Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Suddenly Lynda
Suddenly, three years ago, when she was only 22, Lynda Luna’s life took an unexpected turn. She and her fiancé sold all their possessions and moved from California to the Philippines to get married and run his family’s international trading company. Once there, however, Lynda broke off the engagement. Practically overnight she found herself in a foreign country without any family and only a few friends made through her now ex-fiancé. Although Lynda was born in the Philippines, she emigrated to the United States when she was 10. When she ended the engagement, she was determined not to return home without proving to her parents and to herself that she could make it on her own. Her biggest concern was that she had disappointed her family.
Lynda decided to go after part of her dream. Instead of operating a his-and-hers business, it would now be hers alone. Lynda had some previous experience in international trade. While still in the United States, she and her fiancé ran RITZ International Trading on a part-time basis. They imported native Filipino products such as baskets. She handled the paperwork while he handled the sales and the vendors. “R was the initial of his first name; I stood for international; and T for trading. The Z was added for class,” according to Lynda.
Through a friend in the Philippines, she met the owner of a chain of cellular phone stores. He was very interested in obtaining products from the United States where the market was saturated and prices were cheaper. She believed she could handle the job. For three months, Lynda worked at his retail store and visited service providers to acquaint herself with the products and the industry. She then returned to California and began supplying him with cellular phones and beepers.
Now at 25, as general manager of RITZ International Trading, she has been shipping product to the Philippines for more than two years. She retained the RITZ name in the amicable split. “Why waste a perfectly good name and logo,” Lynda reasoned. She uses the general manager title because it conveys that she oversees everything.
“It has never been easier to start your own international business if you are resourceful,” Lynda believes, “because of the plenitude of resources provided by the Chamber of Commerce, the Small Business Administration, the Internet, and the library.”
Working as a reseller, Lynda locates the best suppliers. If the order is not too large, she packages the products herself. Otherwise she arranges for packaging through the supplier. She also arranges for a freight forwarder to ship the product.
Lynda has now developed a network of approximately 20 retailers and distributors in California from whom she buys and 2 in Hong Kong. She made her original contacts with the U.S. suppliers at the annual Consumer Electronics Trade Show in Las Vegas. She obtained additional suppliers from directories put out by the U.S. Department of Commerce and from listings in trade journals. She obtained her Hong Kong suppliers from the recommendations of friends.
When she needs to place an order, she makes her decision based on three Ps: product, price, and promptness. The supplier must have the right product available in the right quantities. The supplier must return her calls promptly and should offer her a good price. Even if all the elements are present, Lynda will test a new supplier with a small order before risking a large one.
Lynda has had very good experiences with her suppliers. “Since many of the ones I deal with typically do not sell in such large volumes, they really try to provide me with good service,” says Lynda. “However, it is very important to meet with the suppliers in person and to establish relationships.”
According to Lynda there are differences when dealing with suppliers from the United States versus those in Hong Kong. Suppliers in the United States are satisfied if you visit them once or twice a year, and telephone contact may be adequate. Those in Hong Kong not only want you to visit and take them out to dinner but also bring a present. “Anything from ties to jewellery to shoes is acceptable as long as it has a designer label.” Lynda visits her suppliers in Hong Kong at least once a year armed with presents usually purchased on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.
Proper packaging is critical. She must meet the buyer’s specifications precisely. Otherwise there may be problems with breakage or even entry into the Philippines.
Lynda has selected her freight forwarders both in the United States and in Hong Kong based on the recommendations of friends. She has received very good service from her freight forwarders, which is essential when delivery speed is critical. Since the product life cycle of cellular phones is short, the retailer in the Philippines commands his best price when demand is high but supplies are limited. Typically the elapsed time between order placement and delivery is only a week.
Lynda manages to run RITZ part time while attending a state university full time. “In reality when you have your own business, especially an international one, you are always on call,” Lynda says. Her bedroom is her office, and the fax machine is next to her bed.
Over the last two years, Lynda estimates that she has filled six to seven orders ranging from 5,000 to 10,000 units each. So far the volume has been steady. Lynda predicts that the cellular telephone market is on the verge of accelerating for a number of reasons. It is difficult to get a landline in the Philippines. Per capita income is increasing, and the affluent are very concerned with conspicuous consumption.

Statistics bear out Lynda’s observations. According to an industry analysis, “The mobile wireless segment is the most dynamic in terms of growth, competition, and technology. The number of subscribers grew from 200,000 to over 500,000 over 1995 and is expected to increase to 1,000,000 by the end of 1996.” Higher demand is due to increased commercial activity as well as population growth, which is among the highest in Asia.
Lynda was able to start her international business with very little capital by insisting on a “cash in advance” policy. When her client in the Philippines sends his purchase order, he wires her bank the payment. She keeps her overhead low by working out of her home. She combines her trips to the Philippines and to Hong Kong with visits to her friends.
Lynda is not too concerned that her client in the Philippines will start dealing directly with her U.S. suppliers as long as she continues to provide efficient, reliable service. However, she still takes care to guard the identity of her suppliers. She also has visited her client in the Philippines five times in the last two years to cement their relationship. “In the Philippines, personal relations are more important than business relations,” Lynda says.
Nor does she fear that her U.S. suppliers will bypass her and begin selling in the Philippines. According to Lynda, it is difficult to penetrate the Filipino market without personal contacts. “Unlike in the U.S., the government in the Philippines provides little help to prospective entrepreneurs and little information on potential buyers.”
Nonetheless conducting business in the Philippines and in Hong Kong presents its own set of challenges especially if you are young and female. Lynda recommends that as a woman you be straightforward and never flirtatious. She dresses very conservatively. She says that she never brings up her age and if asked just jokes that she has stopped counting. Fortunately Lynda can joke fluently in three Filipino dialects.
For the time being, Lynda intends to keep reselling cell phones and pagers but is always on the lookout for new products. After graduation, Lynda plans to operate her own international trading or export management company. Certainly these goals are well within her reach having demonstrated the ability to make it on her own.
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