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Introduction 

In order to develop essential and effective workshops for women who want and are working in 
the API nonprofit sector for the socially marginalized, I wanted to interview women leaders who 
are working out in the field.  While academics and books can provide the theoretical blueprint 
for potential workshops, these women have experiential knowledge.  They have devoted their 
time, creativity, energy, and resources to the daily grind of working in the community.  They 
know what it takes to survive and succeed; they are our role models.  This report basically 
collects, analyzes, and reflects on their experience and wisdom.


Since mid-February of 2017, I had contacted over 170 individuals and organizations.  Out of 
these contacts, 36 individuals responded positively, approximately 21%.  3 of the 36 were 
international and one was actually a white American who worked in a mainstream nonprofit 
organization.   Their data was not included in this report.  Therefore, the report included the 1

data collected from 32 individuals but since 2 participants did not return their demographic 
questionnaires, their personal information could not be incorporated.  This is the reason why 
some of the charts had a total of 30 participants though I had interviewed 32 women. 
2

The purpose of the interview was threefold.  Foremost, I wanted to get insights directly from 
women who were working in the field for the socially marginalized.  Second, I wanted to meet 
the women who may potentially be our consultants on and/or facilitators of the workshops.  
Third, I wanted to get the word out about our organization, Platform. However, the objective 
was not always straightforward; only after a failed attempt, thoughtful suggestions from 
colleagues, and contributions of interviewees did the final interview process come together.


Initially, I wanted to conduct interviews internationally starting with Korea.  We started in the 
winter of 2016.  I recruited a couple of volunteers in Korea to interview NGO women leaders in 
their country.  I gave them only a general sense of our objective; I wanted and expected them 
to develop a specific set of questions to ask future interviewees during the initial interviews. 
However, they did not know how to initiate and maintain a conversation without a set of 
questions.  Consequently, the participants were “suspicious” and hesitant to share their 
experience.  As such, the results were quite random. 


The first set of interviews were a major failure.  I had failed in setting clear objectives for the 
interviews.  With a better statement of our mission, I decided to take on the project myself.  At 
first, I thought about sending out a survey with a series of questions to 100’s of individuals/
organizations.  It would be a quick, simple method to collect data.  When I shared the survey 
with the directors of the organization, they suggested that I include some demographic 
questions to better understand the data.  This was a very important addition.  Then I consulted 
with a close friend, who conducted surveys/interviews for a living.  She is the one who 
suggested that I interview a few select leaders.  Rather than targeting a large number of 
interviewees, she thought that I would be more effective talking with established leaders.  And 
instead of an extensive list of questions, she recommended that I narrow down the questions 
to just a handful.  Therefore, the idea to conduct interviews with a list of questions and a short 
demographic questionnaire was a collaborative process.  


 This individual was gracious to provide information about nonprofit organizations.  However, 1

when I decided to write a report, I wanted to only include women who work in Asian American 
communities.  Some participants who were included in the 32 also worked in mainstream 
nonprofit organizations but they had close ties to and/or volunteered in API organizations.  
Their interviews were included in this study.
 If some of their personal information was available on the internet, I did incorporate them.2
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With my interview questions and demographic questionnaire, I reached out to a handful of 
people in Asian countries and the US.  The response was well, quite bleak.  Most of the 
academics whom I knew in the US were not useful in networking with nonprofit organizers.  
And I had difficulty explaining the mission of Platform to the international community.  They 
wondered how an organization based in the US could benefit them.   It was at this moment, I 3

turned my full attention to the US, targeting not only individuals but API organizations that 
worked with the socially marginalized.  I googled as many API organizations and e-mailed 
either the general contact or select women within the organizations who had relevant job 
descriptions.


After I had conducted a few interviews, I decided only then to write a full report of the findings.  
I was so impressed with the caliber and the intelligence of the participants, I felt I needed to 
share the data with everyone.


Diversity of Participants 

I selected individuals who or organizations that focused on social and economic justice for the 
underserved in API communities, specifically those affected by domestic violence, victims of 
human-trafficking, under-privileged children, immigrants, refugees, LGBTQ, people who suffer 
from mental health problems, low-income senior citizens, low-income families who have no 
access to healthcare, workers without legal protection, people with addictions, social needs of 
particular ethnic groups, and environmental groups. 


Diversity of Organizations 

According to Hung, there are four functional types of Asian American organizations: 
4

1. Religious organizations

2. Cultural organizations

3. Service organizations

4. Public interest organizations


If one follows the “function” of the organization, I generally agree with the categorization.  
However, the categories can be subdivided into mainstream vs. minority/marginalized target 
communities.  Since I was primarily interested in Service and Public Interest, I have provided 
an example of how the organizations can be categorized: 
5

I. Service organizations

A. Mainstream


1. English classes

2. Health services

3. Youth programs

4. Senior housing


B. Minority/Marginalized


 We intend to take our organization internationally but only after we have established ourselves 3

in the US.
 Chi-Kan Richard Hung, “Asian American Nonprofit Organizations in U.S. Metropolitan Areas,” 4

Asian American Studies Center 3 (2005): 67-97.  Page 3 in the reprinted version: http://
scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=iaas_pubs. 
 Religious and Cultural categories can also be divided into mainstream and minority/5

marginalized.  For example, some religious and cultural organizations can be directed to 
minorities within the Asian-American community like the LGBTQ. I did not intend to provide a 
comprehensive list but just an example.
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1. Mental health services

2. Services for addictions

3. Healthcare for low-income

4. Senior housing for low-income

5. Domestic Violence


II. Public interest organizations 

A. Mainstream


1. Civic organizations

2. Professional organizations

3. Private foundations


B. Minority/marginalized

1. Advocacy groups


a) Women’s rights

b) Immigrants

c) Refugees

d) LGBTQ

e) Fair pay

f) Environmental Rights


2. Legal

a) Housing Rights

b) Voting Rights

c) Immigrant Rights

d) Labor

e) Hate Violence


I reached out to a variety of individuals/organizations that worked with different target 
communities/issues.  However, I was unable to capture the diversity of organizations; for some 
reason, I was successful in targeting the domestic violence organizations.


These were the organizations and the number of individuals that participated in the interviews: 
6

Organizations
Organization Location Website Number of 

Participants

Daya Houston Houston https://www.dayahouston.org 1

American Assembly New York City http://americanassembly.org 1

Womankind New York City https://www.iamwomankind.org 2

Mayor’s Office of Immigrant 
Affairs

New York City http://www1.nyc.gov/site/
immigrants/

1

National Asian Pacific American 
Women’s Forum (NAPAWF)

New York City https://napawf.org 2

 Not all of these are API organizations.  Some of the participants worked in mainstream 6

nonprofit organizations or for-profit businesses but had volunteered and/or was a board 
member in API organizations. I decided to list them all to reflect the range of organizations 
represented in this report.  One participant did not belong to any organization but had worked 
in numerous nonprofit API organizations.
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Kiran Raleigh https://www.kiraninc.org 1

Women Cross DMZ https://www.womencrossdmz.org 1

Asian Americans for Equality 
(AAFE)

New York City http://www.aafe.org 1

Children’s Aid Society New York City http://www.childrensaidsociety.org 1

Asian Women’s Center San Francisco http://www.sfaws.org 1

Trikone San Francisco http://www.trikone.org 1

Asian Pacific Institute on 
Gender-Based Violence (API-
GBV)

Oakland http://www.api-gbv.org 1

Sakhi New York City http://www.sakhi.org 3

Asian/Pacific Islander Domestic 
Violence Resource Project 
(DVRP)

Washington, 
DC

http://dvrp.org 2

My Sister’s House Sacramento http://www.my-sisters-house.org 1

Machik Washington, 
DC

http://www.machik.org 1

Cambodian Mutual Assistance 
Association of Lowell (CMAA)

Lowell http://www.cmaalowell.org 1

San Francisco Safehouse San Francisco http://www.sfsafehouse.org 1

Asian Women United of 
Minnesota

Minneapolis http://www.awum.org 1

Association of Asian Pacific 
Community Health 
Organizations (AAPCHO)

Washington, 
DC

http://www.aapcho.org 1

Boat People SOS (BPSOS) https://www.bpsos.org 1

Lowell Community Health 
Center

Lowell http://www.lchealth.org 1

Adhikaar Woodside http://www.adhikaar.org 1

National Korean American 
Service and Education 
Consortium (NAKASEC)

http://nakasec.org 1

Enterprise Bank Lowell https://
www.enterprisebanking.com

1

PFLAG NYC API Project New York City http://www.pflagnyc.org 1
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Altogether, 29 different organizations are represented.  These organizations focused on the 
following target 
communities/issues: 
health for low-income, 
refugees, immigrants, 
domestic violence, 
LGBTQ, human trafficking, 
children/youth in poverty, 
and human rights.  The 
bar graph below reflect 
the tally of participants’ 
focus based on the 
organization they work/
volunteer.


Since most of the 
organizations function as 
a “one-stop” place, they 
serve and/or advocate for 
a number of communities/
issues.  Because of the 
vast array of interests, the 
list is not comprehensive.  
I focused on the top 
concerns of the 
organizations in which 
participants worked and/
or volunteered.  Most of the participants were part of organizations that invested in domestic 
violence and human rights.  Therefore, this is not fully representative of the API nonprofit 
organizations.


Diversity of Individuals 

The demographic survey included personal information about the participants’ location, 
spoken languages, ethnicity, age, education, and position. The initial survey also included 
marital status but I thought it was unnecessary for analyzing the demographic of the 
participants.   It would have been informative though, to have known the religious affiliation, 7

class identity, and sexual orientation of the participants.  However, these questions seem too 
invasive. One question I wish I had included was the participants’ undergraduate major(s).  It 

Asian American Youth 
Leadership Empowerment and 
Development (AALEAD)

http://www.aalead.org 2

Asian American Federation New York City http://www.aafny.org 1

Manavi New 
Brunswick

http://www.manavi.org/home.html 1

 A few participants, whether single or married, talked about the lack of balance in their lives.  7

Some recommended that we talk about establishing or restoring that balance to be more 
effective.  Perhaps under this context, it may have informative if we included the marital status 
of the participants.
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would have provided a context to understand the relevance of their BA/Associate degree on 
their present work in nonprofit.  


I. Location: 

To assess the needs of the target communities, the location of the individual/organization is 
significant.  According to the census, the states with the highest number of API population are 
California, New York, Texas, New Jersey, and Hawaii.   The services provided or issues 8

handled by organizations in highly API populated location would be distinct from cities in which 
the API population is limited.  This is not to assume that all highly API populate cities are alike.  
The dynamic of each major city is unique.  For example, the East and West coast API 
communities are different arising from the history of US immigration and the cultural character 
of the coasts.  Therefore it was important for all the regions of the US to be reflected in the 
interview process.


Unfortunately, the majority of 
the participants were from the 
NYC area (13).  While 5 
participants were from the 
northern California region, only 
2 participants were from 
southern California.  New York 
area does have a sizable API 
community; it boasts a 
population of 2,201,426 (10.9% 
in 2015) which may explain the 
large and diverse group of API 
organizations based in the city.  9

While a higher percentage of 
the population in San Francisco 
area is API (25.9% in 2010 - 
1,207,333),  the LA area has 10

an API population of 
approximately 2,108,946 
(15.8% in 2015).  Given the 11

numbers, I would liked to have had more participants from the southern California region.   12

The surprising number of participants is from the DC area.  Though the city has an API 
population of 23,712, I had 5 participants.  Fortunately, I had participants from Lowell, 13

Raleigh, Minneapolis, Houston, Chicago, and New Brunswick.  


In the interviews, no major difference seems to exist between the regions.  However if I had 
asked more specific questions about the target audience, significant difference would probably 
have been reflected.


 http://www.api-gbv.org/resources/census-data-api-identites.php.8

 https://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US3651000-new-york-ny/. 9

https://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US0667000-san-francisco-ca/10

 https://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US0644000-los-angeles-ca/11

 Based on the Hung’s study (6), LA has the most Asian American nonprofits (820) as oppose 12

to New York (470) and San Francisco (360).  
 https://censusreporter.org/profiles/06000US1100150000-washington-city-district-of-13

columbia-dc/
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II. Spoken Languages: 

Rather than ask the question of “generations” to determine the degree of assimilation, I 
decided to survey the languages spoken by the individual.   While bilingualism does not 14

necessarily indicate biculturalism, individuals who are bilingual tend to be more bicultural or at 
least reflect interest in maintaining contact 
with their ethnic group.   It usually 15

indicates a person’s desire to 
“incorporate” their ethnic Asian-American 
identity.   This does not mean that non-16

bilingual individuals are completely 
“assimilated” or “acculturated;” a number 
of factors may have prevented the 
individual from knowing or acquiring the 
language. 


In addition, the bilingualism of the 
participant indicates her ability to 
communicate with the non-English 
speaking clients who come to her 
organization.  Since language poses a 
major barrier, this data is quite important.


Only six participants were English-only 
while others were either bilingual, 
trilingual, or polyglot (80%).   Those who 17

were bilingual/polyglot were not all fluent 
in their heritage language but seem to have basic knowledge.  Only a few learned a different 
language altogether.


III. Ethnicity: 

Based on a survey conducted in 2011, the order of the largest Asian-American population is as 
follows: 
18

 Since the interviews were conducted in English, I had limited my google search to nonprofit 14

organization websites that were in English.  This means that non-English speakers were not 
included in the survey.  I am aware of this limitation in the present report. 

 Lucy Tse, “The Effects of Ethnic Identity Formation on Bilingual Maintenance and 15

Development: An Analysis of Asian American Narratives,” International Journal of Bilingual 
Education and Bilingualism 3 (2000): 185-200.  Tse discusses the “attitude” (197-198) toward 
the heritage language but the participants’ desire to acknowledge their language abilities and 
work in the Asian-American communities would indicate that they embrace their ethnic identity.  
See also Jin Sook Lee, “The Korean Language in America: The Role of Cultural Identity in 
Heritage Language Learning,” Language, Culture and Curriculum 15 (2002): 117-133, for 
specifically the Korean American identity.

 ibid, 187.16

 This percentage was derived from data collected from 30 participants.17

 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/asianamericans-graphics/18
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1. Chinese (4,010,114)

2. Filipino (3,416,840)

3. Indian (3,183,063)

4. Vietnamese (1,737,433)

5. Korean (1,706,822)

6. Japanese (1,304,286)


Since the total U.S. population of 308.7 million, the individual ethnic groups in the US 
constitute a minority. Compared to the White (non-Hispanic) population (63.7%), Hispanic 
(16.3%), or African-American (12.6%), the Asian-American and Pacific-Islander make up 
approximately 5%.  
19

Despite the diversity and plurality of Asian-American population, political and cultural factors 
have prompted pan-ethnic movements (panethnicity), including pan-Asian social service and 
public interest 
organizations.   As 20

pan-Asian nonprofit 
organizations have 
developed, other 
regional groups of late 
immigrants to the US, 
such as Southeast and 
South Asian, formed. 
21

Why is this data 
important?  As a racial 
category, Asian-
American is a social 
construct so that the 
target communities for 
whom the organizations 
provide service or 
represent are diverse.  
They need to work with 
people from different 
ethnicities, languages, 

 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/.  The simple breakdown of the population does not 19

reflect the growing number of mix-races in the US.  Though the white-only percentage does 
not include those who identify as Latin/Hispanic, a number of the census have included the 
Latin/Hispanic as White.

 Jerry Z. Park, “Second-Generation Asian American Pan-Ethnic Identity: Pluralized Meanings 20

of a Racial Label,” Sociological Perspectives 51 (2008): 541-561. According to “Racial and 
Ethnic Identification,” pan-Asian organizations have “drawn on and extended panethnic label 
as a way of claiming resources and gaining political influence.”  Only in 1997 did the Office of 
Management and Budget change the standards of federal data on race and ethnicity so that 
the 2000 Census separated the Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander from the Asian category. 
http://www .whitehouse .gov/omb/inforeg/race.pdf.  See Gary D. Sandefur, Mary E. Campbell, 
and Jennifer Eggerling-Boeck, “Racial and Ethnic Identification, Official Classifications, and 
Health Disparities,” in Critical Perspectives on Racial and Ethnic Differences in Health in Late 
Life.

 Pyoung Gap Min, ed., Asian American: Contemporary Trends and Issues (Thousand Oaks: 21

Pine Forge Press, 2006), 17.
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cultures, religions, and value 
system, which is compounded by 
distinct class, education, and 
generations (degrees of 
assimilation).  Even within the 
South Asian and Southeast Asian 
organizations, the plurality of the 
target community has posed a 
significant challenge.



Given the history and pattern of 
migration, many Americans 
associate Asian-Americans with 
Chinese and/or Japanese.  
Consequently, the leadership of 
many established pan-
organizations are drawn from the 
Chinese and/or Japanese-
American population so that other 
ethnic groups may feel excluded.  
Even within the South Asian 
organizations, non-majority 

ethnicities like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, or subgroups in 
Pakistan, feel alienated so that they feel like a 
“minority within the minority.”  


I provided two charts for the ethnic groups 
among our participants.  The first chart provides 
a list of all the ethnic groups while the second 
chart categorized them by regions as reflected 
in the world map 


The breakdown of the ethnic groups among the 
participant does not reflect the breakdown of 
Asian-American population in the US or the 
number of ethnic nonprofit organizations.   
22

 

Yet a wide-range of ethnicities are reflected 
among the participants. Unlike the census or 
nonprofit organization numbers though, I did 
have more Korean participants. 


IV. Age Group: 

Just under half of the participants were between 
the ages of 25-34 (47%).  Many of these young women had less than five years of nonprofit 

 See Table 1 of Hung (8) in which Chinese (the highest Asian-American population in the US) 22

nonprofit organizations is second to Korean (5th largest population) organizations in LA, NY, 
Chicago, and Philadelphia.  However, in SF, DC, and Boston, the Chinese nonprofit 
organizations lead while the Korean organizations are second. The numbers include all four 
types of organizations.  So it does not quite reflect the organizations that I may have contacted, 
especially since Korean communities have a large number of churches. 

�10

Ethnicity

Korean
Indian

Filipina
Bangladeshi
Cambodian

Chinese
Vietnamese
Indonesian

Singaporean
Japanese

Baloch/Pakistan
Tibetan

African-American
Caribbean-African

Hong Kongese
Sri Lankan

Nepali
0 2 4 5 7

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
4

7

By Region

Caribbean-American
3%

African-American
3%

Southeast Asian
28%

South Asian
28%

East Asian
38%



work experience.  Yet surprisingly, a majority of these women were in managerial positions 
(62%), one of whom was already an executive director.  The second largest group comprised of 
more experienced women (45-54).  They were either executive directors (40%) or senior 
managers (50%).  One could reasonably argue that women in this age group tend to peak 
professionally.


Interviewees tend to focus on skills that they 
presently lacked rather than the first two years 
of their work in nonprofit.  In general, 
participants did not discuss skills they felt were 
necessary but ones they struggled to gain in the 
present. They reflected on their “weaknesses” 
instead of the strengths they brought to the 
table.  While awareness of their weaknesses 
reflected their desire to grow, it is interesting 
from a socio-cultural perspective.  I am positive 
that the results would have been different if I had 
interviewed men.


Since participants tend to list skills they wanted 
and/or needed now, the role they played in the 
organization was a significant factor in their 
selection of skills.  For example, the 25-34 age-
group women who were beginning managerial 
position typically focused on management skills 
as essential for work in nonprofit.  And those 
who who have been in the nonprofit workforce 

longer, usually 45 and older, tend to list skills that 
were important for the overall organization.  For instance, they focused on fundraising and 
organizational/program development. Since more experienced women tend to be in senior 
positions, they were more likely to be concerned about the overall function of the organization.


Despite the slight difference, both young and experienced women considered communication 
as the top skill.  They were invested in building key relationships in order to carry out their 
mission.  They felt that relationships were the cornerstone of nonprofit organization. Yet I was 
surprised by the number of women in all age groups who wanted support (general skills, 
additional skills, and workshops).  The type of support is distinct though.  Women in the age 
group (25-34) wanted mentors who can encourage, supervise, and/or guide them whereas 
more experienced women wanted creative outlets (writing, meditation, art, etc) or supportive 
colleagues to de-stress.  It would appear that many organizations lacked the resources to 
provide the support necessary for women to thrive.


No particular pattern seems to emerge for suggestions on 
workshops. 


V. Education: 

All of the participants graduated from college.  I do not know if 
this is representative of all the volunteers/staff in nonprofit 
organizations.  And many of them have graduate degrees, four of 
whom have doctorate degrees.  By and large, many of the 
graduates majored in relevant fields.  Some of the master’s 
degrees were in Social Work, Public Policy, Marketing 
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Management, Urban Planning, Public Administration, and Gender and Peace Studies while 
doctorate degrees were in Anthropology and Feminism, Political Science, Domestic Violence 
and Law, and History.  


About 13 participants believed their education was directly relevant while the rest thought it 
was indirectly (10) or mostly irrelevant (8).  Most participants would not deny the importance of 
general education.  Yet the question was more pointed: Did your college/graduate degree 
prepare you for nonprofit work? In other words, did their degrees provide “practical” skills?  I 
am not talking about basic reading and writing skills but specific classes on proposal writing, 
how to persuade different 
constituents, etc.  Many 
participants, even those with 
master’s degrees, did not 
think their education was 
directly relevant.  It was more 
a question of how they made 
practical use of their 
education to benefit their 
organization. However, the 4 
participants who had 
doctorate degrees believed 
their education was directly 
relevant. 


Rather than the classroom, 
most participants found work 
experience invaluable.   Participants either learned from a previous workplace or on the job as 23

a volunteer/staff.  Whether they were trained properly or forced to learn via seminars/
workshops/youtube/internet, they acquired various skills in the workplace.  This is the reason 
why volunteering/internship is crucial prior to actual hire.  They get to know firsthand what is 
involved in nonprofit work, the way in which nonprofit operates and is governed.


Interestingly, several people mentioned life experience as the source of their skills (12).  They 
talked about the unique experiences as an immigrant, mediating between the mainstream and 
their insular families.  Whether they struggled being the first generation to graduate high school 
or college or had to be versatile/resourceful to survive the hardships of having to care for their 
non-English speaking parents/grandparents, life prepared them for the nonprofit world.  And 
sometimes, it was the personal experience, their own encounter with abuse that drove them to 
work for victims of domestic violence.  Other times, it was their encounter with cultural and 
institutionalized racism that they were able to understand intersectionality. 


Though not prompted, 10 participants specifically mentioned the role of mentors in their lives. 
Whether it was the high school teacher or a professor who took the time to talk to them or the 
supervisor in the workplace who encouraged and trained them, these mentors deeply 
impacted the participants. They felt that they could not have gotten to their position in life 
without their help.


Only one person actually listed their religion, Bahai Faith, as a source of inspiration.


 24 out of 32 women mentioned work experience as essential.  Others did not explicitly list 23

work experience either because they digressed or focused on education/life experience.  This 
does not necessarily mean that 8 people thought work experience was not valuable. 
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VI. Positions: 

Since each organization has different positions and sometimes different names for the same 
position, I have tried to catalog according to the participants’ description.  The list is inexact 
though.  Most likely, many of the participants have volunteered and actually consider 
themselves activists.  However, I tallied only those participants who explicitly mentioned them 
to me. 


Summary 

I intentionally did not contact individuals who identified as male and organizations that were 
not inclusive, specifically religious organizations in the API communities. This is not to imply 
that all participants of the interview were liberal/progressive and/or non-religious.  The 
demographic survey did not include questions about the participants’ socio-political or 
religious background.  


At the same time, I did not discriminate against the interviewees based on religion, marital 
status, sexual orientation, ethnic identity, race, age, class, and education.  Therefore, I did not 
interview only API women but women (of any race or ethnic identity) who worked in API 
communities.


For the purpose of gathering data for the development of workshops, I wanted to capture the 
plurality of participants to reflect and represent individuals working in nonprofit organizations 
that focus on the underserved in API communities.  In addition, I wanted as many 
perspectives/views to be represented among our consultants and facilitators when we started 
to develop the workshops.  They will ultimately form the backbone of our organization.  But I 
must admit that I did not always accomplish this.
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Programs/Organizations


A number of leaderships programs are available to women, whether general programs for 
women, women in business, women of color, and Asian-American women.   I will focus on 24

programs specifically designed to foster leadership among Asian-American women.  Two 
distinct organizations have been mentioned.  The first is the Center for Asian Pacific American 
Women (http://apawomen.org) which sponsors APAWLI (Asian Pacific American Women’s 
Leadership Institute).  This leadership program “seeks to promote leadership of Asian American 
and Pacific Islander (AAPI) women in corporate, nonprofit, and government sectors by 
fostering the development of AAPI women as whole person leaders.”  The second is 
Leadership Education for Asian Pacifics (LEAP; http://www.leap.org).  They have several 
programs but the one develop specifically for women is Nonprofit Leadership Program (NLP) 
for Asian and Pacific Islander Women Executive Directors.  This program is “designed to give 
API women Executive Directors the knowledge, skills, and support they need to effectively 
lead, manage, and move their organizations forward.”  


Based on our interviewees’ experience (those who participated in the programs), APAWLI 
tends to develop the “whole person” while LEAP is focused on training women in hard skills for 
leadership.  Both are effective in their goals; yet APAWLI seems more valuable in establishing a 
network.  


The primary difference between our program and APAWLI and NLP for API Women Executive 
Directors is our focus on the socially marginalized (or underserved/underrepresented) within the 
API communities.  We are wanting to develop leadership for social justice.  Like APAWLI, we 
want to foster the “whole person” and like LEAP, we want to teach hard skills.  However, we not 
only want to benefit the participant but everyone in our communities. Such a specific agenda in 
our organization will enable our candidates to focus on the issues (political, economical, 
religious, social, cultural) of their target communities more effectively so that workshops will not 
only “train” them but actually function as “think tanks.” 


In addition, we want to mentor not only women in senior managerial positions but those who 
are just starting to explore the possibility of work in nonprofit.  We want to be a resource center 
for women from the beginning to the end of their professional career.


Skills 

During the interviews, I did not specifically define or limit the term, “skills.” I wanted to leave 
the question open-ended so that each participant could discuss what was important to them.  
Interestingly, participants, no matter how long they have been in nonprofit, tend to list skills that 
were important to them presently rather than reflect on their first two years as mentioned 
above.  This became most apparent when interviewees repeated skills they listed in the second 
question (“What set of skills/abilities did you need in the first 2 years of your work in a nonprofit 
organization?”) to the fourth question (“What skills would you still like to learn that would make 
you more effective?”).  Whether the participant was in nonprofit for a year or 20 years, she 
usually listed the very skills she “needed” in the first two years to make her more effective 
presently.


 Several effective organizations/programs for development of leadership among youth have 24

been mentioned.  However, I did not include them here.
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Since the question was open-ended, the list was quite diverse.  Even when the participants 
were talking about similar skills, they would use different vocabulary/terms to describe them.  
Therefore, I had to occasionally intuit and interpret their response.  This was not an easy 
process.  While I wanted to maintain their words, I had to categorize the list to make a more 
cohesive chart.  For example, if a participant mentioned the ability to delegate or deliberate, I 
would check off the management category.  Yet these categories are not always distinct; many 
of these skills are interrelated and therefore, overlap. 


If a skill was mentioned only once or twice and did not fit under any of the listed categories, I 
cataloged them as “Other.”  Under this category, it was random skills like facilitation,  25

computer skills, historical knowledge, board relations, dressing well, cultural competence,  26

and time management.


I. Communications  

By far the most common skill mentioned is communication.  While some participants talked 
about communications in general, most discussed specific skills which I then categorized 
under communications.  Therefore, I subdivided communications into negotiation, writing 
(grant writing, social media, reports, etc), public speaking, coalition-building, advocacy, 
networking, languages, and others.  The reason why I categorized these skills under 

 Two participants thought that facilitation skill was important.  This skill encompasses the 25

ability to run a workshop or effectively hold a meeting.  It could technically fall under 
communication (public speaking) since it includes the ability to effectively express oneself in 
front of a group.  I decided to list it as a separate category since the facilitator does not 
necessarily speak but many times develop and lead a discussion.  It is ultimately about 
organizing an event by coordinating with all the parties involved, setting up activities, 
developing the content, and structuring the workshops/meetings.

 This skill was heavily emphasized during the “workshop” question or in many of the 26

digressions.  However, it was not specifically mentioned under the “skill” question.
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communication is that 
they require oral and/or 
written skills to connect to 
people, organizations, 
and/or institutions.  


1. Negotiation:


Negotiation here refers 
specifically to any 
discussion aimed at 
reaching an agreement 
benefiting the individual, 
the participant; it is not 
related to any type of 
negotiation that would 
benefit the organization 
and/or target community.  
For example, a couple of people mentioned the ability to negotiate a raise for themselves.  In 
addition, a number of participants talked about the skill to set up boundaries.  Since most 
organizations are underfunded and therefore understaffed, many participants felt that their 
organizations demanded too much of their time and energy.  They felted emotionally and 
physically drained, perhaps even burned out. If they are able to set boundaries, to be able to 
say “no,” they thought they would be more productive.  


2. Writing:


Writing encompasses all written communications.  It includes simple to complex reports that 
affect public policy, grant proposals, newspaper briefs, newsletters, social media, and e-mails.  
Each form of writing requires different vocabulary, style, and structure.  How can one write 
effectively to reach out to their constituents.


3. Public Speaking:


This is not limited to speaking to a large audience.  Since participants speak to a variety of 
audiences (target community, sponsors, mainstream community, specialists) in different 
settings, it is about knowing how to connect, speak, engage, and transform the audience.  
While a individual may feel comfortable speaking with a group of clients in a meeting room, 
they may feel uncomfortable talking to a privileged sponsor at a gala.  In fact a couple of 
participants mentioned their discomfort, almost fear/anxiety, in attending special events where 
they must associate with potential, mainstream sponsors.


4. Network:


Initially, during the interviews, I thought networking was similar if not the same as coalition-
building.  However, networking here is usually for the benefit of the individual, not for the 
organization.  It is to foster relationships to broaden or advance one’s opportunities.  While 
“networking” has a negative connotation as “brown-nosing, exploitative, and inauthentic,”  27

very few would deny its importance in establishing essential connections to advance one’s 
career.  Yet participants mentioned the desire to develop “relationships” not “connections” to 
people who can help them navigate on the job or in life.  They were not looking for typical 

 https://hbr.org/2016/05/learn-to-love-networking.27
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network, i.e. self-benefiting associations, but deep, mutual relationships that can potentially 
open doors.


5. Coalitions/Community Organizing:


Coalition-building is extremely important for small, nonprofit organizations.  It is not only 
fostering relationships with organizations that serve similar target communities, but also with 
organizations/institutions that can provide related services.  For example, an organization 
serving people of domestic violence would need to build coalition with police officers, 
community and religious leaders, local/national politicians, and organizations that provide 
shelter, food, counseling, and job training.  While there is the potential to compete for limited 
resources, one organization cannot fully help an individual; it is a collaborative endeavor.


6. Advocacy:


Participants discussed the need for advocacy or marketing skills.  Based on the conversations, 
these two terms were used interchangeably.  However, there is a distinct difference between 
these two skills.  Marketing is usually a term used in business where one promotes, sells, and 
distributes a product/service while advocacy is to garner public support for a cause or policy.  
When the term marketing is used in nonprofit, it is usually referring to marketing tactics used in 
business to promote a message so they can get financial support (fundraising).  Advocacy 
usually does not entail financial support.  Since both require communication skills to engage a 
group of people usually with the intent to persuade or influence, I have decided to list both 
under Advocacy. 


7. Languages:


Target communities tend to be diverse and therefore speak different languages/dialects.  Many 
individuals in the target communities do not speak or are not fluent in English.  Unfortunately, 
organizations are not fully equipped with translators to speak to their clients in their heritage 
language.  This creates a major barrier.  It is more than just a simple translation issue; it is a 
trust issue in that people are not comfortable with non-native language speakers.  Therefore, it 
is essential to either acquire another language or find trustworthy interpreters.


II. Versatility/Resourcefulness 

The second most important skill is versatility and resourcefulness.  Since most nonprofit 
organizations are understaffed, new staff/volunteers must be able to adapt and learn a variety 
of skills quickly (versatility).  They have to be open to new ideas, to acquiring new skills, and to 
jump in where there is a need.  While many participants were able to find supportive mentors in 
their supervisors/directors, they were not necessarily trained in all the work they were asked or 
required to do.  Therefore, they had to be resourceful; they needed to be proactive and train 
themselves, even if they felt inadequate or ill-prepared.


III. Behavior: 

Under behavior, I include skills like passion, empathy, confidence, organization, patience, 
instinct, openness, optimism, and daring.  One cannot technically train/mentor women in most 
of these skills yet they are essential in the daily work of a nonprofit organization. 
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IV.  Organizational/Program Development 

The fourth most common skill is organizational and program development.   This category 
include skills like research focus group, data visualization, data collection, data analysis, and 
performance evaluation.  All these skills are related to program development.  Data provides 
the information that would allow individuals to evaluate the efficacy of certain programs; this 
would enable organizations to either cancel, modify, or maintain them.  In addition, 
organizations would be able to demonstrate the “success” of their programs in the community 
so that they can raise funds.


V. Public Policy/Political Context 

Broadly speaking, one can categorize public policy and political context as “external 
awareness.”  By definition, external awareness “identifies and keeps up-to-date on key national 
and international policies and economic, political, and social trends that affect the 
organization.”   This reflects the interconnection of institutions so that an organization cannot 28

become insular.  The international, national, and local policies as well as the cultural trends 
directly impact the daily operations of an organization.  One cannot avoid politics but must 
effectively engage the larger community/society to enhance the concerns of the target 
community.  This is not just about networking, building coalitions, and advocating but 
awareness, engagement, and actual participation in our country and our global community.


VI. Support 

Support (mentorship) is not a skill one should have but a technical and emotional support 
system that an organization should provide.   Given the need for incoming staff to be versatile/
resourceful and extensive emotional demands of the target communities, a number of young 
participants expressed need for support.  They wanted mentors to provide training for new 
skills, encouragement, and emotional support.  While several participants have discussed their 
organizations’ system of mentoring incoming staff members, they wanted to improve and 
expand these programs.  The key difference between support and network is the type of 
relationship.  Here, it is hierarchical.


VII. Management 

When speaking of management skills, participants tend to focus more on people skills, the 
ability to manage people (i.e. communication).  However, management skills also include 
planning, making decisions, and problem solving.  Therefore, management encompasses a 
wide range of skills that starts with the right people, deliberation, and execution.  Though 
“leadership skills” was not frequently mentioned, they have to be integrated with management 
skills.  Now, leadership is not synonymous with management.  The basis of leadership is to 
motivate and inspire so that every member feel they are an integral part of a team with a 
mission.  One needs both skills as manager and a leader to be effective in a nonprofit 
organization.    


Many participants mentioned the difference between the corporate world and nonprofit 
organizations.  Because of the difference, one particular participant discussed the difficulty in 
making the transition between the two worlds. One of the challenges participants find in 
managing staff members in a nonprofit organization is the supposed “democratic” atmosphere. 
While nonprofit organizations are actually hierarchical, they would like to be inclusive of 
everyone’s input and participation.  In trying to create a “democratic” atmosphere, sometimes 

 http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/leadership/blm/27_main_change_external.htm28
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they lack professionalism.  However, like all organizations, nonprofit organizations should be 
run like a business to be productive and effective. So how does one juggle the democratic 
atmosphere in a business environment?  This is the challenge.


Another challenge is the inability to maintain good workers without sufficient funds.  How does 
one motivate and keep skilled volunteers/staff if one cannot provide permanent positions, 
promotions, or adequate pay or raise?  This is an obstacle in hiring and keeping talented 
workers in nonprofit.  Nonprofit organizations need to figure out how to compete with high-
paying jobs in corporations.


Additional Skills 

When asked what would make the participants more effective, many of them tend to reiterate 
skills mentioned previously so that the additional skill list tend to mimic general skills.  Yet I 
tried to press participants to deliberate on additional skills.  It was not always successful; 
therefore this section was least informative in assessing topics for workshops.


One new skill that participants mentioned under “Additional Skills” was self-awareness.


Self-Awareness 

Self-awareness or self-exploration is key to building confidence.  A few participants mentioned 
confidence as a skill while others have talked about self-awareness.  One comes to understand 
the areas in which one excels through self-exploration.  This is the basis of self-confidence 
rather than arrogance which is ultimately rooted in insecurity (“to judge one’s self-worth by 
comparison with others”). 
29

Workshops 

Not all skills can be taught in a workshop.  While some mentioned passion, empathy, patience, 
and versatility, one cannot necessarily create workshops to develop these skills.  Nevertheless, 

 This is a common thread on google but Leisa A. Bailey, who derives her meaning from 29

Buddhism, provides a good definition of arrogance: http://marietta-psychologist.blogspot.com/
2012/03/difference-between-confidence-and.html.
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participants usually, not always, listed the general skills they felt they needed as ideal topics for 
workshops.  For example, 
workshops on 
communications, 
fundraising, management, 
etc.  I tried to encourage 
participants to list 
workshops that were not 
listed under general or 
additional skills.  Therefore 
the tally is deceiving.


These were the workshops 
that were not listed as a 
skill.


1. Narratives 

The main difference 
between the lists in “General Skill”/“Additional Skills” and 
“Workshop” is “Narratives.”  A few participants expressed interest in hearing narratives of other 
nonprofit organization leaders.  Through these life stories, participants want or perhaps need 
role models to emulate; they want to be empowered and inspired.  This is significant in that 
very few API women role models are available to many young women.  


In the past, I have personally underestimated the need for role models; I had bought into the 
“self-made man” myth.  I, myself, will make me successful was the motto to which I had 
adhered.  But over the years, I have realized the importance of role models.  They are not just 
people we want to emulate and therefore inspire and encourage us.  They help us recognize 
the contributions and sacrifices of people, especially women in our lives.  They humble us.  
They force us to understand the interconnection between all humanity and ultimately our 
responsibility to them.  We depend on and therefore owe our lives to our community.  I am not 
talking about sacrifice, which many women do for everyone, but using our individual potential 
for the benefit of our communities.  


Yet role models should ideally share a similar background, vision, or mission.  This allows us to 
believe that our dreams can and will be realized; it affirms our “possibility.” As one participant 
commented, nonprofit work is not an Asian-American communities’ idea of a career choice.  
Therefore, hearing other women’s successes will enable them to not only dream but plan 
deliberately to work in nonprofit.  At the same time, stories allow participants to “share” the 
hardships, frustrations, and failures that is part of the human journey.  They will start to believe 
that they are not alone.  And if others could overcome obstacles, then they too can barrel 
through them.  


2. Theory 

Theory is the system of ideas that will explain why certain populations of the community are 
marginalized.  It includes but is not limited to understanding feminism since one must 
understand intersectionality of oppression based on our intersecting social identities.  Social 
identities comprise of gender, race, social class, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, 
religions, age, mental disability, physical disability, mental illness, physical illness, and others.  
Therefore participants listed the importance of understanding and fighting the interlocking 
system of oppression such as sexism, racism, classism, xenophobia, homophobia, 
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transphobia, ageism, ableism, and bigotry.  This is not only the basis of understanding the 
system but our own oppression and privilege; it is the key to unlocking our own internalized 
self-hate, self-doubt, and anxiety which hinders us from achieving our potential.


3. Community Awareness 

The other workshop that I thought was critical but was not frequently mentioned in the Skill 
section was community awareness.  In order to effectively reach out to the target communities, 
one needs to know them.  Who is the target community? What are the needs of this 
community?  How can one meet these needs?  This will be discussed in more detail under 
challenges.


Challenges 

Working in the API communities comes with its own unique set of challenges.  It is important to 
know them in order to understand one’s community so that one can be effective.


I. Cultural Barriers 

Participants talked about different 
cultural barriers. They tend to fall under 
isolation, shame, traditions, language, 
and generation.  While “generation” was 
explicitly mentioned thrice, participants 
talked about difficulty in overcoming the 
conservatism of traditions and language 
barriers.  These are interrelated so I will 
be discussing them under one category.
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1. Generation Gap (Traditions, Language): 
30

One of the most common challenges is the cultural clash between the generations.  While 
generation gap exists in every community, the problem is more acute in API communities.  It 
involves one’s relationship to traditions of the heritage country (conservatism) and language. 
The first generation of immigrants tends to be more traditional and connected to their heritage 
country while the second generation are more politically and socially liberal.   They tend to be 31

assimilated to American culture and therefore less invested in their heritage country.  However, 
as the second and higher generation becomes older and established in their community, this 
trend might actually be reversed. The gap is exacerbated by language.  First generation is not 
as fluent in the English language while second generation is not as fluent in their heritage 
language.  They are unable to understand each other. 


2. Isolation:


The third issue that is connected to the previous barrier is the isolation of individual families.  
While large API communities exist in the US, a number of individual families live in mainstream 
communities so that they feel and are isolated. They are less likely to discuss or report their 
familial issues with “outsiders.” The issue of isolation is not just about the individual family but 
the Asian communities in general.  Asian-Americans who live in ethnic communities (i.e. 
“Chinatown,” “Koreatown,” “Filipinotown,” and “Vietnamese Town,”) tend to be exclusive and 
insular.  They speak their heritage language, eat their ethnic food, live in their culture, and 
engage in politics of their heritage country.  They are basically cliquish.  Rather than 
participating in American politics and allying themselves with other minorities like the African-
Americans and Hispanic-Americans, they tend to make themselves invisible to the outside 
world.  Participants felt that this will ultimately work against the Asian-American community.


3. Shame:


The other cultural barrier that comes up frequently is the issue of shame.   This may be a 32

particular concern of the type of organizations I was able to reach.  Since most of the 
participants come from domestic violence organizations, they encounter numerous instances in 
which women are afraid of bringing shame to their family (collectivism) by sharing intimate 
details.  The need to maintain honor in their insular community is of the utmost importance 
especially when children are involved.  However, this is not just an issue in cases of domestic 
violence. One should be aware of and learn to converse in a honor-shame culture without 
compromising the mission of an organization.  Since women’s “freedom” are more restricted in 

 Participants mentioned the problem of language in a single ethnic group and between ethnic 30

groups.  Since I discussed the latter under Skills, I decided to just focus on language barriers 
between the generations.

 Interestingly, one participant just made the opposite observation.  I think in some ethnic 31

communities like the Korean-Americans, there is a trend toward conservatism especially within 
the evangelical circles.  They tend to be second-generation Christians.  See Soyoung Park, 
“‘Korean American Evangelical’: A Resolution of Sociological Ambivalence among Korean 
American College Students,” in Asian American Religions: The Making and Remaking of 
Borders and Boundaries (eds. Tony Carnes and Fenggang Yang; New York: NYU Press, 2004), 
182-204.  But generally speaking, second generation API tends to be less conservative: Pew 
Research Center Study (http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/02/07/second-generation-
americans/).

 Cultural barriers - shame, stigma, and insulation is discussed in relation to addiction: 32

Timothy W. Fong and John Tsuang, “Asian-Americans, Addictions, and Barriers to Treatment,” 
in https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2860518/.
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the name of “honor” in patriarchal societies, it is in our best interest to penetrate the shaming 
language.  But how does one respect a “tradition” if the very basis of that tradition is in 
oppressing women?  After all, keeping a balance between “respect” and “freedom” is tenuous, 
if not impossible. 


II. Diversity and Identity 

One of the main challenges working with the API communities is the diversity of the population.  
As mentioned above, API communities are not monolithic but differ in ethnicity, language, 
religion, and value system.  How does one appeal to such a heterogenous, sometimes 
contentious groups whose history may even be tinged with bitter memories? This is not 
including the cultural gap that exists between generations and the individual differences.   33

While it is vital to be able to communicate to distinct audiences within the community, the 
question is how.  How can one engage the different sectors within our communities?  It is not 
enough to reach out to the target communities, whether victims of domestic violence, people 
with mental health issues, LGBTQ, etc. but we need to reach out to the larger community, the 
abusers (i.e. men), conservative religious leaders, traditional men/women, community 
representatives, etc. And we cannot just talk to fellow Korean-Americans but Japanese-
Americans, Cambodian-American, Chinese-Americans, etc.  


This issue is integrally tied to the question of identity.  Who is an Asian-American?  How am I 
an Asian-American?  What does it mean to be part of the Asian-American community?  Since 
race is not biological but a fluid social construct, the Asian-American identity is neither fixed 
nor monolithic.  One does not have a set of characteristics, like common geography, religious 
beliefs, language, food, or culture, to become part of that particular group.  At the same time, 
one is not part of the white mainstream community despite being considered a “model 
minority” or “honorary white.” This is the reason why many prefer to identify with a hyphenated 
heritage country, i.e. Chinese-American, Japanese-American, etc.  Despite their self-identity, 
mainstream Americans still label them as Asian-American. 
34

The question of this social identity is crucial to determine what’s relationship to a community. 
Who am I and where do I belong? If one identifies as an American, but not as a Vietnamese-
American or Asian-American, then one would not feel any responsibility or allegiance to such a 
community.  And if one strongly identifies as a Korean-American, then they may not feel any 
affinity to other minority groups and/or participate in general politics.  


III. Limited Funds: 

API nonprofit organizations struggle to find sponsors.  It is difficult to “market” API issues to 
mainstream organizations/foundations.  Therefore unless they are able to “broaden” their base, 
they are not qualified for the grants.  Luckily, more Asian Americans have recently entered 
middle to high class and are therefore becoming more philanthropic.  While the donor base in 35

 Rupert Li, “New Chinese Immigrants Are Different From Chinese Americans and Proud of It,” 33

Huffington Post, May 16, 2017 (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/chinese-american-
immigrants_us_58dd412ee4b05eae031df98c).  This is just one article discussing the difference 
between the new Chinese arrivals and the Chinese Americans.

 Min Zhou, “Are Asian Americans Becoming White,” Context 3 (2004): 29-37 (https://34

www.researchgate.net/publication/240758659_Are_Asian_Americans_Becoming_White).
 Kirk Semple, “Asian-Americans Gain Influence in Philanthropy,” NYTimes Jan 8. 2013, http://35

www.nytimes.com/2013/01/09/nyregion/as-asian-americans-numbers-grow-so-does-their-
philanthropy.html
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API community was extremely limited in the past, the landscape will drastically change.  The 
challenge is to appeal to this new and growing source of funds.


Fortunately, based on a study, Asian Americans are more likely to give money to health 
organizations, children’s organizations, and local social service.   That means nonprofit 36

organizations that cater to the underserved have a better chance to tap into this donor base.


Observations 

As an academic with a background in business management and limited experience in 
nonprofit, I spent most of my time in mainstream society until I accepted a position at Seoul 
Women’s University.  It was here that I encountered a number of promising young women in the 
graduate program who were or felt “lost.”  Because of these women I thought of developing 
this organization.  However, it was not until the interviews that I was encouraged, actually 
hopeful about our future.  I was impressed by the intelligence, creativity, daring, passion, and 
dedication of all the participants.  Actually, I was inspired … something which I have not 
experienced for a very long time.


Now the question is how can we mentor other young women to become like the participants or 
advise our experienced leaders so that they can excel in their work?  A few challenges came 
up during the interview process that I hope we can address together.  They are not set in the 
order of priority:


I. Mentorship 

Mentorship is essential for women to find their way in the nonprofit world.  They need mentors 
to help them figure out their life choices; to navigate them in education (coursework), 
internship/volunteer work, and jobs; to train them in necessary skills to succeed in their work; 
to encourage them as they take initiative; and to discuss the daily stress that plague them.  
Some of our participants have mentored numerous women and are open to mentoring more 
women in the future.  However, they are sometimes drained by the process, especially since 
their time and energy are already spread thin by responsibilities to their job, family, and lastly, to 
the self.


Therefore, this model of mentorship is unrealistic.  No one mentor (or any human being) can 
guide a person through all the stages of her career.  So now we need to brainstorm new 
models of mentorships that can be mutually beneficial.  It cannot be hierarchical and unilateral 
but relational so that all the parties derive some benefit.  But how and what will be the basis of 
this type of relationship?  How can we foster this relationship? In addition, we need to explore 
other creative and healthy outlets to de-stress.  Whether through music, drawing, writing, 
walking, meditating, or some form of spirituality, we need explore our individual interests/
hobbies that allow us to withdraw or release us from the daily stress of work and life.


II. Finances 

As mentioned above, more Asian Americans are sponsoring projects and making donations.  
We need to tap into this new source.  More importantly, we have to present innovative hybrid-
business model so that entrepreneurs would want to invest in our organizations.  We should 
not rely 100% of our budget on fundraising; this causes too much stress and takes too much 
of our energy/resources.  So what business model will be conducive to nonprofit 

 “Diversity in Giving: The Changing Landscape of American Philanthropy,” http://36
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organizations?  How can we grow the hybrid-business so that organizations can become self-
sufficient in 2-3 years?  How can we persuade API entrepreneurs to not only invest but partner 
with organizations to fund them?


III. Identity 

Growing up or coming into a diverse population like the US, the question of one’s identity 
becomes imminent.  Am I Korean, Korean-American, Asian-American, or just American?  What 
does it mean for one to identify with a particular group?  This would be a simple process if one 
did not have to deal with the mixed-message associated with the identity-markers.  While 
considered a “model-minority” or “honorary white,” we are stilled considered the “other” by 
mainstream America.  We are never fully white or fully American. 


Not that we want to be white.  Yet whiteness is the norm and therefore tantalizing.  At some 
level, we all want to become the norm, not the “other.”  So the problem of internalization 
comes to haunt us.  This is where sexism, racism, heterosexism, classism, etc., the system of 
oppression is detrimental not only for the society in general but to our very self-image.  Who 
am I?  Am I the passive female, the smart Asian, the “almost” American, the successful 
immigrant, etc.  What happens when we do not fit this identity?  And why would this question 
matter in working at a nonprofit organization for the socially marginalized?


Most women become passionate about the socially marginalized because they are the 
marginalized in society.  Unless we become aware of our own oppression and privileges, we 
are not able to communicate the reason why these organizations are necessary in our 
communities and how we can use our privilege to benefit the most vulnerable.  We need to 
know how we figure into society to understand the intersectionality of oppression in society.  


IV. Communications 

Before I started the interview process, I had some idea about the set of skills one would need 
to work in a nonprofit organization for the marginalized.  While participants confirmed some of 
my hunch about the list of skills, I was surprised by the emphasis on communication.  
Communication was key to maintaining relationships between people within an organization, 
with the target community, the larger community, and society.  How can we express ourselves, 
orally, in writing, and with our body, in the “language” of our audience so that we may be able 
to effectively engage and transform their thinking?  This is no small feat!  And here, I do not 
mean just knowing the heritage language or the preferred language of communication but 
understanding the audience’s worldview so that we are able to penetrate through their walls of 
defense.  Only then can we radically make our society more equitable for everyone. 


To the extent, we want to be and are part of a nonprofit organization, we must interact with 
people.  Causes and issues cannot be separated from people.  Therefore, we need to explore 
effective means of communication, to collaborate with our allies and to transform the 
“other” (whoever they may be).  But how do we communicate effectively with so many different 
audience without compromising our ideals?  How can we package our message so that people 
will want to engage us?  This is the KEY to our success.


V. Community Awareness/Cultural Competence 

Given the challenges of working in API communities, how can we develop effective programs 
that directly impact our target communities?  This is dependent on how well we know our 
community.   How well are we listening to our target communities?  And when should we not 
listen and do what is necessary for them?
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I am realizing more and more the importance of being externally aware, to know how local, 
federal, and global policies and trends affect the daily lives of our communities.  The question 
is how can we work with our governments to change policies to better our communities?  Does 
this mean that we all have to become activists?  No.  We all have different abilities.  However, it 
is to our benefit to know the far-reaching implications of policies and the explicit/implicit 
message of our leaders.  And then creatively promoting that which is beneficial for 
communities and if necessary subverting that which is detrimental.


Outline of Potential Workshops 

Based on the interviews, the following outline of workshops are recommended:


I. Self-Awareness

II. Understanding Power, Privilege, and Oppression

III. Community Awareness (Cultural Competence)

IV. Program Development

V. Mentorship

VI. Communication

VII. Management/Leadership Skills

VIII.External Awareness

IX. Narratives - interwoven between workshops

X. Fundraising


This simple outline does not embody the depth and breadth of the discussions I had with the 
participants.  But it is a summary and hopefully, the basis of a more fruitful conversation.  How 
we conceptualize, structure, and conduct the workshops will depend heavily on the expertise 
of our participants.  It may overlap with workshops offered by APAWLI or LEAP but it will 
always come from women who have worked directly with the socially marginalized in the API 
communities.  They, with their 
experience, will personalize these 
workshops so that they can directly 
benefit potential women leaders and their 
community.


Conclusion 

The API population is growing.   It is the 37

fastest growing immigrant population.   38

What does this mean?  As the API 
population increase so will the 
underserved within the API communities.  
Therefore we will need more leaders, 
women who are able to understand and 
communicate to the larger society the 

 Projected growth graph in Asian Americans: Contemporary Trends and Issues, 293.37

 “Meet the New Immigrants: Asians Overtake Hispanics,” http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/38

asianamericans-graphics/; Census: Asians Remain Fastest-Growing Racial Group in US,” 
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2016-06-23/census-asians-remain-fastest-
growing-racial-group-in-us; “Asians Remain Fastest-Growing US Group as Pacific Islanders, 
Mixed-Race Numbers Grow: Census,” http://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/asians-
remain-fastest-growing-us-group-pacific-islanders-mixed-race-n597711.
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needs of the disadvantaged. We need to be proactive and prepare them for the future.  


These are exciting times as the API communities become more visible and vocal.  And women 
will become a major force in creating a more equitable society. 

�27


