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Abstract

Social networks in the Vietnamese nail salon industry were studied for their utility in ad-
dressing occupational health risks. Major findings include heavy reliance on family networks
for fundamental needs, an extensive industry network effective in spreading information, and
a sparse community network. Practitioners hoping to work with this population are directed
to the opportunities and challenges to taking action, particularly the potential for greater
cooperation and the lack of weak-bridging ties.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The large number of Vietnamese immigrants working in the nail salon industry has attracted
attention from public health practitioners, regulatory agencies and community- based orga-
nizations. Vietnamese-led organizations in California, Massachusetts and Texas have raised
concerns about the occupational health and economic mobility of this population of workers
and entrepreneurs. Of concern is the daily exposure to toxins from products used for nail
treatment, as well as the economic outcomes of working in an increasingly saturated market
with limited financial returns and opportunities.

Occupational health in nail salons has complex technical, regulatory, and social dimensions
and has typically required more resources than any single group of organizations can muster.
Community-based groups have often sought the technical assistance of environmental or-
ganizations and health centers. Research institutions have similarly sought the assistance
of community groups. In many cases both have worked with regulatory bodies who often
have far less information about this population than the community groups.

Toxicological and epidemiological information on dose exposures is not well documented
for the products and chemicals nail salon workers are exposed too, although some commu-
nity groups have begun to document effects. One small community-led survey in Spring-
field, Massachusetts shows workers experience negative health effects associated with certain
chemicals. Another survey led by UMass Lowell with workers in Dorchester, Massachusetts
has yet to publish its results. Since workers are actually exposed to multiple chemicals each
day, the impact from combined exposures is difficult to study. The effects of combinations
of chemicals can differ markedly from those of a single exposure. Finally, the efficacy of
interventions proposed by agencies like NIOSH or the EPA, such as downdraft ventilation
tables, is also untested.

Until recently, the nail salon industry has largely gone unnoticed by the regulatory system,
excepting the controversy around MMA (methyl methacrylate). There are few regulations
specific to the nail salon industry and the ones that apply are outdated or ineffective.
Regulatory agencies for this industry are often understaffed and lack linguistic and cultural
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competency. EPA Region 6 has recently collaborated with community stake-holders in
Houston to produce a manual for best practices. The EPA has begun distribution of this
information at workshops. Unfortunately, the manual was produced mostly by technical
consultants and lacks ground-proofing. Other than this voluntary program, there is no state
program or policy to regulate the industry.

The social dimension of the problem, in particular, distinguishes this sector from the main-
stream economy and explains why the community players in this case play an active in-
termediary role rather than a more activist one. The salons are important to the local
economy, supplying much-needed jobs, particularly for new immigrants. They also serve a
social function, bringing people of different races together in the same venue. The Viet-
namese community groups bringing attention to the industry do not want heavy-handed
regulation or enforcement of these salons — they do not want salons shut down. However, as
some groups struggle to find strategies for motivating salons to change unhealthy practices,
regulatory pressure begins factor into their thinking. Still, the main thrust of their work
has been to preserve the businesses and make them more sustainable.

Unfortunately, despite diverse collaborations, elements of the problem appear intractable.
The actual impact of chemical use on salon workers, and therefore the extent of the problem,
is unresolved. Other than the forthcoming UMass Lowell study, there is little data on health
effects. Many workers have not been in the industry long enough for long-term effects to
manifest. For chemicals that are known hazards, safer alternatives do not exist or have not
been located. The efficacy of engineering controls remains untested. Aside from exposure-
limiting practices, organizations are at a loss for recommendations. Finally, even if there
were solid recommendations to make, how would the information reach salons and what
would motivate owners to change their practices?

Given the technical challenges, this paper focuses less on finding a technical solution. In-
stead, this paper is concerned with how organizations might approach assessment of the
problem and development of interventions by tapping into social resources in the affected
population. These resources are often overlooked. Rarely in the above collaborations have
salon workers and owners themselves been called upon to play an active role in assessing the
problem or developing interventions. Workers and owners have traditionally been recipients
of training or services and have served as sources of information.

The Dorchester Occupational Health Initiative (DOHI), a collaboration serving Vietnamese
and Cape Verdean immigrants in Boston, hopes to take a different approach. DOHI is
undertaking a four-year project to engage workers and owners in participatory research and
development of interventions. But this is unchartered territory for most members of DOHI.
They are unsure of how to carry out participatory research or how to include immigrant
workers and owners in the strategic process.

One barrier to carrying out this approach is the limited availability of information on the re-
sources workers and entrepreneurs bring to bear on the problem. Vietnamese entrepreneurs
and workers are clearly very resourceful. In an environment where financial resources are
scarce, non-native English speakers are at a disadvantage, and social safety nets are deterio-
rating, some Vietnamese immigrants have found jobs, started businesses, purchased homes
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and sent children to college. It appears social resources, as much as economic factors, con-
tribute to economic development in this community. What can we learn from the ways
Vietnamese immigrants have worked together to solve problems like labor market barriers
or lack of capital? Who do they draw upon for support and information? Who do they
trust? This paper offers community organizations and state agencies crucial information on
social networks as resources for action.

Research Question

As part of the Vietnamese team in the Dorchester Occupational Health Initiative, I became
interested in social networks as a way to advance our strategic thinking. I suspected net-
works were important assets in the Vietnamese community and that understanding their
mechanisms might offer clues and resources for working on the specific problem of occupa-
tional health. I suspected networks were important for information sharing and resource-
pooling in an under-resourced environment. But how useful are these social networks for
addressing a problem like occupational health risk, an externality whose cost has not been
assessed?

This study looks at the social resource of networks and the trust and norms of cooperation
that reside in them. How useful are social networks as a resource for addressing occupational
health in Vietnamese nail salons? Using the theoretical framework of social capital, I
characterize the structure and function of the networks to reveal implications for community
development practitioners.

A. Review of Relevant Literature

This review places the study within connected bodies of literature and constructs a theo-
retical framework for understanding the findings. The discussion moves from the general
to the more specific contexts, embedding the thesis within the literature on networks and
markets, ethnic economies and ethnic resources, and social capital and social networks. I
elaborate on the choice to study social networks in the context of an economic and environ-
mental problem. I explore the constraining and enabling forces created by the use of ethnic
resources in ethnic economies. Finally, I choose a theoretical framework for understanding
types of relationships and how they are used in social networks.

I conclude the literature review with a handful of other theses on Vietnamese-owned nail
salons. 1 pull out useful background information and discussion around the use of social
resources.

1. Networks and Markets

On the broadest level, this study fits into the field of economic sociology, where the study of
networks and the study of economic organization meet. Neither the economic or sociological
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perspectives adequately explain the forces of economic organization but some combination
of theories may be useful. This paper focuses on the sociological perspective because it
offers greater possibility for sustainable outcomes built on the participation of relevant
stakeholders.

In the introduction to their volume, Networks and Markets, Rauch and Hamilton frame
an emerging field of study that combines the thinking and methods of economists and
sociologists. Granovetter’s 1985 article, “Economic Action and Social Structure: The
Problem of Embeddedness,” argued that ”all economic action is embedded in networks”
[Rauch and Hamilton, 2001] and is credited with guiding the formulation of an economic
sociology framework. The field explores how social relationships govern economic organi-
zations; network analysis has become a tool for understanding industrial organizations and
markets.

Attention to the study of networks of association grew in the 1970’s, in contrast to “de-
terministic cultural” accounts that did not leave room for human agency and individual-
istic or “atomized” approaches that did not recognize the importance of social structures
[Powell and Smith-Doerr, 1994]. Though there are several branches of study on networks,
the literature on networks of access and opportunity seems most relevant to this study.
Here again, an earlier work by Granovetter plays an important role.

In “The Strength of Weak Ties” Granovetter was concerned with understanding how “inter-
action in small groups aggregates to form large-scale patterns” particularly macro phenom-
ena like social stability, community organization and political structure. Granovetter sets
up a scenario where groups with strong internal ties (high-density networks) are bridged
by weak ties, which make up a low-density network. Weak ties are acquaintances or people
who are dissimilar whereas strong ties are family or close friends, people who share char-
acteristics. Granovetter argued it is the weak ties, connections we have to individuals and
groups who are not part in our “primary group”, that creates flexible organizations, able
to mobilize when necessary to respond to threats and opportunities. He found that weak
ties were useful for finding jobs and people without weak ties outside their primary groups
(bridging ties) were at a disadvantage concerning information and upward mobility.

Economic sociologists study whether bridging ties are useful devices for explaining not only
individual economic outcomes but economic phenomena at a higher level of aggregation
[Rauch and Hamilton, 2001]. In their study of the electric power industry, Mark Granovet-
ter and Patrick McGuire have shown how the technical and organizational form of the
industry was more dependent on preexisting ties among principal actors in the industry
than on technical and economic circumstances. Networks influenced the path-dependent
choice of central over distributed power generation.

Beginning in the mid-1980s, sociologists have looked to networks as an analytical tool and
a form of governance over economic life [Powell and Smith-Doerr, 1994]. They have argued
that economies do not arise exclusively from technological or economic factors, and that
social and institutional foundations structure ownership, control, and exchange relationships
in the economy [Rauch and Hamilton, 2001].
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A few researchers have studied Asian business networks specifically and I review two such
studies here. Manuel Castells examines business networks in East Asia as precursors to
networks in the new information age [Castells, 2000]. Although Castells is talking about
business networks in Asia and not immigrant business networks in America, his discussion
is particularly useful.

Castells describes the business networks in Japan, Korea and China, mainly during their
developmental booms. The most relevant description is that of Chinese business networks
which are largely family dependent. Family firms were linked cross-sectorally in business
networks often owned by one family. The family was more important than the business,
which I interpret to mean the nature of the business was not as important as the gains it
brought to the family.

Thus, families prosper by creating new firms in any sector of activity deemed
profitable....Connections between firms are highly personalized, fluid, and change-
able, unlike the long-term commitment patterns of Japanese networks. Sources
of finance tend to be informal....

In such a structure, management is highly centralized and authoritarian....[W]orkers’
loyalty is not expected, since the workers’ ideal is to start their own businesses,
and thus they are suspect as future competitors. Commitments are short-term,
which undermines long-range planning strategies. On the other hand, the ex-
treme decentralization and flexibility of such a system allows for fast adjustments

to new products, new processes, and new markets.

The weak point in these small-scale Chinese business networks is their inability
to undertake major strategic transformations, requiring for instance R&D in-
vestment, knowledge of world markets, large-scale technological modernization,
or offshoring of production.

The ideology of entrepreneurial familism, rooted in an ancestral distrust of the
state in southern China, cannot be taken at face value, even if it shapes, to a
large extent, the behavior of Chinese businessmen....

In addition to culture as an influence on Asian business networks, Castells points out the
strong role the state played in shaping different business networks. In China before the
developmental push, state policies were unfriendly to private enterprise. Castells writes:
“Without a reliable state enforcing property rights, you do not need to be Confucian in
order to place your trust in kin rather than in a legal contract on paper.... When the state
did not act to create the market, as in China, families did it for their own, bypassing the
state and embedding marking mechanisms in socially constructed networks.”

Though set in a different context, Castells’ descriptions of Chinese business networks has
relevance for Vietnamese-immigrant business networks. The centrality of the family, the
view of workers as potential competitors, and the distrust of the state are traits Chinese
and Vietnamese businesses may share.

17



In seeking to understand a more specific Vietnamese business culture and finding no studies
in the US, I looked at a study of firms in Vietnam. Again, though the context is different,
I found the work useful. Stoyan Tenev et. al. (2003) found that private enterprises in
Vietnam, as opposed to state-owned enterprises, relied more heavily on social networks for
business services and access to capital. Tenev’s study asked firms to rank the importance
of personal relations (family and friends) in the following business activities: bargaining
with officials, source of capital, firms internal problems, bargaining with banks, sales, and
business services. In every category, private enterprises ranked the importance of friends
and family higher than did state-owned enterprises. Firms in Vietnam still rely heavily on
personal contacts or informal networks for debt and equity financing. Despite their reliance
on social networks, private firms are less likely to join business associations, from which
state-owned enterprises receive many of their business services and resources for collective
action [Tenev et al., 2003].

I found this information about private firm practice in Vietnam intriguing as clues to
Vietnamese-immigrant firm practice in the US. Both Castells and Tenev et. al. implicate
culture and conditions created by the state as factors influencing firm reliance on family
networks.

2. Ethnic Economies and Ethnic Resources

Back in the US, within the general economy or as an alternative to it, is the ethnic economy,
where the Vietnamese nail salon sector resides. Weber, Marx and Sombart conceive of
modern capitalism as emerging from and superceding more traditional, fraternal or kin-
based economic systems [Light and Karageorgis, 1994]. After a summary of definitions, I
review the benefits and constraints of operating within ethnic economies and relying on
ethnic resources.

Bonacich and Modell (1980) first operationalized the concept of ethnic economy to mean
“any ethnic or immigrant group’s self-employed, employers, and co-ethnic employees.” This
distinguishes employment generated from within an immigrant or ethnic minority group
from employment found in the general labor market [Light and Karageorgis, 1994]. An
ethnic enclave is more specific. Light and Karageorgis (1994) define an ethnic enclave as
having “locational clustering of firms, economic interdependency, and co-ethnic employees,
whereas an ethnic economy requires none of these.” Chinatowns may be easily classified as
enclaves since they are locationally very distinct. Little Saigon in Orange County, though
much larger geographically than any Chinatown, might also be considered an enclave. In-
terestingly, Vietnamese nail salons are located within and outside the enclave. In fact, they
seem to do better outside the enclave.

In Chinatown, The Socioeconomic Potential of an Urban Enclave, Min Zhou shows how
an enclave can serve to channel members into the mainstream society and economy while
keeping certain cultural assets intact. Zhou explains how community networks and social
capital, emanating particularly from family ties, have helped members of Chinatown gain
mobility socially and economically.
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The ethnic economy is an important source of employment for new arrivals. Tarry Hum
reports 80 percent of new Chinese immigrants found employment in the ethnic economy
[Hum, 2001]. (She also found a strong correlation between period of immigration and labor
market location.) Hum claims the ethnic economy is more important to Asian immigrants
than Latino immigrants, and particularly to Koreans. More than half (57%) of Chinese
immigrants and more than two-thirds (73%) of Korean immigrants are employed in their
co-ethnic businesses.

Ethnic groups cluster into different niches. South-Asian immigrants dominate the motel
business. The majority of doughnut shops in California are owned by Cambodian im-
migrants [Hum, 2001]. Korean merchants locate in labor-intensive niches: grocery and
fish stores, carry-out restaurants, lower-line apparel and ethnic beauty supplies [Lee, 1998].
Also, ethnic clusters can be different depending on location. For example, in New York, nail
salons are predominantly owned by Korean immigrants, otherwise they are often owned by
Vietnamese immigrants. Advantages to such clustering include vertical integration, credit
from co-ethnic suppliers, pooling of orders, and the formation of business associations.

For some immigrants, particularly Korean immigrants, employment in the ethnic economy
can be a stepping stone to self-employment, but for most groups, the ethnic economy
presents dilemmas. For many Latino and Asian immigrants, employment in an ethnic
economy is not a first step — it is a permanent labor market position [Hum, 2001]. With
the exception of the Chinese ethnic economy where 46 percent of workers arrived in the last
five years, the majority of workers in ethnic economies immigrated to the US in the 1970s
and 1980s. They have spent many years in similar jobs.

Hum points out several other dilemmas including menial jobs, marginal industries, few
worker benefits, few opportunities to learn English, racial tension, exploitation, and marginal
economic growth. Hazardous chemicals and occupational health are also potential problems
in businesses like dry cleaners, nail salons and hardwood floor-sanding businesses. The latter
two are major sectors for Vietnamese immigrants.

Researchers debate the importance of ethnic resources in accruing benefits [Bates, 1997,
Waldinger et al., 1990, Yoo, 1998, Bonacich and Modell, 1980]. Bates, an economist, ar-
gues that class resources alone (financial capital and education) can explain the success of
certain small immigrant businesses, particularly Korean immigrants [Bates, 1997]. Light
also finds that Korean entrepreneurs in Los Angeles rely much less on rotating credit asso-
ciations and business associations and more on accumulated capital and education gained
before emigration from Korea [Light, 1980]. On the other hand, Waldinger, Aldrich and
Ward, use a model of opportunity structures and group characteristics (social resources,
ethnic networks and human capital) to explain differences in economic outcomes.

Several studies focus on the role of networks and ethnic resources in small immigrant busi-
ness creation, including Korean immigrants in Atlanta [Yoo, 1998], Japanese immigrants in
Los Angeles [Bonacich and Modell, 1980] and Cuban immigrants in Miami

[Waldinger et al., 1990]. The study of Korean entrepreneurs in Atlanta is particularly use-
ful because Yoo distinguishes between the use of family networks and social networks made
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up of friends. First Yoo describes the important role family networks play in chain mi-
gration, where potential immigrants consider the availability of jobs based on information
from family in the US. Still, Yoo finds the dominant use of family networks is for busi-
ness capital whereas social networks are used for business information. Yoo also finds that
class resources (educational attainment) strongly determine the resourcefulness of social
networks.

Light and Karageorgis (1994) summarize examples of ethnic resources, positive and negative:
trusting one another more than others, following one another into the same trades, working
long hours in unsafe conditions, expressing satisfaction with low wages, helping one another
acquire business skills and information, utilizing rotating credit associations, and deploying
multiplex social networks to economic advantage. Several of these examples apply to the
use of ethnic resources in the Vietnamese case.

Ethnic solidarity is also considered an ethnic resource. Solidarity may come from a desire to
see one’s displaced ethnic group gain prestige in a new society or to show its worthiness for
citizenship and social acceptance. Ethnic solidarity also requires entrepreneurs to adopt a
paternalistic attitude toward co-ethnic workers, offering training, sponsorship and patronage
they might not offer an outsider [Light and Karageorgis, 1994].

But ethnic solidarity also has a downside. Sanders and Nee offer a more nuanced view
of social solidarity, pointing out the earning-returns for immigrant employers were higher
than for employees. Alexander Portes also discusses the downside of community solidarity
or enforceable trust. It is possible that some members of a group will drain the resources of
others who would otherwise reach greater economic success. Portes points to the case of a
successful Vietnamese entrepreneur, the owner of a manufacturing firm with 300 employees,
none of whom were Vietnamese. The entrepreneur had anglicized his name so Vietnamese
people would be less likely to recognize him as Vietnamese. Like other ethnic resources,
solidarity offers advantages and disadvantages to the group in question.

3. Social Capital and Social Networks

This takes us to our last theoretical discussion. Social capital can be an ethnic resource, but
the concept of social capital is broader. Unlike an ethnic resource which connotes ethnic
inheritance, social capital can be built up or diminished and the group that shares and
benefits from this resource is not necessarily defined by ethnicity. This section reviews key
definitions, types and uses of social capital. This is the lynchpin of the literature review as
it explains the criteria I will use to characterize and analyze data from my study.

Ian Winter (2000) neatly summarizes definitions of social capital developed by some of major
theorists: Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman and Robert Putnam. All three understand social
capital to be a resource for action (individual and collective) generated by the practice of
trust or cooperation in social relationships or networks. However, the three differ in their
frame of analysis and their ideas for how to use social capital. Bourdieu sees social capital as
a means for securing economic capital and analyzes individual behavior in class competition.
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Coleman sees social capital as a way to acquire human capital and looks specifically at how
families and communities help us do this. Putnam is interested in a broader scale. He see
social capital as a key ingredient in securing an effective democracy and economy and looks
at trends on the regional or national level [Winter, 2000]. Elements of all three definitions
are useful here, but emphasis is placed on Putnam and later, Briggs.

In Bowling Alone, Putnam writes that some scholars who study ethnic niche economies
have questioned whether bonds of trust and solidarity actually restrict growth and eco-
nomic mobility. More disadvantaged members of an ethnic group may rely heavily and
take resources away from more upwardly mobile or resourceful members. Putnam cites
Portes and Sensenbrenner and Woolcock who suggest that to realize their full potential,
entrepreneurs may have to broaden their ties to customers, financial institutions and civic
associations. Putnam tells the story of Tupelo, Mississippi and how building social capital
through developing community development institutions led to high levels of investment,
job creation and economic development.

Putnam points out that though we can be confident of the benefits of social capital and
networks of trust to the individual, we are uncertain about the benefits to the whole. And
we are also uncertain about the how strong the link between social capital and economic
development is, though researchers like Dasgupta and Serageldin, Saegert, Thompson and
Warren and Woolcook are looking into these links in developing countries and in poor com-
munities in the America. Gittel and Thompson argue that social capital in poor commu-
nities can be drawn upon to leverage market power for the benefit of community economic
development [Gittel and Thompson, 2001]. They speak to different organizational forms
and institutions, including cooperatives, credit unions and venture capital networks.

Though there are several ways to operationalize social capital, I will focus on two systems of
classification: mobility effects and orientation [Briggs, 1997]. I will apply Briggs’ typology
scheme for social capital to social networks specifically, although I will also look at the trust
and norms of cooperation in the networks, making the two terms (social capital and social
networks) virtually interchangeable for the purposes of this study.

Social networks can be classified by their use, either to get by (use social support) or get
ahead (use social leverage) [Briggs, 1997]. These two uses have different mobility outcomes.
Briggs’ getting by examples include confiding distress, sharing caregiving duties or lending
rides. These activities have limited mobility outcomes. Getting ahead may involve referring
someone to a job or connecting a young person to a scholarship. It involves changing the
opportunity structure.

Briggs notes it can be difficult to achieve upward mobility be using ties within a group to
get ahead. This is because others in your group have similar disadvantages. A poor person
can help another poor person find a job but these do not tend to be well-paying jobs — this
harkens back to Granovetter’s weak ties. Therefore, Briggs points out that getting ahead
behavior has greater mobility outcomes when they involve forming ties across dissimilar
groups. In this paper, I will define getting by as maintaining a similar number and type
of economic opportunities and similar quality of life. Getting ahead then means increasing
the number and type of economic opportunities and improving quality of life.
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Another way to differentiate social networks is by orientation. This can generally be thought
of as inward versus outward orientation. More specifically, there are differences between
bonding versus bridging ties and private-regarding versus public-regarding ties. Bonding
occurs between similar groups or individuals who share ethnicity, class, religion or other
identifying characteristics. Bonding social capital is related to ”getting by.” Bridging occurs
across dissimilar actors and is related to ”getting ahead” through external linkages.!

Table 1.1 below shows the theoretical framing of social networks.

Table 1.1: Mobility Effect by Orientation of Ties in Social Networks

Orientation | Mobility-Effect | OQutcome

Bonding Getting by Maintaining the number and type of economic
opportunities and quality of life
Bridging Getting ahead |Increasing the number and type of economic

opportunities and improving quality of life

4. Prior Research on Vietnamese-Owned Nail Salons

Several Vietnamese student researchers have written papers on the Vietnamese nail salon
sector. Their work builds an important foundation for this study. Below is what we already
know about why Vietnamese immigrants enter the nail salon industry and some of the issues
and challenges they face.

Craig Trinh-Phat Huynh interviewed 10 female manicurists in the Los Angeles area. He
focused on understanding why they entered the industry, what types of federally-funded

social services and networks are available to them and what issues they face in the workplace
[Huynh, 1996].

Huynh describes an informal network that has emerged, facilitating the growth in numbers of
manicurists and salons. Prospective cosmetology students often learn about the availability
of financial aid or job training funds through relatives or friends. Nail salon owners find
technicians by word or mouth of by recruiting from local beauty schools. Owners also
advertise through Vietnamese-language newspapers, radio and television.

An interesting finding of Huynh’s is that although Vietnamese workers and owners use in-
formal networks and Vietnamese media extensively, they do not use low to no-cost technical
assistance services available to them through public and private agencies. Huynh found that
some salon owners were not familiar with business assistance programs when they started

!There are also cross-cutting types of social networks where a characteristic that bonds one group also
allows for bridging with another group. An example could be class. It binds one racial group together but
also builds bridges to another low-income racial group. Briggs has particular interest in this type of social
capital building as a way to build political coalitions and minimize ethnic conflict.
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their businesses and when they became aware of them later, they assumed they would not
be eligible for the services. Some are aware of bank loans but for a variety or reasons do not
use them. Huynh cites limited English skills, lack of trust and unfamiliarity with the loan
process. One 55 year old woman he interviewed who had worked as a manicurist since 1981
knew about the SBA but did wanted to be ‘self-reliant.” She was going through a bitter
divorce when she was setting up her salon and wanted to prove to herself and her husband
that she could start a business, ‘without help from anybody.’

Few Vietnamese or other Asian-Pacific clients frequented the Vietnamese-owned salons
Huynh observed. He found salons were located in a variety of neighborhoods, ranging from
mostly white to mostly African-American, Latino or multiethnic. Clientele were usually
made up of local residents and workers in those neighborhoods or districts.

Huynh'’s central concern is why and how Vietnamese women entered the manicure business.
One woman he interviewed was 28 when she arrived in Los Angeles in 1980. Despite enrolling
in a city college, taking English classes and studying accounting, she was unable to find a
job. Her Vietnamese friends opened salons in the city and she became interested when she
learned salons require about $6000 in capital to start, a simple state licensing process, and
no English proficiency requirement. She started out by renting space in a hair salon. When
the owner retired, she bought the salon and worked there for eight years before moving to
a new location in San Fernando Valley.

About half of Huynh’s respondents did garment work before coming nail technicians. One
such worker made so little money sewing she often had to bring work home where her
husband and children could help her sew. After she switched to nail salon work, she began
earning four to five times more than she did sewing.

Other advantages cited by Huynh’s respondents include preferences for limited contact with
the public and flexibility to care for children. One respondent explained, “What I like most
about my work is I can take my daughter to the shop and look after her while I work on
my customers.” She has set up a mini child care center in the corner of her salon.

Despite these benefits, Huynh found significant problems in this niche economy. The South-
ern California market has become saturated and competition in some parts of Los Angeles
had become fierce. One respondent explained ‘[Vietnamese people open] their nail salons
just a couple doors down the street from yours. Not only that, they lowered their prices
and competed for the same customers in the area.” Non-Vietnmase salon owners decry the
lowering of prices that has come with this intense competition. In the 1980’s, the price of
a full set of nails was $60. Today, Vietnamese salons charge about $18-20 for the same
service.

Huyhn also mentions health risks as a problem, particularly since Vietnamese workers and
owners may have difficulty reading the warning labels on products.? Finally, customer

2Material Safety Data Sheets, or MSDSs, which salons are required to have on hand are difficult to read,
even for fluent English speakers.
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relations are a problem often cited by workers and owners. Misunderstandings due to
language or cultural differences give rise to conflicts with clients.

Thy Bich Nguyen interviewed 47 Vietnamese women in order to investigate barriers to
utilization of health care services by nail salon technicians [Nguyen, 2000]. She finds that
despite differences in acculturation and length of stay in the US, both uninsured and in-
sured nail salon technicians have mainly economic barriers to utilizing health care services.
Uninsured women did not have the money to visit doctors while insured women did not
have time. Shrinking profit margins brought on by competition decreases the affordability
of medical attention. Nguyen quotes a Vietnamese professor at San Jose State who believes
‘the presence of Vietnamese-owned small businesses in many cases is just a sign of poverty,
not affluence.” Though this is a harsh statement, it possible to see why Nguyen may have
found this statement resonant, particularly for nail salons. Indeed, if Vietnamese people
had other opportunities, there might not be so many nail salons.

Nguyen brings into the discussion information about traditional Vietnamese culture to help
explain some of the behavior and attitudes her respondents had toward seeking health care.
She refers us to Buddhist and Confucian teachings that influence attitudes toward suffering
and understanding about the sources of illness, citing the work of Laura Uba.

Many Vietnamese believe that suffering is an unavoidable part of life and that
the length of one’s life is predetermined. These beliefs may discourage many
individuals from seeking early health care, since they believe that nothing can
be done to relieve their suffering or to avoid death.

Nguyen found these beliefs to be less prevalent in her sample than she expected: 87 percent
of the women in her sample said there were no spiritual reasons keeping them from visiting
the doctor. However, Nguyen found that 34 percent of her respondents still used traditional
healing techniques. To some degree the beliefs around enduring suffering are still echoed in
perceptions of agency among Vietnamese immigrants.

Mary Ly’s paper on occupational health risks for this population is immensely informative
and comprehensive. Ly interviewed experts in occupational and minority health in Cal-
ifornia and Massachusetts and 9 Vietnamese nail salon technicians [Ly, 2003]. She looks
at past interventions including regulatory responses, discusses practices and perceptions of
risk, and maps the major stakeholders. She provides valuable insight into technicians’ and
owners’ understanding and perceptions of risk, which were generally low.

A number of Ly’s findings are instructive for this study. Ly found that services offered in
salons varied by the skill of technicians and location of salon. New workers begin by doing
manicures and pedicures (smoothing the nail surface, cutting cuticles, and applying polish)
and move on to more complex procedures (applying artificial or acrylic nails, fill-ins, wraps,
airbrushes, nail art and gels). In some salons, natural techniques are preferred, while in
others, artificial nails are preferred, potentially increasing exposure to chemicals.
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Like Huynh, Ly found immigrants entered the industry for the flexibility, as well as interest
in the art of working with nails and ease of entry. She found mixed opinions on the im-
portance of money. Though the jobs offered ‘fast cash’, some workers entering the business
started out making only $100 each week.

Ly found health and safety training at cosmetology schools was usually inadequate to protect
workers. Workers did not learn very much about how the chemicals could affect them. Some
workers and owners expressed poor understanding of health risks or did not perceive the
risks to be present at all.

Those who were bothered by the work environment tended not to take action. One employer
explained that when she gets sick, she does not consult a doctor; she feels her work requires
tolerance of the chemicals. Others echoed this view by explaining how unpleasant aspects
of the job, such as strong odors, must be endured [Ly, 2003]:

It’s part of the job and making money. If you can’t stand the smell, then how
do you sit there? It depends on your personal tolerance.

I feel like with this occupation, you have to withstand the smell. There is no
opinion at this point. For example, workers who have to wear a shielded mask...,
the sparks fly towards your protection, but you still have to do it. You don’t
know if one day, a piece of steel flies into your eyes or face, and that’s why you're
protected so you can feel safe. I do my work like this, too.

Ly points out with this latter quote that workers and owners often think of acute exposures
or hazards and neglect chronic effects.

Finally, Ly maps a complex web of responsibility that includes government, medical prac-
titioners, manufacturers, employers and employees. She recommends that interventions be
comprehensive, require cooperation from different levels of intervention, and include re-
sources that will aid the Vietnamese in understanding the interventions. She notes that
social networks may be an effective way to distribute information once engineering controls
or substitution products were tested by a few salons.

Kang (2001) provides an ethnographic study of race, gender and class dynamics in New York
nail salons, which are predominantly owned by Korean women. Like Huynh, she also found
that one incentive for women to participate in this niche is independence from male financial
support. She found that when Korean women became business owners, this changed the
power structure in the home in a way some husbands found threatening [Kang, 2001].
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B. Methodology

Creating a Research Instrument

In the early stages of this research project, there was a dual focus to the inquiry: assessing
network capacity for action and understanding business practices and willingness to change
practices. To assess networks, I drew upon the social capital literature. I wrote questions
for every relationship I could think of that would be significant in facilitating entry into the
industry and day-to-day work as a nail technician or owner. To measure the strength of
the relationship, I asked about the frequency of interaction. Where possible, I encouraged
respondents to elaborate on the types of interactions that occurred.

The second focus on business practices came from the data collection needs of Viet-AID
and New Ecology. I included questions on purchasing behavior and ventilation systems. I
was attempting to merge the occupational health focus of their inquiry with my principal
interest in the networks. I tried to test the capacity of networks with willingness or interest
in addressing occupational health issues. I hoped to find a link between network capacity
and business practice or willingness to change. Unfortunately, it was later pointed out to
me this method might be difficult to support. I was measuring propensity for action that
had not yet occurred. I have since retreated from explicitly finding a correlation and will
focus instead on describing networks and evaluating opportunities. 3

After doing the pilot interview with a technician, I realized there were some questions
technicians would not be able to answer and some questions that did not apply to owners,
so I created separate interview instruments for technicians and owners. Several questions
overlapped and owners had about 10 more questions than technicians. In hindsight, there
were more questions that should have overlapped. For example, I asked workers if they
socialized with other workers in the salon during work and outside of work. I failed to
include these questions for owners, forgetting that owners are also workers.

I knew I would not have much time with most respondents, so I made some questions
close-ended and a few open-ended. Close-ended questions are very useful for moving the
interview along, particularly for clear-cut topics. They also made data analysis easier by
eliminating the coding step. 4

All questions were translated with the help of my mom. Translation involved not only
turning English to Vietnamese, but finding the most polite way to ask questions.

3Including the questions about occupational health also made the interview instrument longer which may
have complicated data collection.

4Later in the research process when I better understood what information I wanted to collect, I realized
the close-ended nature of some questions did not allow me to collect the kind of in-depth information I needed.
As Weiss explains in ”Learning from Strangers”, it is interviews that ”sacrifice uniformity of questions to
achieve fuller development of information [that] are properly called 'qualitative’ interviews.”
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Recruiting Participants

Recruiting participants proved to be very challenging. This has been true for other re-
searchers of this population, so I read about other strategies before embarking on my own.
Barriers to participation in interviews included long work hours, unfamiliarity with the
purpose or value of social science research, and fear of exposure or misrepresentation.

Several strategies were used to recruit participants, but the most effective by far was the
use of personal networks. One failed strategy was more formal outreach. I sent letters to
30 salons in the Cambridge, Dorchester and Downtown Boston area. The letters had been
carefully written and translated into Vietnamese. After a couple weeks, I visited the salons
in Cambridge where letters had been sent. The response from this strategy was so low,> 1
decided to devote time exclusively to using personal contacts.

Through talking to staff at Viet-AID and attending local events, I was able to generate a
list of about 10 people who might know people who worked in or owned salons. This list
ranged from friends I knew through professional contact to people they knew. Each person
knew 1 to 2 people I could contact. From this list of about 12 people, I began calling. In
some cases, my intermediaries felt it would be more effective for them to contact potential
respondents directly. One interview was in fact conducted by this intermediary.

Despite a fairly extensive list of local contacts, many leads were unfruitful. People were
out of the country (in Vietnam), phone numbers were wrong and so forth. Due to this
difficulty recruiting participants, the study was expanded to include other cities where
my personal networks stretched. This explains the presence of one worker interview in
Maryland and the three owner interviews in Los Angeles. In the end, this sample proved
to be advantageous as the data suggests the extent of social networking is really cross-
continental and transnational.

Overall, recruitment was not meant to be random but to find participants who would be
most comfortable talking about the issues in great depth. The recruitment process turned
into a very interesting exercise in social network mapping in its own right.

Conducting Interviews

When possible, interviews were conducted in person at respondents’ homes and salons. Two
interviews were conducted at homes and two were conducted at salons. The remaining in-
terviews were conducted by phone or in person by an intermediary. The length of interviews
averaged 45 minutes. Some were only 25 minutes long and others were over an hour. The
longest interview was 2 hrs long.

50Only one salon out of five said I could come back when the owner was available and when I came back
the owner was not there.

27



Interviews began with a brief description of the research project and information on confi-
dentiality. I would usually begin with the questions in order. However, to keep conversations
flowing naturally, I would often have to skip around and change the sequence of questions
on the spot. Though I would return to as many questions as possible, some questions were
not covered due to the length of interviews and the comfort level of respondents.

Also, for the first few interviews, I read from my list of questions and paused after each
response to write down everything I heard. I noticed this interrupted the flow of the
interview and may have detracted from a more in-depth conversation. I then tried to write
notes as the respondent spoke and avoided pausing between questions that were linked. In
face to face interviews, in order to maintain eye contact, I would wait until after the interview
to write my notes. Writing notes while interviewing seemed to make some respondents less
comfortable. I tried to gauge my respondent’s comfort level and direct the interview in
ways that would provide the richest information.

It was very difficult to catch all the important things respondents said, even when I took
notes during the interview and especially when I wrote notes after the interview. It is
even more difficult to remember tones and nuances. An additional complication comes in
the language difference. I conducted the interviews in Vietnamese. Though I can speak
Vietnamese, I do not write well in the language and my instant translations onto paper
were not as quick or accurate as I would like.%

In the end, I conducted 1 pilot interview, 4 interviews with technicians, 6 interviews with
owners and 1 interview with the owner of both a supply store and nail salon franchise.
Altogether, I spoke to 12 people in the industry.

Other Sources of Data

For over a year, I have also been heavily involved in another research project which under-
took data collection on a much larger scale. This project was led by Lenore Azaroff and
Cora Roeloffs at the University of Massachusetts at Lowell and carried out with Viet-AID.
As an intern at New Ecology, I worked with Viet-AID and UMass Lowell to design the
survey, recruit respondents, train interviewers, conduct interviews, set up the database and
enter data. This research project focused on assessing health impacts, perceptions of risk,
and work practices. However, because Viet-AID is also interested in developing economic
development programs involving this sector, the survey also collected some demographic and
occupational data. Some of these data are particularly useful and will be cited throughout
this paper because the sample size in the UMass Lowell project is much larger than any
in-depth sampling of nail salon workers to date. A total of 128 Vietnamese workers were
interviewed. Of these, 63 were nail salon workers.” The study is currently awaiting formal

T would strongly consider taping interviews in future qualitative research though taping is particularly
difficult with a population unfamiliar with social science research.

"The other respondents in the UMass Lowell survey were hardwood floor sanders (19) and workers in
other sectors (46).
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data analysis but I have been given permission to present some of the raw data in this
paper.

Data Analysis

1 followed the guidelines for issue-based, generalizable data analysis described in Robert
Weiss’ Learning from Strangers, a practical guide for qualitative research. The four basic
components of this analysis are coding, sorting, local integration and inclusive integration
[Weiss, 1994]. Coding and sorting are self-explanatory. Local integration involves picking
the most relevant issues, finding the main line and its variants, and forming mini-theories.
One way to present this work is to summarize the main line and its variants. This is the
method I chose. After local integration, inclusive integration is the final step and links the
issues or mini-theories logically together to come to some general conclusion.

As I mentioned, most of the coding was built into the research instrument. I further coding
responses to the open-ended questions