able to give back to 
the local community whilst helping socially excluded women. 

For retiree volunteers, they experience reduced loneliness 
and isolation as they teach many women each day at 
SisterWorks

The social enterprise provides women with real market 
experience through retail stores, wholesale contracts and 
networks at markets. This is only possible with the customer 
base that SisterWorks has created. Each SisterWorks 
Entrepreneur who stocks their products in the retail stores, 
sets her own prices and provides her own story. This allows 
customers to understand SisterWorks’ mission whilst 
allowing the women to see how their journey, their culture 
and stories are valuable in Australia. 

Often many migrants feel pressure to assimilate at the 
expense of their culture or customs. However, SisterWorks 
allows the women to celebrate who they are and to tell 
customers about themselves. As a result, 92% of SisterWorks 
customers purchase their products to support SisterWorks, 
as well as for the products’ quality and uniqueness.

The Government is a major beneficiary of the work that 
SisterWorks does. Using conservative assumptions, 
SisterWorks contributes over $1.4m in social value for 
the Government (24% of total social value created). 

The largest outcome for the Government is the reallocation 
of resources due to the early intervention by SisterWorks 
to assist women with mental health and isolation issues.

Some women (4%) have been able to set up small family 
businesses, gain full-time employment at SisterWorks or 
other organisations, or establish successful and profitable 
enterprises. These women are no longer dependent on 
welfare as a result of SisterWorks. 

Having SisterWorks in an area where people don’t 
have much to do with migrant women, it probably has 
a significant impact on shoppers and local people. 
Opens their eyes to migrant or refugee cultures. 

– SisterWorks board member

It’s been great to see women who have had very little 
opportunity to get a business going, let alone having a 
voice within their community, set up their businesses. 
SisterWorks provides empowerment and certainly 
confidence to those that are involved. 

– Local government member
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Migrant women and all volunteers/interns account for 64% of the total social 
value created. The social value created for each stakeholder across the 
outcomes is stipulated in the table below.  

Value created

Stakeholders Outcomes
Value per 

Outcome ($’000)
Value per 

Stakeholder ($’000)
% of 

total value

Migrant 
women 
(participants)

Increased sense of belonging $458

$2,244 39%

Reduced distress and anxiety $444

Improved employment opportunities $421

Increased self-belief $380

Increased income $350

Take up leadership roles $192

Migrant 
women 
(volunteers 
and interns)

Improved employment opportunities $851

$1,180 20%Increased sense of belonging $182

Increased self-belief $148

Other 
volunteers/
interns

Improved employment opportunities $205

$315 5%
Develop friendships with a diverse group of women $72

Sense of giving back to the community $19

Reduced loneliness and isolation $18

Customers
Sense of supporting a good cause $667

$683 11%
Better brand association $16

Government

Savings in mental health costs $612

$1,375 24%
Creation of small businesses $454

Economic participation of traditionally excluded women $183

Welfare savings $125

Total $5,797

Total present value (including discount rate 1.67%) $5,638

Total investment (present value including discount rate 1.67%) $2,318

SROI ratio 2.40 : 1

Investment
The total investment into SisterWorks from February 2015 to February 2019 
was $2.3 million. A total of $1.95m in cash was invested, with an additional 
$360,000 non-monetary (in-kind) investment through volunteers.

VOLUNTEERS
SisterWorks had 400 volunteers 
over the past four years, filling 
the equivalent of 12 full-time 
positions each year which is more 
than double the current employed 
workforce at SisterWorks.
The investment of the volunteers 
is a significant portion of the 
total investment in SisterWorks’ 
activities over the period of 
February 2015 – February 2019. 
To calculate the non-monetary 
investment by volunteers, the total 
hours volunteered each year by all 
volunteers was multiplied with the 
minimum wage rate of that year.  
With 24,000 hours volunteered 
each year, the value of the volunteer 
investment is estimated at over 
$360,000 after accounting for the 
time value of money.

$2.3m

CALCULATING VALUE

Investment includes monetary and non-monetary 
value according to SROI principles. 

The outcomes experienced by stakeholders often 
do not have a market value so each outcomes was 
valued using a financial proxy. 

A discount rate of 1.67% p.a. was applied to the 
total value of investments and value of outcomes to 
calculate present value. This captures the time value 
of money and allows us to compare like-for-like 
investments. This rate was chosen as it is the Reserve 
Bank of Australia’s average cash rate for the period 
between 2015–2019.

$100,000 (4%) Government

Volunteers

Customers

Philanthropy

$360,000 (16%)

$440,000 (19%)

$1,410,000 (61%)

This analysis captures the unique social value created by SisterWorks. Valuation filters 
were applied to the financial proxies to discount for other factors that contribute to the 
outcome; the extent to which the outcome would have happened without SisterWorks; 

and SisterWorks’ diminishing influence over time. The social value calculations 
are detailed in the SisterWorks SROI Impact map including the professional 
judgements made in valuation. This is available upon request from SisterWorks.
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The SROI research and analysis provides critical insights into how SisterWorks 
contributes to the community. These have been summarised below:

Key findings and insights

SisterWorks assists migrant  
women to thrive

SisterWorks’ success is  
grounded in the strong culture  

of the organisation

SisterWorks helps migrant  
women to realise their  

‘Australian Dream’ 

SisterWorks is in a unique position to 
support migrant women to overcome 

social and financial challenges

Migrant women value the holistic support 
SisterWorks provides. The main drivers 
of the value created for migrant women 
is an increased sense of belonging, 
reduced distress and anxiety and improved 
employment opportunities. 

One of the most unique aspects of the 
SisterWorks Model that creates these 
outcomes is that everyone – regardless of 
experience, language skills, qualification 
or other personal challenges experienced – 
is welcomed and provided with the support 
and access to opportunities. SisterWorks 
provides tailored support to allow these 
women to look past their immediate 
challenges and think about their future. 

SisterWorks relies on the support from 
volunteers, interns and customers to do 
its work. All these people are united by a 
strong vision for a better future for those 
new or excluded from participating in the 
Australian society. 

This permeates through everything the 
organisation does – the open-door policy 
of welcoming everyone, genuine care and 
respect for everyone’s culture, skills and 
experiences, and belief in ‘sisterhood’. This 
culture means that like no other organisation, 
individuals who come to SisterWorks feel 
that they have found a place where they 
belong, can share their story and are valued.

SisterWorks recognises that 
entrepreneurship has long been a way for 
migrants to settle into a new life. Many 
refugees have done so quite successfully 
in Australia including Tan Le (Emotiv) and 
Frank Lowy (Westfield). 

The ‘Australian Dream’ to make a future 
in Australia by way of a successful small 
business has long been seen through 
each wave of mass migration to Australia 
– whether it is a fish and chip shop, or 
a bakery. However, given the increased 
competition, it appears this dream is getting 
harder to achieve by new migrants, despite 
their entrepreneurial efforts and talents. 
This is even harder for refugees and women. 
As such, SisterWorks provides migrant 
women a platform to realise the Australian 
dream through support in the set-up of a 
micro-business.

To have more impact, SisterWorks needs 
to expand the pool of employment 
opportunities that it can offer. The analysis 
revealed the more frequently the women 
attended SisterWorks classes or activities, 
the greater their experience of the outcomes. 
They get paid to learn and as SisterWorks 
values their time and skills, they see value in 
themselves. This is crucial as many migrant 
women feel like they are invisible or not 
worthy in Australia due to the refusals they 
have received when seeking employment.

SisterWorks can have greater impact by 
increasing its activities and providing more 
income and support to the women.

When I come to Australia, I was kind of giving up my 
experience and studies I had done in my country. I was 
feeling a bit down and hopeless. I could just find work as 
a cleaner. With SisterWorks, I recovered that feeling of 
‘Yes I can do this. I have the potential and will to do it’. 

– Migrant volunteer

The outside world is treating us like no person, we 
don’t have a voice, we know what we are proud of but 
no one will listen. SisterWorks is like a friend, they 
give guidance to be able to lift up. Giving strength to 
become what you want to be.   – Migrant woman
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I feel very proud and honoured, as the CEO of SisterWorks. This organisation exists 
thanks to the hard work and passion of incredible people who – irrespective of 
background, religion, culture or age – all empower each other by working together. 
SisterWorks supports some of the most vulnerable people in our society – migrant 
and refugee women who have experienced long-term unemployment.

This report reaffirms that the SisterWorks Model is successful. I would like to highlight 
two key points:

•  SisterWorks plays a critical role in supporting women on their journey towards social 
and economic participation in Australian society

• A sense of belonging is the most valued outcome for migrant women. 

We now have the opportunity to share our model 
with other communities in Richmond, Dandenong 
and Bendigo, and our goal is to support more 
migrant women who need opportunities to improve 
their confidence, mental wellbeing and sense of 
belonging. This report comes at the perfect time 
to showcase our achievements and to encourage 
more people to support us in our work. 

On behalf of all of us at SisterWorks, I would like 
to thank the Fouress Foundation and Rikki Andrews 
who came up with the idea, encouraging us and 

giving us the financial support to make this report possible and the deep learning 
process that it has brought. To Kateryna, Prebhjot and the entire SVA team, thank 
you for getting involved with our organisation and having the talent to identify the key 
activities that we must preserve as we grow.

I would like to invite all of you who read this report to join us, to help us to continue to 
narrow the economic and social gaps, to find education and employment alternatives 
for migrant and refugee women. Our most important goal is to support these women, 
so that they can develop their confidence and improve their ability to speak English. 
This will allow them to explore their own opportunities, to improve their environment, 
create a future for their children, and in turn, make a positive contribution to the 
Australian society.

Luz Restrepo

Message from the CEO

How you can help SisterWorks
Help us support more migrant women by donating, or purchasing 
our lovely homewares, food, gifts and toys! Go to sisterworks.org.au 

Contact us
info@sisterworks.org.au

FB: SisterWorks Inc

Instagram: sisterworks_inc

Phone: 03 9972 5039 

SisterWorks
393 Swan Street, Richmond
10am–4pm, Monday-Friday 
12–3pm, Saturday

For promotional and 
conference gifts:  
corporate@sisterworks.org.au

PROFESSIONAL DISCLOSURE
Social Ventures Australia (SVA) works with innovative 
partners to invest in social change. We help to create 
better education and employment outcomes for 
disadvantaged Australians by bringing the best of 
business to the for-purpose sector, and by working with 
partners to strategically invest capital and expertise. 

SVA has prepared this report in good faith on the 
basis of our research and information available to us 
at the date of publication (“Information”) without any 
independent verification. SVA does not guarantee the 
accuracy, completeness or currency of the Information.

This report was prepared by SVA for the use and benefit 
of our client only and solely for the purpose for which 
it was provided. SVA does not accept any liability if this 
report is used for an alternate purpose from which it was 
intended, nor to any third party in respect of this report.


