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SMALL BUSINESSES OF ASIAN-AMERICANS IN THE USA.

     Nowadays there are many Asians lived in the United States of America. This is the fastest growing ethnic minority today. Their population is about 4 % of the whole population of the country. But the most amazing fact is that educational attainment and average income of Asians are above the average for the general population. That is why the phenomenon of Asian American small businesses has got a lot of attention for the last several years. 

     To examine this question it is necessary to remember the immigration policy in the history of the USA, especially the period from 1965 – when new immigrants arrived and Asian communities started to proliferate. This fact is directly and intrinsically tied to the growth of Asian small businesses. In such areas as Chinatown, Little Tokyo, Koreatown and Little Saigon there are hundreds of small shops and businesses that sell everything from traditional foods, ethnic music, travel, haircuts and manicures, flowers, and liquor.

     “According to the statistics of US Census Bureau, Asian Americans, of all the major ethnic groups, are most likely to own their own small businesses. It can be proved by data of the rates of being self-employed for all persons 25 years of age and older. For example, the number of self-employed White Americans is 12.8 %, of Asians – 11 %, while the percentage of self-employment of other minorities is much lower:  Native Americans - 8.4 %, Hispanics – 8 %, and African Americans – 5 %.” (1)

     Moreover the data shows that foreign-raised Asians (about 11.8 %) are much more likely to be self-employed then U.S.-raised Asians (about 8.4 %). So, from these facts it is obvious that in the last couple of decades, women, immigrants, and people of color have entered self-employment in increasingly large numbers.

     The explanations why so many Asian immigrants are opening up their own business and why entrepreneurship among Asian Americans is developing can be organized into four main categories. They represent unique characteristics that are associated with being self-employed.

     “The first category is the theory of Labor Market Discrimination, which argues that immigrants try to find a regular job as an employee working for someone else.” (2) But they fail and therefore have no choice but to go into their own business. There are several reasons for this phenomenon. For instance, the immigrants are not very fluent in English; the educational and occupational credentials from their home countries are not always recognized by U.S. companies; they can be simply discriminated by the employers.

     The best example of this theory is the experience of Chinese immigrants in the late 1800s. During that period they worked as railroad workers on the Transcontinental Railroad project. As this project was completed on May 10, 1869, the Chinese increasingly became the targets of racial attacks and discriminatory legislation because their labor was no longer needed and White Americans began seeing them as an economic threat. This anti-Chinese movement culminated with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which barred virtually all immigration from China and prevented all Chinese already in the USA from becoming U.S. citizens.

     “The second category contains the theory which emphasizes Cultural Traits or Ethnic Resources.” (2) It says that immigrants chose to go into their own business when they apply their cultural traditions of working hard, delaying material gratification, and sacrificing for the next generation. They also often rely on using family, relatives, or other immigrants in their ethnic group as unpaid or cheap labor. 

     “The third category is the theory which focuses on Class Resources.” (2) It means that Asian Americans plan from the beginning to open their own business using specific education and job skills gained for this particular purpose, for instance, a business degree or an apprenticeship. Some of them are likely to already have lots of financial resources to help them start their business. 

     “And the last category is the theory of Structural Opportunities, which consists of three points. The first is the Middleman Minority model.” (2) This model suggests that middle and upper-class Whites business owners do not want to deal with Black or Latino working-class customers because they fear losing money, status, or for their own personal safety. They use Asians to serve as a “buffer zone” while they still control wholesale and distribution. 

     “The second is the model of the Ethnic Enclave.” (2) It corroborates that Asian Americans are interested in opening their businesses within their own ethnic community or enclave. The reason is that the most developed enclaves, such as Chinatowns in San Francisco and New York, tend to produce much more profits. 

     “And the last model concerns Economic Openings.” (2) As White small business owners sell their businesses in inner cities, for example, Jews and Italians in New York in the 1980s, Asian immigrants take over in these areas. 

     Studying this problem it turned out that among those who are self-employed there are different types of occupation. The type that the majority of people associate with Asian small businesses is the types traditionally found within ethnic enclaves - relatively low-skill service industries, for example, restaurants, groceries, beauty services.

     But increasingly, a lot of Asian American entrepreneurs are starting their own businesses that involve high-skilled occupations and more professional-type of industries, such as law offices, financial offices, doctors’ offices, insurance, and computer consulting. That is why “the tendency of growing proportion of entrepreneurial activity among Asian Americans will move away from traditional “enclave” industries to professional service industries”, which will allow Asians to put to good, use their high levels of education and occupational skills. (3)

     “According to the Census Bureau’s Survey of Business Owners for 2002, there were 1.1 million Asian Americans who owned businesses, generating more than $ 326 billion in revenues, and employing 2.2 million people.” (1) The geographic factor also played an important role. Almost two-thirds of these businesses were located in California, New York, Texas, and Hawaii. Among them, “Chinese small business owners made up 26 % of all Asian-owned small business owners, followed by Asian Indians at 21 %, Koreans at 14 %, and Vietnamese at 13 %.” (1)

     In terms of sector, the numbers suggest that Asian-owned businesses are concentrated in business and personal services, eating and drinking places, retail trade, and grocery stores. The Census data also shows that three-quarters of all Asian-owned hotels and lodging businesses are owned by Asian Indians; two-thirds of all Asian-owned fishing and hunting businesses are owned by Vietnamese; and half of all Asian-owned accessory stores are owned by Koreans. This concentration, however, have allowed Asian Americans to avoid direct competition and have contributed to the dynamic growth of these small businesses.

     Many Asian immigrants, who own small businesses, are successful and can become quite wealthy. But in fact, the majority of such businesses have a modest level of profit from year to year. Small profits are only possible because the owners have no or very few paid employees and frequently work 18 and more hours a day to keep overhead costs low.

     But another one reason, the challenge that Asian Americans face, is their conflicts with Black and Hispanic customers. Many of these inner-city customers have accused Asian small business owners of exploiting their community by charging high prices, refusing to employ local workers and treating customers disrespectfully.

     These tensions have led to numerous incidents of hostility, most famously represented by the extensive burning of Korean-owned businesses in the Los Angeles riots of 1992. In response, a lot of Asian small business owners have made concerted efforts to address these complaints and reach out more to their communities in order to improve relations.

     But despite all the challenges Asian Americans continue to face, they continue to use hard work and employment to attain socioeconomic mobility. In this process they have achieved impressive occupational successes and have opened up a lot of small businesses and thus have contributed to the strength of America’s economy.
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