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guidance concerning contracts and leases, relationships 
with banks and other credit sources and wealth-build-
ing for the business and owners.

However, when approaching prospective Asian cli-
ents, the services provider needs to be aware of the com-
mercial and cultural nuances specific to Asian clients. 
Whether you are a CPA, vendor, attorney or other exec-
utive, you must pay close attention to these particular 
codes of conduct in order to be successful.

Five principles for working with  
Asian clients
1.	 Be ready to drink a lot of tea. In the Chinese culture 

offering tea is a sign of respect. It is offered at many 
social gatherings and important events, and busi-
ness meetings are no exception. That said, when 
working with Asian clients you must be aware that 
business is not necessarily concluded, decided or 
finalized quickly or on your company’s timetable. 
The artful advocate must learn when to press and 
when to wait patiently according to the client’s cus-
tomary business practices.

2.	 Don’t nickel and dime. Charging for every phone call 
appears petty and selfish to Asian business people, 
even if your agreement technically allows for it. 
From your case strategy to your billing entries, 
explain the value of everything to your client—and 
know that value doesn’t always mean price. Billing 
by time increments isn’t good enough if you can-
not articulate the inherent value of your work. Also, 
if an Asian corporation wants to hire you, it may 
request a discount. Although this may not seem 
ideal, honoring a client’s budgetary requests can 
pay off in the long run. Asian companies have very 
strong networks. If you prove that you can complete 
outstanding work at a reasonable rate, word will 
spread quickly through the Asian market, and you 
may wind up with a bevy of new business opportu-
nities.

3.	 R-E-S-P-E-C-T. Asian culture demands respect, 
which is shown through both actions and words. 
Knowing when not to talk is just as important as 
knowing when to speak up. Deference equates 
to respect, not weakness. And when you do speak 
avoid American jargon, sarcasm and “legalese”—be 
articulate, even formal. Moreover, to fully respect an 

Asian client it is imperative that you understand the 
hierarchy and dynamics within the firm. In general, 
strive to make the older generation and the boss 
look good and, above all, make it clear that you’re 
there to serve and meet their needs.

4.	 Learn the language. Whenever possible use what-
ever foreign language ability you may have. Doing 
so will build rapport and trust. Furthermore, you 
should learn to speak your client’s business language. 
Individuals from Eastern cultures are often fearful of 
appearing foolish, so they may hesitate to chime in 
with inquiries about matters they don’t understand. 
To ensure that all necessary questions are answered, 
either call for a “break” so your client can ask ques-
tions informally, or take questions afterward in a 
private setting. 

5.	 Build consensus. Asian culture values the collective. 
More decisions may be made by consensus—and 
the people deciding may very well have competing 
agendas. Mutual agreement must be reached with-
out offending anyone. Identify how you can manage 
the situation or present information to 1) impart the 
information most relevant to all agendas and 2) to 
bring about consensus that satisfies the whole group. 

Editor’s note: The demographic statistics provided in the first 
four paragraphs of this article are based on data collected by 
the U. S. Census Bureau in 2002 and published in 2006 
in a report Survey of Business Owners: Asian-Owned 
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“When representing Asian  
clients, the best thing you can  
do is become their friend and 
their advocate. 

Your business dealings should be 
based less on the transaction—
and more on the relationship.”

— Judy Lam, Partner, Rutter Hobbs  
& Davidoff Incorporated
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Firms: 2002. In addition, the editor drew conclusions about 
the data based on the findings of Alicia Robb, Foundation for 
Sustainable Development and Robert W. Fairlie, who is asso-
ciated with the Rand Corporation. Robb and Fairlie used con-
fidential and restricted-access microdata from the U.S. Census 
Bureau in drawing conclusions about the success and stabil-

ity of Asian-owned businesses. In 2007 they published their 
findings in a white paper, “Determinants of Business Success: 
An Examination of Asian-Owned Businesses in the United 
States,” which can be downloaded online at http://papers.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=960016. More recent 
data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau has not yet been pub-
lished.

Judy Lam, J.D., is a prominent Asian-American attorney and a 
partner with Los Angeles-based Rutter Hobbs & Davidoff (www.
rutterhobbs.com). Her practice areas include business litigation and 
dispute resolution, and real estate. Her industry experience, in addition 
to professional services, includes construction, distribution/transportation, 
financial services, new media/transportation and retail. She has developed 
a niche for representing Asian-American entrepreneurs and business own-
ers. She is active in several professional and community organizations, 
serving as a board member and past president of Asian Pacific Women’s 
Center and an Executive Advisory Council member of the Asian Pacific 
American Legal Center of Los Angeles. She can be contacted at jlam@
rutterhobbs.com.

Why Asian-Owned 
Businesses Do Better

Caucasian
Businesses

Asian-American
Businesses

Had more than $25,000 
startup capital

	 16% 	 36.1%

Owner has four-year col-
lege or graduate degree

	 33.1% 	 46.5%

Business has annual 
profit of more than 
$100,000

	 30% 	 38%

Source: Business Week, June/July 2007

In the early days of cell phones they were used sim-
ply for talking. Today cell phones have myriad 
applications. For many people their cell phone has 
become their daily organizer, music player, cam-

era, GPS system and news and weather device. And 
that’s just the tip of the iceberg. In the very near future 
cell phones will also be people’s banks, credit cards, 
keys, remote controls and video conferencing platforms, 
just to name a few. Clearly today’s cell phones are much 
more than telephones. Tomorrow’s cell phone applica-
tions will revolutionize the business world.

Anticipating the future
To stay competitive and ahead of the curve, 
businesses need to look beyond what the cell 
phone is today and anticipate what it will be tomor-
row. The business owner needs to ask, “How is the cell 
phone changing my customers?” “What new service 
could I deliver on a mobile platform?” or “How are 
these beyond-voice capabilities changing my customers’ 
customers?”

The fact is that if a business doesn’t change with its 
customers, it won’t have these customers much lon-
ger. Most businesses’ customers are changing rapidly. 
However, are they learning and changing as fast as their 
customers?

Because today’s technology is rapidly evolving, a 
business has to go beyond keeping up. Merely keeping 

up will cause a business to always be behind. Instead a 
business needs to jump ahead based on what it knows 
will happen.

What do we know will happen? We know that three 
driving forces are creating exponential technological 
change:
1.	 Processing power doubles every 18 months as it 

drops in price. 
2.	 Storage capacity doubles.
3.	 Speeds are faster, and bandwidth is higher.

Because a cell phone’s processing power is faster, it 
can perform online searches faster. Phone 
companies continually upgrade their net-
works, so the 3G (3rd generation) network 
becomes the 4G (4th generation) network. 

In less than a year, processing power, storage capabil-
ity, and speed have all doubled, and next year they will 
double again, making the cell phone as powerful as 
your current desktop computer.

Additionally, businesses need to look at what other 
countries are doing. We Americans tend to think we’re 
first with technology applications. However, that isn’t 
always the case—and definitely not the case with cell 
phones. We have multiple standards for cell phone tech-
nology, whereas many other countries have one national 
standard so that everyone’s phone works the same way. 
As a result they can roll out cell phone innovations 
much faster than we can.

Beyond Voice: Cell phones evolve into 
business productivity tools

By Dan Burrus
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