Q: I am a recent immigrant to America from Kenya. I would like to start a business. I have heard of the “American Dream” and believe it to be true, but how do I make it come true for me?

Ahmed, Culver City, CA

A: One of the things that I like best about business is that you do not have to reinvent the wheel. There are basic business strategies – time-tested, real world, tried-and-true strategies – that work. These are strategies anyone can learn, many of which are outlined in my book, The Business Startup Kit.
That these strategies work is true whether you are a Mexican-American man, an African-American woman, a recent immigrant, or some other minority. 
Now, there is no doubt that when you are a minority, pursuing the American Dream can be more of a challenge. The good news is that there are a lot of people and organizations that want to see you succeed. If you are willing to work hard, there is a lot of help available.

That is certainly what the brothers Sosa learned. In 1986, Roy and Bertrand Sosa emigrated to the U.S. from Mexico. When they got here, they quickly discovered that they needed a checking account, and more importantly, a credit or debit card, if they wanted to become part of the System. 
Back then, it wasn’t so easy to get, and so five years ago they started a company called NetSpend to help those who found themselves outside the orbit of traditional financial services – recent immigrants, people with poor credit histories, etc. The Sosa brothers wanted to give these people access to what Roy calls “the economic passport:” A debit card. The brothers thought there might be a huge market for such services.
Their research belied this hunch. 56 million people in the U.S. have no banking relationship. Where other people may have seen a disenfranchised group of people, the Sosa brothers saw an opportunity. They caught the fever, the entrepreneurial fever.
Although they were minorities, young (28 and 24 at the time), had no experience in the financial services industry, and broke (they cobbled together $750 to start the business), the brothers chased the Dream. 
The first thing they did right was to research their market. Using pre-paid phone cards as their model, Roy and Bertrand copied and tweaked that model to create a business plan for pre-paid debit cards. Then, like any good entrepreneur, they went to their friends and family to initially fund their business. 

The next thing they did right was to think to Think Big. Although some of their initial investors wanted them to “start at a kiosk in a mall,” says Roy, they had bigger plans. They knew there was a large, underserved financial market out there. Because NetSpend had big plans and needed serious money to fund those plans, Roy and Bertrand went a’knockin on the doors of the Venture Capitalists.
The VCs wanted to see that NetSpend had a superior management team before they would invest in the company, so the brothers then started to recruit a team that would impress the big boys. They did, but “dozens of VCs still said no,” they told me.

Then they had their big break. They discovered a program that any minority starting a business should know about. It’s called the Small Business Administration SBIC program – Small Business Investment Companies.

The problem the brothers Sosa had when they went to the VCs was that they didn’t have a track record, and as such, investing in NetSpend seemed awfully risky to the VCs. This is a problem many a minority applicant has. SBICs are one solution.

Essentially, an SBIC is an SBA program that guarantees the investment made by the VC. Because the investment is SBA guaranteed, VCs are induced to invest in projects they might otherwise say no to. 
And that is just what they did in the case of NetSpend. In five years, NetSpend went from 0 to 400,000 accounts. This year, their gross revenues will be in the tens of millions of dollars. They look to quadruple that next year.

When asked what advice they had for other minority entrepreneurs chasing the American Dream, the brothers pointed to three factors:

1. Figure what pain or need the customer has that you can solve.

2. Create strong, win-win partnerships and relationships

3. Start with baby steps, but think big.
Today’s tip: After interviewing the Sosa brothers and hearing their inspirational story, I was reminded of this line in the Declaration of Independence. “We hold these Truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal, and are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

Starting a business falls under this last right. Just as you do not have an inalienable right to happiness, but only a right to pursue happiness, so to do you not have an inalienable right to business success and the American Dream, but rather, the right to pursue that dream. But if you do what others have done, and add your own unique stamp in the process, the Dream can become a reality.

