Asian-Americans Summit

Focus Group Discussion

Moderator: Kathy Fogel

Report: Ban Mittal

Members Present: Janette Jon (Korea), Peggy Lavro (China), Ying Fang (China), Anna O’Neil (Thailand), Kanravee T. (Thailand), Dana Ng (China-US), Bukang Kim (Korea), Kathy Fogel (China), and Ban Mittal (India)

1. Entrepreneurial Wayfinding. The group recognized (in part based on personal knowledge of self or others) that there were many Asia-Americans (hereafter, Asians), who had the desire to start a business but didn’t know how t go about it.  They lacked both Wayfinding (how to incorporate, where to find money, etc.) as well as know-how (what is required to qualify for loan; how to run a business). In other words, they lacked (and needed) advice and help right at the first step of being an entrepreneur.

2. Capital—Finding Money.  Next, finding money was a key problem; prospective entrepreneurs did not know who has the funds for small new businesses and then how to apply for loans and how to qualify for them  In this context, a possibility was suggested that perhaps some fellow Asians may have the funds to invest, but didn’t know of potential entrepreneurs. (Of course, they too would require a business plan, which the potential entrepreneurs don’t know how to prepare).

3. Operational Know-How.  Once they cross the initial step of setting up a business, the next problem is that potential and interested entrepreneurs also lack and seek operating know-hoe—e.g., how to set up the production shop, how tp procure raw materials, how to sell, etc. This knowledge can be divided into two categories: (a) knowledge about the specific industry operations (e.g., dry cleaning, restaurant, etc.), and (b) knowledge about running a business in general (e.g., managing accounts, tax, advertising, etc.).

4. Ethnic and Cultural Issues. While the above three problem areas would confront any aspiring entrepreneur unfamiliar with business, some issues small business persons of Asian origin face in USA relate to lack of language skills and cultural adaptation. A lack of these skills leads to difficulties in finding resourceful people and also in interacting with customers and local community. Cultural adeptness (or lack of it) also hinders adaptation of merchandise or service to American tastes. 

A related problem is that for many this lack of cultural assimilation produces isolation. Isolation is reported to occur both with “native” communities but also within ASIAN communities. Small business people do not have many opportunities of interacting of meeting their own community and ethnic folks, and their long hours also leave little time. The isolation occurs also because fellow business persons of the same ethnic/regional identity tend to view each other as competitors (e.g., two Korean restaurants); so rather than helping each other, the established person begins to shun the newcomer (!) 

On a day-to-day basis, this leads to the problem of what is commonly expressed as Discrimination, a topic deserving its own heading, next.

5. DISCRIMINATION.  Several members voiced feeling discriminated by locals. They feel that local communities continue to look at them as “outsiders” and they have difficulty assimilating and mixing.  In fact, they feel discriminated against. Our group thought a better label for the problem might be Acceptance by Communities (lack thereof, that is.). This is a major issue in need of discussion to identify approaches to mitigate this problem.

6. Involvement of Support Resources in the Communities. While voicing the above issues, group members inevitably also recognized some sources in the community that could be of help. Banks for example might be eager to fund minority businesses, provided minority entrepreneurs are presented as opportunities rather than risks (with necessary training and orientation classes under their belt, for example). Governmental and University resources might be garnered (and Universities might be encouraged to develop and then deploy) such resources. Corporations might be a hugh help, since they have the business expertise as well as network of suppliers and customers and also many already have minority programs. 

7. Future Plan of Action.  Although we did not have enough time on this we quickly appended this action plan.  First, the group members could by no means be assumed to be familiar with al the problems diverse small business persons (of Asian origin) actually face. Thus, our first next step should be to take a pulse of the Asian business persons (current and potential or aspiring). This “research” will initially have to be “conversations” and later followed by a survey. Based on such pulse taking, we should then prepare a plan of action. To steer all this, we should form, well, a Steering Committee. 

Other groups might embark on a similar course of action, but in the presentations, it was clear that some problems were common across the groups. These can be summed as language skills, cultural literacy, and acceptance by native communities. A single committee (or steering group) might be assigned to strategize on this COMMON triple-issue.

(Draft: Subject to moderator and member check.)

