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 Executive Summary  

 According to standing case law, affirmative action policies for public procurement and 

programs for local governments must be justified by findings from rigorous disparity studies to 

show that they meet the strict scrutiny legal standard, which requires evidence of a “compelling 

state interest” requiring state intervention that is “narrowly tailored.”  Disparity studies examine 

whether race conscious programs appropriately address compelling state interests to meet the 

strict scrutiny legal standards set by the courts.  In other words, if past and present racial 

discrimination has or continues to cause disparities in the form of underutilization in public 

contracting, the state has a “compelling interest” to prevent unequal outcomes.  If there is a 

compelling interest, then one can impose a remedy that is “narrowly tailored,” or specific to each 

affected geographic market, industry, and racial or ethnic group.  Even though Asian American 

business enterprises (AABEs) have historically experienced significant discrimination similar to 

that of other minority groups, their inclusion in minority business programs (MBEs) or 

affirmative action contracting programs in general has at times been questioned and AABEs 

have been excluded from these programs, often due to a lack of information on their availability 

status, possible disparities and barriers they encounter.   

This study examines whether there is sufficient empirical evidence based on available 

data and information for arguing that Asian Americans should be included in future disparity 

studies.  The study is not designed to determine if AABEs irrefutably experience underutilization 

in public contracting due to racial discrimination.  Nor does the study aim to assess whether 

specific MBE programs meet the requirements established by the courts.  Because of severe 

resource limitations, it is impossible to undertake a full disparity study.  Instead we focus on the 

key conceptual, data and methodological issues using U.S. Census Bureau data, proprietary 
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information purchased from Dun & Bradstreet (D&B), and public records from city 

governments.  The analysis examines AABEs in the construction, architecture and civil 

engineering, and technology industries in the metropolitan areas or metropolitan statistical areas  

(MSAs) of San Francisco, Chicago, and Atlanta.  By having multiple geographic sites for the 

study, we are able to examine if regional differences and commonalities exist, along with any 

ethnic variations within and across regions, something that city-specific studies cannot do.  

Despite limited data and resources, the study finds considerable evidence to support the 

proposition that Asian Americans should be included in future disparity studies and that they are 

underutilized as public contractors in these MSAs.  We deduce that in some, although not all 

cases, the finding that Asian Americans are underutilized is consistent with previous city-specific 

studies.  Racial discrimination and additional barriers appear to contribute to the underutilization 

of AABEs.  Our major conclusion is that solid empirical research methods in disparity studies 

will be required not only to meet court requirements for narrowly tailored solutions, but also to 

sufficiently analyze the status and experiences of Asian Americans, which vary significantly 

across metropolitan areas and ethnicity.  Addressing the specific challenges connected to the 

study of Asian Americans, this report offers suggestions related to researching Asian Americans 

and AABEs.  Furthermore, the diversity of outcomes in the status of AABEs in public 

contracting by metropolitan area means that policies and programs should also be geared toward 

specific locations and groups. For example, a policy for Asian American firms in San 

Francisco’s construction industries may not apply to the different circumstances for Asian 

American firms in Atlanta’s construction industry.   

The report is organized into four parts. We begin with an introduction to the history and 

laws that have shaped how these cities developed their policies for MBE programs.  Part of this 
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summary focuses on definitions of legal requirements needed to justify these programs.  

Basically, programs must be “narrowly tailored” to specifically address a “compelling interest” 

that has been defined, in order to meet the “strict scrutiny” legal standard.  Given this strict 

scrutiny legal standard, Asian Americans cannot be presumptively included or excluded from 

affirmative action contracting programs.   

Then, we compare the methodology that previous full disparity studies have used to 

conduct their analyses with the methods employed in our partial disparity study.  Often 

commissioned by government agencies, full disparity studies empirically determine the relevant 

geographic and product market area for the study, conduct a custom census of MBE availability 

in the defined market area, complete a utilization analysis using contracting data provided by the 

government agency, carry out a disparity index analysis, follow up with both a quantitative and 

qualitative analyses of barriers to business entry, and conclude with a comparison of the 

effectiveness of race-neutral and race-conscious policy.   Some of the study limitations include 

methodological challenges that researchers face when studying Asian Americans.  The report 

provides some information on how to conduct sound qualitative research based on previous 

literature.  

The next section includes information about our case studies by providing a profile of 

each MSA and principal city.  Because disparity studies have to be specific to a geographic area 

and population, it is important to define the regions that the current study incorporates.  The 

profiles incorporate their general demographics (e.g. Asian American ethnic distribution, 

educational attainment, and self-employment in all industries) and a description of the status of 

AABEs.  Each profile also describes the policy context for MBE programs and the participation 

of AABEs in each city’s program.  Chicago, Atlanta, and San Francisco each represent a range 
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of demographics and policy contexts for Asian Americans and AABEs, which contributes to a 

discussion about the need for a policy to include Asian Americans in all disparity studies of 

specific regions.   

Overall, San Francisco is home to the largest Asian American population relative to the 

other two areas.  Filipinos and Chinese Americans largely dominate the Asian American 

population here, and they have been historically targeted by discriminatory policies in the Bay 

Area.  Since 1996, Proposition 209 has severely limited California’s ability to implement an 

MBE program; San Francisco’s MBE program was officially suspended by 2006.  Unlike San 

Francisco, Chicago and Atlanta both have Asian American populations that are more ethnically 

diverse.  In particular, they both have significantly larger proportions of South Asian Americans 

than San Francisco.  Chicago, unlike San Francisco, continues to implement a policy with direct 

MBE contracting goals, which may be a potential explanation for why AABEs in Chicago are 

generally not experiencing as much underutilization as they are in San Francisco.  While there 

are no bans on affirmative action in Atlanta, the city’s program is very weak.  For all prime 

contract bidders to successfully proceed through the review process, they must submit statements 

of non-discrimination and plans sub-contractor outreach to the city. 

The third section describes our findings from the partial disparity study, which uses a 

disparity index method, which is based on analyses of availability and utilization of AABEs.  

Using data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey Public Use Microdata 

Sample (ACS PUMS), its Survey of Minority Owned Business Enterprise (SMOBE), and Dun & 

Bradstreet, we found variations in the availability and utilization of AABEs by ethnicity and city.  

For example, South Asian American-owned businesses make up a higher percentage of the 

AABEs in Chicago and Atlanta metropolitan areas than in the San Francisco Bay Area.  On the 
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other hand, relative to the other two metropolitan areas, the San Francisco Bay Area has the 

largest proportion of Asian American-owned businesses in the three industries.  AABEs in San 

Francisco are contracted with fewer dollars than expected given their availability in the region, 

even though Asian Americans have the highest relative population in this region.  Consequently, 

higher availability does not necessarily correspond to utilization in public projects.  Finally, in 

San Francisco and Chicago, a large majority of AABEs received contracts in small dollar 

amounts. 

Subsequently, the report analyzes quantitative and qualitative data to examine barriers 

that Asian Americans may face when trying to enter into self-employment and government-

contracting industries.1  This section demonstrates that Asian Americans are less likely to be 

self-employed than non-Hispanic Whites in the three MSAs, and that AABEs are significantly 

less likely to be in sectors that receive public contracts.  The magnitude of these disparities 

differs by ethnic group and geographic area.  The qualitative data also shows little variation 

among the three regions, which suggests AABEs face similar structural barriers.  For example, 

they may lack the capacity or experience to successfully compete for public contracts; perceive 

that the system discriminates against them, which may negatively affect their motivation to apply 

for contracts; and be restricted to minority networks in their professional associations, which 

would limit their knowledge about bid opportunities and strategies.   

The report ends by providing recommendations and conclusions from the report’s 

findings.  We include methodological challenges from the data, including inconsistency in race 

identifiers and industry classifications across datasets, reluctant cooperation and incomplete data 

from city governments, and propriety data (Dun & Bradstreet) that did not adequately identify 

AABEs.  To address the problem of race identifiers in the data, we used the surname list from the 

                                                 
1 Government-contracting industries and sectors are industries that receive significant revenues from public projects. 
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U.S. Census to impute the racial backgrounds of firm ownership.  The conclusion addresses the 

possible effect that race-neutral versus race-conscious programs have on AABE procurement and 

the need for refinement in studying Asian Americans due to ethnic diversity and specificity in 

regional differences.  The report closes by describing a need for a strengthened political 

advocacy agenda on behalf of AABEs in public contracting and provides plausible explanations 

for differences between AABEs and non-Hispanic White male-owned firms.  However, due to 

the limited scope and resources, the study cannot conclusively explain why there may be 

disparities between AABEs and non-minority firms and differences in how AABEs seem to be 

faring in the three MSAs.  At the end of the report, we include an extensive technical note, which 

provides an overview of the data we used and the challenges they presented, followed by detailed 

descriptions about the methodological steps taken in finding the disparity indices and odds ratios, 

and conducting limited interviews. 
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I) Introduction2 

Over the last two decades, the debate over equal opportunity programs has become 

increasingly contentious.  In particular, affirmative action opponents have targeted minority set-

aside government contracting programs.  Set-aside programs were originally established to 

remedy past and present discrimination against minority business enterprises (MBEs) in 

government contracting.3  The opposition has claimed that these programs are unconstitutional 

because they discriminate against White males, challenging them through the ballot initiative 

process in various states and through litigation.4  While the fate of such programs will be 

determined in the political arena and courts, empirically based evidence plays an important role 

in informing this debate.  Additionally, this empirical evidence is necessary to evaluate MBE 

programs and defend their existence against legal attacks.5   

Inclusion as beneficiaries of MBE programs is primarily based on definitions of 

“minority” classifications identified by federal anti-discrimination laws.  Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and other anti-discrimination laws recognize Asian Americans and Asian 

American business enterprises (AABEs) as protected racial groups.  However, court decisions 

have repeatedly affirmed that race conscious public contracting programs cannot presumptively 

include racial groups.  Empirical evidence is required to prove that a minority population is 

experiencing inequalities that require state intervention via race conscious policy.  Additionally, 

as we maintain in this report, minority groups should not be presumptively excluded without 

sufficient empirical evidence that they receive public contracts at equal or near equal rates as 

non-Hispanic Whites. 

                                                 
2 Much of our report is based on Ong, P. M. (2008). 
3 There are also set-aside programs for women business enterprises, but they are beyond the scope of this report. 
4 See City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co., 488 U.S. 469 (1989); Builders Ass’n v. City of Chicago, 298 F. Supp.2d 

725 (N.D. Ill. 2003); California Constitution Article 1, § 31 (incorporating Proposition 209, passed in 1996).  
5 Croson, 488 U.S. at  470 (1989).  
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However, due to methodological and data limitations, it is challenging to conduct 

empirical research on Asian American populations.  Some disparity studies exclude AABEs 

from their analysis rather than address the methodological challenges this diverse population 

presents.    Possible reasons that previous disparity studies excluded Asian Americans from their 

analyses are because Asian Americans are perceived as a group that does not face racial barriers; 

they are relatively small in number in some metropolitan areas, and/or the challenges in 

collecting data from such a diverse population (Ong, 2008).  

Although AABEs are at times excluded from studies due to methodological challenges, 

some cities have consequently either arbitrarily included or excluded AABEs without sound 

empirical evidence, which has allowed opponents of these programs to successfully attack the 

persistence of MBE programs overall.  As demonstrated in City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. 

(1989) and Builders Association v. City of Chicago (2003) agencies that overlook Asian 

Americans in their disparity studies do so at the risk of not meeting strict judicial standards for 

their equal opportunity contracting programs in general.  For example, in both cases, the cities’ 

MBE programs included AABEs, but neither city presented analysis and documentation that 

included data on AABEs to justify their inclusion.  Consequently, this lack of data and analysis 

to identify disparities experienced by AABEs does not necessarily indicate a lack of 

discrimination.  In these two cases, it simply meant that neither city had collected sufficient data 

to determine whether disparities existed in contracting for AABEs.  Moreover, without collecting 

data to contribute to the legal justification of MBE programs as narrowly tailored remedies that 

address a compelling interest, government agencies leave MBE programs vulnerable to attacks. 

Constitutional legal standards for the validity of race-based programs have significantly evolved 

since the programs’ inceptions in the 1960s.  In 1989, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor’s opinion in 
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City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. (1989) detailed the standards of strict scrutiny for MBE 

programs, requiring these programs to prove they serve a compelling state interest and are 

narrowly tailored in their remedies.   In other words, empirical evidence is required to show that 

a program is narrowly tailored to appropriately and adequately remedy extant disparities.  

However, opponents of affirmative action persistently challenge MBE programs, charging that 

there is inadequate evidence to prove their constitutionality.  As a result, a large industry of 

consultants has emerged to conduct disparity studies for government agencies.  Between 1989 

and 2003, government agencies spent over $55 million on over 140 studies (Hanson, 2003). 

However, this study did not explore whether any of these studies include data on AABEs.   

A. Report Summary 

Although Asian Americans are minorities, this report examines whether or not Asian 

Americans should be included in future disparity studies for local cities and includes data from a 

limited, partial disparity study.  We conducted a partial disparity study that is specific to a region 

and limited to the construction, architecture and engineering, and technology industries for 

AABEs.  Using quantitative datasets and interviews from the metropolitan statistical areas 

(MSA) of Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco, the report examines the status of AABEs in each 

locale and finds that there is considerable evidence that Asian Americans should be included in 

future disparity studies because they are underutilized in these MSAs and industries.   

In the first section, following this summary, we provide a background for this report by 

reviewing the history and evolution of laws related to affirmative action procurement programs 

and the context for the political and legal debates over these race-conscious programs.  Next, we 

review best practices in full disparity studies based on sound social science standards of research, 

after discussing the challenges to studying Asian Americans.  To end the introductory section, 
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we discuss the rationale for selecting the three MSAs, industries, and for this report.  We also 

describe each of the MSAs and cities, summarizing the demographics, policy contexts, findings 

from past disparity studies, and analyses on the current overall status of AABEs in each MSA. 

In the second section, we provide findings and data analyses from the three partial 

disparity case studies.  First, we review the methodology we used to determine the availability, 

utilization, and potential disparities in public contracting for AABEs.  Then a detailed 

demographic profile for each of the MSAs and principle cities and summaries of policies and 

relevant court cases for each of the locales is provided.  To begin the analysis of the availability 

of AABEs in each market area, the analysis of the status of self-employment and Asian 

American businesses in each of the MSAs is summarized.  Next, the findings from the partial 

disparity studies conducted on each MSA are summarized.  It is important to note that the partial 

disparity studies are limited by the extent to which data was available.   

The third section of the report is a summary of quantitative and qualitative findings 

including a discussion of barriers that may explain the disparities and ethnic variations found in 

the study.  Impediments to equitable Asian American participation in public contracting within 

certain industries include lower self-employment rates and lower likelihood of AABEs to enter 

government contracting sectors relative to non-Hispanic Whites, as well as discrimination and 

limited access to social capital and networks that lead to government contracting opportunities.  

Even though these barriers to public contracting exist for Asian Americans in all three MSAs, the 

utilization of AABEs in each city’s awarded contracts varied.  These differences in contracting 

outcomes may provide evidence for how AABEs positively benefit from affirmative action 

contracting programs.   
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The report concludes with implications of the study’s findings and recommendations for 

future disparity studies and MBE programs.  Given the diversity in disparities and barriers found 

by geographic region, the study results verify the need to conduct disparity studies as case 

studies for different geographic and industry markets.  Also, because MBE programs cannot 

presumptively include or exclude AABEs, commissioned disparity studies must include AABEs.  

We provide methodological recommendations in the technical note to include AABEs while 

accounting for the research challenges posed by Asian American populations.   

B. History and Context of Laws and Disparity Studies 

 Since the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act, there has been an exponential growth 

of Asian American-owned businesses. Entrepreneurship provides a viable path to economic 

opportunity for Asian Americans, especially for the immigrant segment of the population who 

make up a significant majority of Asian American business owners (Ong & Hee, 1994).  Small 

businesses also serve as important tools for immigrant adaptation as some Asian Americans turn 

to self-employment as a response to limited labor market opportunities (Espiritu, 2008).  When 

seeking to expand, these Asian American business owners may look to public contracting 

opportunities for a new source of revenue.  Unfortunately, they might encounter discriminatory 

barriers, which can be identified through rigorous disparity studies to evaluate and defend set-

aside programs.  At the same time, the data collection and analytical methods in these studies 

have come under high levels of scrutiny.   

Affirmative action and set-aside contracting programs have faced political attacks and 

legal challenges since the late 1970s.  Those charging that race-based policies and programs 

violate the rights of white males, a phenomenon strategically framed as “reverse discrimination,” 

have brought a wave of litigation against such programs.  In the Fullilove v. Klutznick (1980) 
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case involving the 1977 Public Works Employment Act, the Supreme Court upheld the 

constitutionality of governmental set-aside programs, but at the same time did not come to a 

decisive determination of the legal standards and tests that a program must meet.  These 

standards were established in City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co., (1989), which requires local 

governments with minority set-aside contracting programs to meet “strict scrutiny,” a rather 

restrictive set of conditions that are discussed in the next section.  However, this standard did not 

apply to federal agencies until the ruling in Adarand Constructors, Inc. v. Pena (1995), when the 

Court required federal affirmative action programs to demonstrate a compelling state interest and 

develop narrowly tailored remedies.  In other words, governmental agencies at all levels are now 

held to the same “strict scrutiny” standard. 

C. Legal Terminology and Equal Opportunity in Contracting 

In this section, the concept of strict scrutiny is reviewed, along with the City of Richmond 

v. J.A. Croson Co. (1989) decision’s description of qualified, willing, and capable firms.  

Overall, race-conscious policies that address racial disparities must meet the standards of strict 

scrutiny.  Conceptually, strict scrutiny means that a governmental action, regulation or program 

must meet high legal standards because of the potential violation of a fundamental right of a 

citizen or group of citizens.  Because of the possible infringement, the state must be convinced 

that there is a compelling state interest to require a policy or action based on race.  

Standing case law maintains that if racial disparities occur due to a state’s past or present, 

direct or indirect, participation to discriminate against protected minority firms in contracting 

then the state is accountable for taking actions to solve the inequalities.  In other words, there is a 

compelling state interest to implement an affirmative action policy.  Justice O’Connor in City of 

Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. (1989) wrote, “It is beyond dispute that any public entity, state or 
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federal, has a compelling interest in assuring that public dollars, drawn from tax contributions of 

all citizens, do not serve to finance the evil of private prejudices.”6  If the government awards 

prime contracts to private industry that has discriminated against minority businesses in 

subcontracting activities, then it is abetting acts that are illegal.7  There is also an implied moral 

obligation to remedy the injustice. 

However, solutions implemented to address the problem identified as a state interest 

cannot be overly broad.  To ensure that remedial actions are not overreaching in their effects, 

MBE programs must demonstrate that the policy implemented targets specific racial groups 

identified to be affected by discrimination in contracting.  For example, evidence must be 

presented to show that a specific group such as Asian Americans (rather than all minorities) has 

been discriminated against and has experienced disparity in contracting for construction (rather 

than all contracting industries).  Groups cannot be arbitrarily included or excluded from MBE 

programs without empirical data to substantiate such policy decisions. 

Disparity studies determine whether an MBE program in a given industry and market 

meets the legal standards of strict scrutiny, or if a local market and industry is experiencing 

disparities that require government action.  The challenge lies in how to properly conduct studies 

to collect data and evidence proving disparity and discrimination.  A statistical study finding that 

underutilization of qualified, willing, and capable firms exists must also prove that the nature of 

the inequalities is not due to race-neutral reasons.  Using both regression analysis and qualitative 

research methods, researchers can determine whether the underutilization is due to 

discrimination, thus proving that the government has a compelling interest to take action.  Based 

                                                 
6 Croson, 488 U.S. at 492. 
7 A similar ruling can be found in Norwood v. Harrison, 413 U.S. 455 (1973), which stated that “the Constitution 

does not permit the state to aid discrimination” (Id. 465-66), and “a state may not induce, encourage or promote 

private persons to accomplish what it is constitutionally forbidden to accomplish.” 
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on the results of disparity studies identifying the source of disparities, policy actions can then be 

narrowly tailored to remedy the inequalities that exist within contracting.  

D. Disparity Study Methodology: A General Overview 

The following section will include a discussion about commonly accepted research 

methods for full disparity studies and compare them to the methods followed in our partial 

disparity study.  In response to the City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. (1989) and Adarand 

Constructors, Inc. v. Pena (1995) decisions, government agencies either abandoned their MBE 

contracting programs or they conducted disparity studies to show that their programs were 

addressing compelling state interests through narrowly tailored approaches, thus meeting legal 

standards.  Given the data and analytical complexities of disparity studies, the current cost for a 

single study is at least $500,000 to $1 million (L. Scott, personal communication, October 6, 

2009), and for most cases the amount is considerably higher.8  With the direct fiscal costs of 

justifying these programs, public agencies and governments must have the political will to 

establish, justify and defend race-conscious programs and policies.  The social costs of failing to 

do so, measured by racial inequalities, can be staggering.  A review of existing studies found 

dramatic drops in the relative number of MBEs receiving contracts after the elimination of 

minority contracting set-aside programs, with decreases ranging from more than 50 percent to 99 

percent (Morris, Thanasombat, Sumner, Pierre & Borja, 2006).9   

                                                 
8 If the contracting funds come from the federal government, then much of the cost to a local or state agency can be 

covered by funds provided by the federal government.   
9 A similar impact can be seen in California, despite DOT’s DBE program. “In the nine years before passage (of 

Proposition 209, which prohibits the use of affirmative action), minority-owned businesses received an average 16 

percent of award revenues for Caltrans construction projects with federal funding. In the nine years after the 

proposition passed, they received an average 7.9 percent of award revenue” (Marquand, 2006). In the state of 

Washington, which passed a similar prohibition, DBE participation in transportation related contracts funded by the 

federal government declined from over 19% in 1999 to less than 6% in 2006 (Washington State Department of 

Transportation, 2006). 
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Overall, disparity studies follow the general steps described by Celec, Voich, Nosari, and 

Stith (2000).  To calculate the disparity ratio or disparity index, the proportional utilization of 

firms (numerator) and the proportional availability of qualified, willing, and able firms 

(denominator) must be determined.  These methods are generally defined by the criteria for 

disparity studies set by Justice O’Connor’s opinion in City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. 

(1989), which defined disparity in contracting as the underutilization of available firms.  The 

pool of available firms is measured as the number of qualified, willing, and able firms within a 

particular industry with owners of specified racial identity.   According to the standards set by 

the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2006), evidence used in disparity studies must be limited 

to the appropriate market area, focus on industries of interest, and pertain to specific protected 

groups.  In other words, disparity ratios cannot be determined for all minority-owned firms 

collectively across all industries. Rather, they must be ascertained for each minority group in the 

market and industry. 
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Figure 1.1: Disparity Study Flow Chart (Celec, Voic, Nosari, & Stith, 2000) 
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the other hand, if a study was based on a few observations, 0.70 could better serve as the 

threshold indicating discrimination.  Consequently, there are limitations to Celec et al.’s (2000) 

.80-ratio threshold for measuring race/gender discrimination in contracting.  

The next step in the disparity study is to determine possible sources and causes for the 

disparities found.  Qualitative research methods are then utilized to determine whether there are 

race neutral explanations for the statistical inference of disparity.  This qualitative data, or 

“anecdotal evidence,”10 is essential to corroborate quantitative evidence in a case study and to 

refute claims that there are race neutral explanations for the disparity (Hanson, 2003).  As 

Hanson (2003) states: 

Though not sufficient by itself, except perhaps in an exceptional case, anecdotal 

evidence nevertheless is essential if a government is to defend an MBE program 

successfully. Because a gross statistical disparity does not conclusively establish 

discrimination, plaintiffs who challenge an MBE plan may defeat the program by 

presenting persuasive rebuttal evidence (p. 1433). 

 

Qualitative data can be collected from individual or group interviews, surveys, and testimonies.  

Although group interviews can be more time-efficient, individual interviews may be a more 

effective method to collect more in-depth and detailed information. 

Qualitative data can vividly illustrate quantitative findings, by bringing, “cold numbers 

convincingly to life” (Hanson, 2003, p. 1433).  Such evidence can counter rebuttal evidence 

claiming race-neutral explanations for disparities.   

Because a gross statistical disparity does not conclusively establish 

discrimination, plaintiffs who challenge an MBE plan may defeat the program by 

presenting persuasive rebuttal evidence . . . [of a] neutral explanation for the 

disparity (Hanson, 2003, p.1433-34).   

 

                                                 
10 For this report, we will use the term qualitative data over “anecdotal evidence.” While “anecdotal evidence” is the 

term used in the legal arena, the term undermines the validity of qualitative evidence within a disparity study, and 

alludes to biased story telling. Applying social science research standards, qualitative research can withstand 

rigorous critique. 
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Most importantly, qualitative evidence can be critical in identifying sources of discrimination.  

On the other hand, Celec et al. (2000) does not include quantitative analyses for examining if 

there are race neutral explanations for disparities.  Also, studies such as Wainwright (2009) also 

separate public and private sector disparity ratios to provide a more in-depth perspective about 

availability and utilization of MBEs for each region in addition to a separate analysis of whether 

or not race-neutral measures help to address MBE disparities. 

Furthermore, Celec et al. (2000) does not include both qualitative and quantitative 

measures to determine if there are generalized discrimination and barriers against minorities with 

the larger regional economy that limits their supply (or availability).  This is often tested by 

examining if minorities are less likely to own a business, have limited access to credit, have less 

access to other resources, have lower returns to entrepreneurship, and are less likely to have 

businesses in sectors where governments offer public contracts.  The analysis usually controls for 

other factors that may affect this information, such as gender, age, and educational background.  

The current study also examines the effects of nativity and immigration status on 

entrepreneurship and contracting since we focus on Asian Americans, a population with a high 

proportion of immigrants. 

Table 1.1 lists methodological measures that should be taken to improve the robustness of 

qualitative data to withstand legal criticisms.  In order to counter claims that qualitative evidence 

comes from biased sources and are simply anecdotal claims, one promising method for 

corroborating and reinforcing the value of interview data is document analysis.  From coding and 

analysis of qualitative data for barriers to procurement opportunities, the researcher may form 

hypotheses of causes for disparities, and proceed with a document analysis to determine the 

validity of the narrative data.  For example, if several business owners interviewed claimed that 
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their local procurement offices only communicated procurement opportunities through private 

business owners associations with memberships limited to particular populations, researchers 

should verify the claim by seeking out public documentation.  Conducting document analysis 

following interviews or testimonies logically takes more time, as the researcher must sift through 

large amounts of government documents and may need to file a formal request for information 

and documents that may not always be easily accessible. 

Table 1.1: Qualitative Evidence Collection Measures  

Measures 

Evidence needs to come from MBE and non-MBE to gain broad perspectives on the extent of 
discrimination in the relevant industry in comparison to usual challenges businesses face. 

Guard against response and interview bias. 

Collected qualitative data should be appropriate in time and place, and relevant to the specific, local 
industry. 

Collected qualitative data should relate specifically to discrimination in public contracting. 

Collected qualitative data should be industry specific. 

Collected qualitative data should be group specific. 

Collected qualitative data must contain adequate details of specific instances of discrimination. 

Researchers must corroborate qualitative data that suggests discrimination is at play in the procurement 
process. 

Researchers should discourage anonymous responses, because when testimony is anonymous, there 
may be credibility issues. 

Researchers should include questions about effectiveness of race-neutral measures. 

Source: Hanson (2003); Wainwright, Holt, Steward, Taylor and Stewart (2009). 

 

 The courts have criticized “anecdotal evidence” primarily for substandard data collection 

methods (Hanson, 2003).  For example, oftentimes only the minority business owners’ accounts 

are recorded.  Hanson (2003) recommends that data on MBE experiences in the contracting 

process be compared with data describing experiences of non-MBE firms.  Finally, qualitative 

accounts are rarely verified to check for respondent biases with document analysis to verify 

information provided by subjects.  With sound qualitative data, MBEs can better withstand legal 

scrutiny and provide critical details regarding discrimination in the procurement process.   

1. Quantitative evidence and Asian Americans. 
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Before conducting a disparity study, it is important to understand additional challenges 

that impact how to study Asian American populations.  Generally, statistical tests are first used 

to determine whether there is an underutilization of MBEs in public procurement among firms 

that are willing, able, and available to participate in contracted activities.  Some publicly 

accessible data sources are the Economic Census, the Census’ Survey of Minority Owned 

Business Enterprises (SMOBE), which includes the Characteristics of Business Owners (CBO) 

and the Summary Report of minority firms, and the County Business Patterns (CBP) report 

(Celec, Voich, Nosari & Stith, 2000).  Additionally, each county, city, state or federal agency’s 

vendor lists are sources of data that can be used to determine the number of available, willing, 

and able MBEs for public contracting activities (ibid). 

However, the most significant challenge to including Asian Americans in disparity 

studies is accessing adequate and quality data.  Consequently, there are three main aspects to 

focus on when including Asian American.  One, overly aggregated statistics, such as national 

averages, can be misleading.  These statistics fail to reveal the diversity within the Asian 

American population, and perhaps more importantly fail to properly place Asian Americans 

within the regional contexts in which they live.  For example, because Asian Americans tend to 

live in urban areas, national statistics may not acknowledge important ethnic and regional 

differences.  The second point is the selection of benchmarks, especially in selecting the 

appropriate comparison group.  Too often Asian Americans are compared to other minority 

groups, and this approach has led to the superficial stereotype of Asian Americans as the “model 

minority.”  However, the appropriate comparison is non-Hispanic Whites, and not other minority 

groups, because the status of Whites serves as the standard for socio-economic attainment in 

examining racial inequalities.  The final methodological point is the importance of examining 
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potential underlying causes for disparities.  For example, it is useful to examine how human 

capital (e.g. educational attainment) translates into self-employment and business formation.  

Using econometric methods, we can identify the expected levels of self-employment and 

business formation of different populations based on relative measures of human capital, and 

compares them to the status of non-Hispanic Whites. 

2. Qualitative evidence and Asian Americans. 

In the various legal challenges to MBE contracting programs, courts have been especially 

critical of “anecdotal evidence” (Hanson, 2003).  As previously stated, what is also clear in these 

court decisions is that qualitative evidence can be used to provide deeper understandings of how 

disparities relate to discrimination.  However, identifying willing Asian American business 

owners to participate in even anonymous interviews about their experiences with public 

contracting is a challenging process.  Although in the court, public testimonies are valued over 

confidential interview data, we also found through informal discussions with qualitative 

researchers who have tried to identify AABE owners to step forward for public hearings that 

AABE owners are extremely reluctant to provide testimony.  To counter these recruitment 

challenges for disparity studies and hearings, one strategy that may be useful is to approach 

leaders of ethnic business associations and ask them to assist in gathering willing interview 

subjects.  After finding willing interviewees, it is critical to ask subjects for referrals to other 

AABE owners they know at the end of each interview.  Through this snowball method and 

networking, it may be possible to incrementally increase the number of AABE interview 

participants. 

E. Description of Partial Disparity Study Methods for this Report 
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Due to the limitations in resources for this specific project, we did not complete all of the 

methodological steps of a full disparity study.  Table 1.2 summarizes the generally accepted 

procedures undertaken in a full disparity study and compares them to the methods we used for a 

partial disparity study.  Most full disparity studies are formally commissioned by a city or other 

government agency.  This relationship allows the research team open data access; because our 

project was not commissioned by the three cities examined, our access to city owned data was 

consequently very limited.  The table below summarizes and describes the differences between 

our study and formal, complete disparity studies.  

Table 1.2: Full vs. Partial Disparity Study 
Disparity Study Procedures and Methods Full 

Study 

Our 
Study 

Study Commissioned by City/Public Entity Yes No 

Determine Relevant Geographic Market Area Yes Literature 

Determine Relevant Product Market Area Yes Literature 

Estimation of MBE Availability – Custom Census within market area 

 Verify MBE ownership 

 Verify interest in public contracting 

 Availability estimates, using ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B data 

 Determine availability based on firm capacity (revenues) 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

Limited 
No 
No 

Limited 
Limited 

Utilization Analysis 

 Collection of data on awarded contracts 

Yes 
Yes 

Limited 
Limited 

Disparity Index Analyses  
o Public Sector Disparity Index 

o Private Sector Disparity Index 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

Limited 
Yes 
No 

Quantitative analysis of potential barriers to business entry, 
examining the following variables: 

 Education level 

 Labor Union membership 

 Construction Apprenticeship program 

 Entry into Employment in Industry 

 Opportunities for advancement 

 Entrepreneurship opportunities 

 Access to capital and other business inputs 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

Limited 
 

Limited 
No 
No 

Limited 
No 

Limited 
Literature 

Analyses of Effectiveness of Race-Neutral Policy versus Race-Based Policy Yes Literature 

Note: “Limited” indicates that we were only able to complete part of the full disparity 

methodological step. “Literature” indicates that we used existing research literature to partially 

complete the step.  

 

To estimate the availability of MBEs in selected markets, full disparity studies complete a 

custom census, which includes the verification of MBE ownership, verification of interest in 
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public contracting, availability estimates using ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B data, as well as 

the determination of availability based on the capacity of firms indicated by annual revenues.  

Our estimation of MBE availability in each of the three market areas was restricted to partial 

analyses of public datasets: ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B.     

Although we were unable to complete several methodological steps presented by full 

disparity studies, we were able to complete some steps in a limited fashion and used existing 

literature to generally verify our findings.  To define the relevant geographic market and product 

area, we reviewed past disparity studies and literature.  The geographic area for city-specific 

disparity studies is often defined as the encompassing metropolitan area for the given city.  

Therefore, in our examination we analyzed data from MSAs where possible.  Also from our 

review of literature and past disparity studies, we focused our analyses on selected industries 

rather than all industries. 

For a detailed and complete description of the methodology used in this report for our 

utilization analysis, please refer to the technical report in Appendix A.  The technical report 

includes a full description of the data we used for our analyses, as well as a summary of 

challenges with the data, including limited access and inconsistencies.  As summarized in table 

1.2, to the extent possible, we completed analyses generally followed in full disparity studies.   

II. Case Studies 

Disparity studies must be conducted as case studies, because local government MBE 

programs and the local political and legal contexts from which they emerge vary.  Therefore, the 

findings from each city’s partial disparity study conducted for this report will not be applicable 

or broadly generalizable to other cities.  Each area presents a different set of challenges for both 

MBE set-aside programs and for including Asian Americans in MBE programs and disparity 
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studies.  This section begins with a brief discussion about the three cities’ general historical and 

political contexts, followed by demographic profiles of each city and respective MSA, and 

summaries of local policies and laws shaping each city’s MBE program.  The different policies 

affect the status of AABEs and the opportunities each city provides for AABEs and MBEs to 

participate in public contracting.  Because of the significant differences, a case study 

methodology is applied.  After reporting on the status of AABEs in each MSA, we present 

findings from the partial disparity studies for each city, to the extent possible given the 

availability of data.   

However, the methods employed can be replicated in other sites.  For the purposes of this 

report, we chose to conduct partial disparity studies on Chicago, Atlanta, and the San Francisco 

to the extent possible with available data.  These three cities were selected for this report and the 

partial disparity study because they represent very different geographical locations, 

demographics, and policy contexts. While a significant proportion of Asian Americans have 

historically resided in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York, the numbers of Asian 

Americans in other metropolitan areas have also increased significantly since 1965.  

Atlanta represents a geographic area with an emerging Asian American population.  

There are many cities and regions that have growing Asian American populations like Atlanta.  

According to a report by the Asian American Justice Center (2006), Atlanta was home to the 

second fastest growing Asian American and Pacific Islander population in the nation between 

1990 and 2000.  With Atlanta’s importance as a major center of economic activity in the 

southeast U.S. and increasing numbers of Asian Americans, we conducted a partial disparity 

study on AABEs in Atlanta to understand the economic development of the emerging Asian 

American population there.   
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We selected Chicago because it presents an interesting case where AABEs were included 

at one point, excluded following a lawsuit, and eventually reinstated.  The status of AABEs in 

Chicago continues to be tenuous.  Asian Americans were excluded from Chicago’s MBE 

contracting program following the decision in Builders Association v. City of Chicago (2003).11  

The court found that Chicago’s program did address a compelling state interest, but agreed with 

the plaintiffs that the MBE program was a remedy that was not narrowly tailored, because 

AABEs were included without significant evidence.  Without adequate data on AABEs and 

whether they experienced disparities in contracting, the city amended its program to eliminate 

AABEs from consideration for MBE procurement opportunities.  However, with empirical 

evidence from research conducted after this lawsuit and the political leadership of the Asian 

American Institute, AABEs were reinstated in the city’s MBE program.  These events provide 

clear evidence of the need for empirical research about AABEs and public contracting. 

We selected San Francisco because it has a long history of Asian American immigration 

and entrepreneurship and a history of discriminatory policies that particularly targeted Chinese 

Americans.  For example, Chinese Americans in the late 1880s increasingly opened small 

family-run laundry businesses in response to policies and practices that limited their employment 

and entrepreneurial opportunities.  However, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors passed a 

city ordinance prohibiting the operation of laundries in wooden structures without the permission 

granted by the Board of Supervisors.  While all but one non-Chinese laundry owner was 

approved to operate in wooden buildings, no Chinese American was given permission.  Yick Wo 

was one such Chinese American laundry owner.  In response to the discriminatory application of 

the policy, Wo filed a lawsuit, which made its way through the judicial system, and was finally 

                                                 
11 Builders Ass’n v. City of Chicago, 298 F. Supp. 2d 725 (N.D. Ill. 2003). 
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decided in 1886 by the US Supreme Court.12  In its decision, the Supreme Court held that a law 

that seems racially neutral, if administered in a discriminatory fashion, violates the Equal 

Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.  In this case and others, Asian Americans in 

San Francisco have not been passive targets of discrimination. 

A) Demographic Summary 

 

In the last few decades, populations of racial minority groups have significantly increased 

especially in urban areas, which have become “multiethnic metros,” with new emerging 

racialized political dynamics (Frey & Farley, 1996).  Generally, it is helpful to be familiar with 

the general racial demographics of each region.  Also, given the politically charged nature of 

affirmative action public contracting programs, it is helpful to assess the relative presence of the 

Asian American population and numbers of potential eligible voters who can influence the 

political dynamics of an area.  In this study, the metropolitan statistical areas (MSA) and 

principle cities of Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco are three such areas with racially diverse 

populations, as depicted below in figure 2.1.  Of the three MSAs, Chicago has the largest number 

of residents with nearly double the population in the Atlanta MSA, and more than double that of 

the population in the San Francisco MSA.  While the San Francisco MSA has the smallest 

overall population, it has by far the largest relative representation of Asian Americans (21.8%) 

compared to Atlanta (4.0%) and Chicago (5.1%).  The San Francisco MSA is also the only 

region in this study where non-Hispanic Whites make up less than 50 percent of the area’s 

population. 

Figure 2.1 Population Demographics by MSA 

                                                 
12Wo vs. Hopkins, 118 U.S. 356 (1886). 
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Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
 

Because the report also examines MBE contracting policies set by each principle city, we 

also provide the demographic profiles of the cities.  Residential patterns in the surrounding areas 

may differ from the primary urban areas, but city MBE programs are oftentimes open to allowing 

firms located in the general areas to participate.  Figure 2.2 describes the racial demographics of 

the populations in each of the principle cities.  Although the San Francisco MSA is the smallest 

among the three in this study, the City of San Francisco’s population is not the smallest among 

the three principle cities in this study.  The city of Atlanta instead has the smallest relative 

overall population.  The proportions of Asian American populations in both Atlanta and Chicago 

are smaller than the Asian American shares of the respective MSAs, indicating that the Asian 

American populations in these regions are more concentrated in surrounding cities of the broader 

metropolitan areas than the cities themselves.  On the other hand, San Francisco has a larger 

concentration of the Asian American population relative to the respective MSA.   
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Additionally, both Chicago and San Francisco have very racially diverse populations.  In 

Chicago, Latinos (28.1%), African Americans (34.7%), and non-Hispanic Whites (30.9%) are 

almost equally represented, and Asian Americans (4.9%) also represent a significant number of 

residents.  In San Francisco, Asian Americans (31.5%), non-Hispanic Whites (44.7%), Latinos 

(14%) make up the three largest populations with African Americans (6.7%) also comprising a 

large number of residents.  

Figure 2.2 Population Demographics by City 
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Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
 

Unlike the other two cities, the two predominant populations in Atlanta are African Americans 

(54.9%) and non-Hispanic Whites (30.5%). 

Table 2.1 summarizes and details the Asian American populations in Atlanta, Chicago, 

and San Francisco MSAs and principle cities.  Specifically, the table includes information about 

the total percentage of Asian Americans out of the total population in the various regions in 

addition to the percent of Asian Americans in various subgroups (e.g. the total population that is 

a U.S. citizen, over the age of 18 years old, and the population that is a U.S. citizen and older 
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than 18 years old).  The percentages of the U.S. citizens that are Asian American in each of the 

MSAs and principle cities are lower than the percentages of the overall populations that are 

Asian American.  The San Francisco MSA is the only area that is home to a large relative 

proportion of American Americans eligible to vote (i.e. U.S. citizens at least 18 years of age).  

Within the city of San Francisco, the potential voting power of Asian Americans is even greater 

with 28.8 percent of the city’s eligible voters identifying as Asian American compared to 19.7 

percent of the MSA.  The prospective voting power among Asian Americans in the city of 

Chicago (4.2%) is also greater than it is in the MSA (3.5%).   

Table 2.1 Asians Alone as a Percent of Population  

MSA City MSA City MSA City

5,122,275 439,274 9,463,477 2,740,224 4,171,627 757,604

4.0% 1.9% 5.1% 4.9% 21.8% 31.5%

54.9% 35.7% 56.8% 30.9% 46.0% 44.7%

Asian 

American%
2.7% 1.0% 2.6% 3.9% 19.4% 29.4%

NHW% 58.8% 36.6% 60.7% 32.9% 51.1% 48.6%

Asian 

American% 
4.1% 2.2% 5.4% 5.4% 22.4% 31.3%

NHW% 57.5% 37.9% 60.1% 35.6% 48.9% 47.1%

Asian 

American% 
2.5% 1.2% 3.5% 4.2% 19.7% 28.8%

NHW% 62.5% 40.2% 65.4% 38.9% 55.5% 51.7%

U.S. Citizens

18+ Population

18+ and U.S. 

Citizens

Racial Groups as Percent of Specific Subgroups

Atlanta Chicago San Francisco

Overall Population

Total Population

% Asian American

% NHW

Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 

 In addition to diverse populations, each MSA includes an ethnically diverse population of 

Asian Americans.  Figure 2.3 summarizes the ethnic diversity among each MSA’s Asian 

American population.  In San Francisco, nearly 70 percent of the Asian American population 

consists of Chinese, Taiwanese, and Filipinos, with Chinese and Taiwanese Americans making 

up the largest ethnic group (42.3% of the Asian American population).  Filipino Americans are 

the second largest with 25.3 percent.  South Asian Americans are next at 11.7 percent of Asian 
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Americans.  Conversely, South Asian Americans (i.e. Asian Indians, Bangladeshis, Pakistanis, 

and Sri Lankans) are the largest ethnic population among Asian Americans in both Atlanta 

(33.7%) and Chicago (35.6%) MSAs.  In the Atlanta MSA, the next largest Asian ethnic groups 

are Vietnamese American (18%), Korean American (17.1%), and Chinese/Taiwanese American 

(15.1%); in the Chicago MSA, the next largest groups are Filipino Americans (21.8%), 

Chinese/Taiwanese Americans (17.6%), and Korean Americans (11.6%).  Chinese Americans 

and Filipino Americans, two of the more long-established Asian American ethnic populations 

nationally, are less concentrated in the emerging Asian American communities in the Atlanta 

MSA.  

Figure 2.3 Asian American Ethnic Distributions by MSA 
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 Counter to the assumption that the socioeconomic status of Asian Americans is equal to 

that of non-Hispanic Whites, table 2.2 below shows that Asian Americans are not faring as well 
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in the three MSAs and within the respective principle cities.  Parity indices assess and compare 

the relative socioeconomic status of different racial populations.  A number that is greater than 

1.0 indicates that there is a higher number or percentage of Asian Americans than non-Hispanic 

Whites in a given category.  Parity indices less than 1.0 mean that Asian Americans have a 

smaller number or percentage in the given category compared to non-Hispanic Whites.  Table 

2.2 shows that Asian Americans lag behind their non-Hispanic White neighbors in education, 

median household and per capita income, and poverty rate in these regions because their parity 

indices are less than 1.  Compared to non-Hispanic Whites, there are more Asian Americans than 

non-Hispanic Whites with less than a high school education and more Asian American who are 

non-U.S. citizens than non-Hispanic Whites as indicated by parity ratios greater than 1.0.  The 

lower levels of socio-economic status among Asian Americans, compared to non-Hispanic 

Whites, can shape Asian Americans’ ability and economic and social capital to own and manage 

businesses. 

Table 2.2 Asian American vs. Non-Hispanic White Share of Total Population and Parity Indices 

Atlanta 

MSA

Atlanta 

City

Chicago 

MSA

Chicago 

City

San Francisco 

MSA

San Francisco 

City

NH Whites 54.9% 35.7% 56.8% 30.9% 46.0% 44.7%

Asians Alone 4.0% 1.9% 5.1% 4.9% S21.8% 31.5%

Part Asian 0.3% 0.4% 0.4% 0.4% 1.7% 1.7%

Without HS Diploma
1.52 3.73 1.16 2.2 3.47 8.21

With Graduate 

Degree 1.61 1.49 1.6 0.95 0.74 0.35

Median Household 

Income 0.96 0.77 1.06 0.84 0.94 0.67

Per Capita Income 0.74 0.54 0.83 0.61 0.63 0.46

Poverty Rate 1.36 1.44 1.49 1.61 1.34 1.27

Non-U.S. Citizen 18.97 20.76 8.23 4.11 5.49 3.19

Asian-NHW Parity Indices

Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
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Note: Asian-NHW Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater 
than 1, there are more Asian Americans proportionally than non-Hispanic Whites of that category; if the value is less 
than 1, then Asian Americans are proportionally less than non-Hispanic Whites in the category.  

 

With regard to educational attainment, there are more Asian Americans than non-

Hispanic Whites with less than a high school education in all three MSAs.  In San Francisco, the 

proportion of Asian Americans with less than a high school diploma is over three times more 

(3.47) than the proportion of non-Hispanic Whites with less than a high school education.  

Within the city of San Francisco, the percentage of Asian Americans with less than a high school 

diploma is over eight times that of non-Hispanic Whites.  Unlike both the Atlanta and Chicago 

MSAs, less Asian Americans have earned graduate degrees than Whites in the San Francisco 

MSA.  In the Atlanta MSA and city, a larger percentage of Asian Americans have less than a 

high school diploma than non-Hispanic Whites.  However, they simultaneously have a larger 

percentage of graduate degree holders than Whites.  Within the city of Atlanta, the percentage of 

Asian Americans with less than a high school diploma is almost four times higher (3.73) than the 

percentage of Whites with the same level of education.  In the Chicago MSA, similar to Atlanta, 

Asian Americans have both a higher percentage of their population with less than a high school 

diploma and higher percentage with at least a graduate degree.  However, within the city of 

Chicago, the percentage of Asian Americans with less than a high school education relative to 

non-Hispanic Whites almost doubles.  Also, the proportion of Asian Americans with a gradate 

degree is less than that of non-Hispanic White, in the city of Chicago. 

In terms of income and poverty, Asian Americans in all three MSAs are also not faring as 

well as non-Hispanic Whites.  For example, Asian American per capita income in all three areas 

and cities is less than non-Hispanic Whites.  Poverty rates for Asian Americans in all three 

MSAs and principle cities are also higher than they are for non-Hispanic Whites.  With the 

exception of the Chicago MSA, Asian Americans in the regions under study also have a lower 
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relative median household income than Whites.  Other than the Chicago MSA, where Asian 

Americans have a slightly higher median household income than non-Hispanic Whites (1.06), 

Asian Americans have a lower relative median household income than non-Hispanic Whites in 

all MSAs and cities under study.  In the city of San Francisco, the Asian American median 

household income is significantly less relative to non-Hispanic Whites (0.67).   

Finally, table 2.2 also indicates that Asian Americans are much more likely than non-

Hispanic Whites to be non-U.S. citizens in all of the MSAs and cities.  Asian Americans in the 

Atlanta MSA are almost nineteen times more likely than Whites to be non-citizens.  In the city of 

Atlanta, the parity figure rises to 20.76, indicating that the percentage of Asian Americans who 

are not U.S. citizens is even higher there.  In the Chicago and San Francisco MSAs and cities, 

Asian Americans also have higher percentages of non-citizens than non-Hispanic Whites, but not 

to the magnitude of the indices in the Atlanta MSA and city.  Although immigrants are often 

more likely than others to pursue entrepreneurship, they often possess less social capital to 

develop and advance the growth of their businesses.  Because of the large immigrant population 

among Asian Americans, it is important to examine nativity and its effects on self-employment 

and entry into government contracting sectors.  We examine the effects of nativity in the analysis 

of barriers to business ownership in a later section of this report. 

B) City Profiles – Policies 

 

Table 2.3 Summary of City MBE and AABE policies 
Cities Current MBE Policy MBE Policy-AABEs  Past Disparity Study 

Findings 

Atlanta City of Atlanta’s Equal Business 
Opportunity Ordinance 
(set to expire in 2011) 
 
Equal Business Opportunity 
Program requires bidders to: 

 Submit pledges of non-
discrimination to Office of 
Contract Compliance 

Included in the MWBE 
database and OCC 
programs after the city’s 
2006 disparity study. 

From the 2006 Atlanta 
disparity study, 
executive summary: 

 White males are 
twice as likely to be 
self-employed in 
construction than 
Asian American 
males. 
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(OCC) for approval 

 Submit their plans for 
outreach to potential 
subcontractors to OCC for 
approval 

 
OCC also facilitates, when 
feasible, “mentor-protégé” 
relationships and joint ventures 
between contractors and 
subcontractors, including but 
not limited to M/WBE certified 
businesses. 

 White males are 
three times as likely 
to be self-employed 
than Asian 
American males in 
the service industry. 

 Asian American 
firms only make up 
1% of the 
construction 
industry. 

 The number of 
Asian Americans in 
construction was 
too small to be 
statistically relevant 
even though self-
employment in 
construction was 
11% in 2000 in 
comparison to other 
minorities who have 
a larger presence in 
the industry. 

Chicago Chicago City Ordinance Article 
IV requires the city’s chief 
procurement officer to, 
“establish a goal of awarding 
not less than 25 percent of the 
annual dollar value of all 
contracts to qualified MBEs….”   
 
The city’s “target market 
program” also limits some 
project bids to M/WBEs. 
 
Article IV was renewed in 2009, 
and set to expire in XXXX. 

Due to Builders 
Association v. City of 
Chicago (2003) Asian 
Americans are not a 
presumptive class for 
MBE inclusion.  
Depending on empirical 
evidence available, the 
status of AABEs in MBE 
programs has been 
unstable. 
 

 Excluded from MBE 
program, 2003-
2007.   

 Reinstated into 
MBE program 
inclusion in 2007.   

Blanchflower (2004) 
found that AABEs are: 

 Underrepresented 
in construction 

 More likely to be 
denied bank loans 
than White male 
owned firms 

San Francisco Due to Coral Construction, Inc. 
v. City and County of San 
Francisco et al. (2004) in which 
plaintiffs claim that the City’s 
DBE program violates 
Proposition 209, the City has 
suspended its program, which 
gave bid discounts to local 
businesses and M/WBEs that 
were certified as DBE.  The 
suspended program also gave 
bid advantages to prime 
contract bidders that included 

AABEs were included in 
the DBE program. 

San Francisco Human 
Rights Commission 
disparity study (1998 – 
2003) found that AABEs 
are underutilized as 
prime contractors in four 
primary contracting 
industries. 
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MBE or WBE subcontractors. 

 

1) Atlanta 

  

Of the three metropolitan areas in this report, Atlanta is the only region that was governed 

by Jim Crow laws, which forced racial segregation in all aspects of public life and formally 

denied economic opportunities to non-Whites, especially African Americans, until 1965.  Equal 

opportunity programs stem from affirmative action policies, which have explicitly aimed to 

remedy racial inequalities that exist today due to past discriminatory practices.  Both past and 

present discrimination are cited as compelling reasons for the City of Atlanta’s Equal Business 

Opportunity Program (EBO) and policy. 

 According to the city’s latest, publicly available contracting disparity study (2006) the 

Atlanta City Council adopted findings from a previous study that found, “that African American, 

Hispanic and Female owned firms in the Atlanta region suffered economic disadvantage relative 

to white-owned firms as a result of discrimination by race” (Griffin & Strong, 2006, p. 3).  

According to Griffith and Strong, Asian Americans and Native Americans were not included in 

earlier equal business opportunity programs in the City.  However, in the executive summary of 

the disparity study by Griffin & Strong (2006), Asian Americans and Native Americans were 

included in the data analysis.  In fact, this study found that “non-minority males were twice as 

likely to be self employed as African Americans and Asian American” in the construction 

industry (Griffin & Strong, 2006, p. 6).  White males were also found to be “three times as likely 

to be self employed as African Americans and Asian Americans” in the service industry (Griffin 

& Strong, 2006, p. 6).  Currently, section 2-1442 of the Atlanta city ordinances13 lists African 

American, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, and Female business enterprises as eligible to 

                                                 
13 Ordinance No. 2006-83, Section 1, 11-28-06. 
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apply for Minority/Female Business Enterprise status with the Office of Contract Compliance 

(OCC). 

As Table 2.3 summarizes, the Office of Contract Compliance manages the 

Minority/Female Business Enterprise (M/FBE) Register and the EBO in accordance with the 

“City of Atlanta’s Equal Business Opportunity Ordinance,” which is set to expire in 2011. 

According to its website: 

It is the policy of the City of Atlanta to actively promote full and equal 

business opportunities for minority and female business enterprises through 

the City of Atlanta's Equal Business Opportunity (EBO) Program…. The 

purpose of the Equal Business Opportunity and Equal Employment 

Opportunity [EEO] programs is to mitigate the present and ongoing effects of 

the past and present discrimination against women and minority-owned 

businesses and women and minority workers so that opportunity, regardless 

of race or gender, will become institutionalized in the Atlanta marketplace. 

 

It is important to note that all bidders, without exception, including minority 

and female-owned business enterprises, must comply with the City of Atlanta's 

EBO and EEO Program requirements. 

 

The EBO program requires all contract bidders to submit their written pledges of non-

discrimination to the OCC for approval as well as reports on their outreach efforts to potential 

subcontractors, including M/FBEs.  The OCC must approve of each bidder’s submitted 

documentation in order for them to remain eligible for prime contract opportunities.  

Additionally, OCC encourages and facilitates, where feasible, “mentor-protégé” relationships 

and joint ventures between prime contractors and subcontractors, including M/FBEs. 

According to a disparity study completed for the Small and Disadvantaged Business 

Utilization (SDBU) Program, which consists of the City of Albany (GA), Dougherty County 

(GA), the Dougherty County School System, Albany Water, Gas & Light Commission, and 

Albany Tomorrow, Inc., there are several court cases that local agencies in the region should be 

aware of in relation to diversity procurement programs.  For the purposes of this report, we will 
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briefly review key points from two cases – City of Atlanta v. Corey Entertainment, Inc. (2004)14 

from the Georgia Supreme Court and Virdi v. DeKalb County School District (2005)15 from the 

U.S. Court of Appeals, Eleventh Circuit. 

The Georgia Supreme Court decided City of Atlanta v. Corey Entertainment, Inc. (2004).  

In this case, Corey contested the awarding of a sub-contract by Clear Communications to 

Creative Media Displays, Inc., which is owned by Barbara Fouch, and certified as a 

disadvantaged business enterprise (DBE) by the U.S. Department of Transportation.  Corey’s 

primary complaint in the suit was that Creative Media should not have been certified as a DBE.  

The court decision granted Corey access to Ms. Fouch’s tax returns through the state’s Open 

Records Act, overriding Ms. Fouch’s right to privacy due to her participation in the public, city 

managed M/FBE program.  The court agreed with the plaintiff that Fouch’s eligibility for this 

public program was based on her financial status and records, thus compromising her right to 

privacy.  While the ruling does not have direct bearing on Atlanta’s EBO program, it does relate 

to DBE programs and DBE owners’ right to privacy.  This case exemplifies the ongoing efforts 

to undermine the Atlanta M/FBE program, forcing program participants like Fouch to even 

sacrifice privacy rights.  Since this 2004 case, Corey has continued to challenge the contract 

awarded by the City of Atlanta to Clear Channel and Creative Media, claiming conspiracy and 

violation of equal-protection laws (Rankin, 2008). 

In Virdi v. DeKalb County School District (2005), the plaintiff was an Indian American 

male owner of an architectural services firm.16  Virdi was allegedly told that the Minority Vendor 

involvement Program (MVP) was aimed at African American businesses.  The Court had to 

decide the MVP’s constitutionality and also whether it discriminated against Virdi based on race.  

                                                 
14 City of Atlanta v. Corey Entm't, Inc., 278 Ga. 474, 604 S.E.2d 140 (2004). 
15 Virdi v. DeKalb County Sch. Dist.,135 Fed. Appx. 262 (11th Cir. 2005). 
16 All information on this case is from the Consortium disparity study - BBC Research & Consulting (2008).  
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In its unpublished opinion, the Eleventh Circuit of the U.S. Court of Appeals ruled that the 

county school district’s MVP was not narrowly tailored, and was therefore found to be “facially 

unconstitutional” (BBC Research & Consulting, 2008).  There were two reasons cited.  First, the 

Eleventh Circuit argued that the school district had not sought race-neutral initiatives before 

implementing the MVP.  Second, because the school district did not define the MVP lifespan, the 

Court found that the MVP was not narrowly tailored.  However, in response to Virdi’s argument 

that the District purposely discriminated against him, the Court decided that there were no 

damages suffered by Virdi as a result of the MVP’s implementation. 

2) Chicago 
 

By the 1980s, Chicago became one of the top three cities for Asian immigrants to settle 

in, and evidence shows that Asian Americans have been gaining influence in city politics, which 

is largely dominated by political machines (Pelissero, Krebs, & Jenkins, 2000).  In addition to 

the importance of empirical research, political influence can impact the political leadership’s will 

to support MBE programs.  Without sufficient empirical evidence to show the need to include 

AABEs in the City’s MBE program, the court in Builders Association v. City of Chicago (2003) 

determined that the City’s program was not narrowly tailored.  Following the court ruling, the 

City amended its program to exclude Asian Americans.  Eventually, AABEs were reinstated into 

the MBE program based on research evidence presented to show how AABEs experienced 

disparities in contracting in 2007.17  Interestingly, there was also a heated election in the 50th 

Ward for the Alderman seat, where Filipina American Naisy Dolar ran a tough campaign against 

longtime incumbent Bernard Stone.  The changing demographics in the district are a reason why 

                                                 
17 Blanchflower’s initial analysis indicated that there was no evidence to support the inclusion of AABEs.  Based on 

scrutiny by Asian American stakeholders, the initial analysis was reviewed by a research consultant, which resulted 

in an expanded analysis that supported the inclusion of AABEs in the City’s MBE program.  Without this 

intervention, the exclusion of AABEs would have continued. 
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Dolar nearly beat Stone.  By 2007, the 50th Ward had become a popular place of residence for 

many Asian Americans, and their electoral power had increased accordingly.  When Alderman 

Stone realized how close the election would be, he astutely led the Board of Alderman to 

reinstate AABEs in the City’s MBE program (D. M. Lin, personal communication, December 1, 

2008).  This shrewd political move allowed him to appeal to Asian American voters, providing 

evidence that in addition to empirical data, political power can also be important to including 

AABEs in MBE programs. 

Like many other municipalities, the City of Chicago created its MBE and Women-owned 

Business Enterprise (WBE) programs to address past discrimination and current inequalities and 

barriers to public procurement.  According to the Chicago Department of Procurement Services 

(DPS) website at the time of the publication of this report, the M/WBE Procurement Program 

both “demonstrates the City’s continued commitment to the success of minority- and women-

owned businesses,” and enhances “the City’s growth and economic stability.”18  The Division of 

Contract Monitoring and Certification under the Department of Procurement Services manages 

the M/WBE program in accordance with Chicago City Ordinance Article IV, which details the 

Minority-owned and Women-owned Business Enterprise Procurement Program’s rules.  The 

Division also certifies M/WBEs, ensuring that they are qualified as MBEs or WBEs, and 

enforces Equal Employment Opportunity and Affirmative Action mandates. 

Specifically, government ordinances require the City’s chief procurement officer to 

“establish a goal of awarding not less than 25 percent of the annual dollar value of all contracts 

to qualified MBEs and five percent of the annual dollar value of all contracts to qualified WBEs” 

                                                 
18 http://egov.cityofchicago.org/city/webportal/portalContentItemAction.do?blockName=I+Want+To&channelId=-

536879029&programId=0&topChannelName=Business&contentOID=536884207&Failed_Reason=Invalid+timesta

mp,+engine+has+been+restarted&contenTypeName=COC_EDITORIAL&com.broadvision.session.new=Yes&Fail

ed_Page=%2fwebportal%2fportalContentItemAction.do 
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(Article IV, Section 2-92-430).  These goals can be met if the bidder is a certified M/WBE or 

commits to including M/WBEs as subcontractors.  Moreover, Article IV mandates the 

implementation of the “target market program,” which limits select project bids exclusively to 

certified M/WBEs.   

In a press release, dated September 11, 2008, the City boasted about the increase in 

contracting dollars won by M/WBEs and the overall increase in M/WBE participation in 

procurement during the 2007-2008 fiscal year (Bates, 2008).  City officials attributed the 

increase to improved communications with M/WBE owners to identify barriers to participation 

in the certification and procurement processes, workshops to educated M/WBEs on pursuing 

contracts, and to vendor fairs.  Notably, Chief Procurement Officer Montel Gayles also credited 

the gains in M/WBE participation to the City’s policy change of increasing professional services 

industry goals to 25 percent for MBE and 5 percent for WBE.  The press statement further 

indicated that the DPS would be working to make the certification process more efficient, and 

that it would also be, “working towards a comprehensive strategy that will utilize and strengthen 

the M/WBE ordinance.”  The M/WBE program and ordinance expires in December 2009.  

However, Mayor Richard Daley introduced an ordinance on June 30, 2009 to renew the program 

(Spielman, 2009).  By the end of July 2009, the City renewed the M/WBE ordinance, which 

continues to include AABEs.  The renewed ordinance is set to expire in 2015 and will be subject 

to interim review by the end of 2012 (Gandhi, 2009).  It will be important for the interim review 

process in 2012 to include AABEs once more. 

3) San Francisco  
 

 San Francisco has been the site for many historical and on-going struggles over racial 

equity and opportunity related to Asian Americans.  Historically, Chinese Americans have 
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played a significant role in the politics of the city.  In the past, exclusionary city and county 

ordinances have targeted Chinese Americans and other Asian Americans.  In the latter part of the 

19th century, the anti-Chinese movement, primarily based in San Francisco, was able to advance 

policies that prevented Chinese Americans from attending the city’s public schools and from 

participating equally in the labor market or as entrepreneurs (Aarim-Heriot, 2003; Low, 1983).  

Since 1965, the diversity and population of Asian Americans in the region has greatly increased, 

leading to considerable differences in socio-economic inequalities among Asian Americans.  

While San Francisco is home to several generations of Asian Americans, it remains a popular 

area for settlement by new immigrants and refugees from Asia.   

Recognizing its active and complicit participation in discrimination as well as persistent 

discriminatory barriers faced by M/WBE, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors established 

Ordinance No. 139-84 in 1984 (“Minority/Women/Local Business Utilization Ordinance”).  

With this policy, the San Francisco Human Rights Commission and the Minority/Women/Local 

Business Enterprise Community Advisory have monitored the status of minority and women 

owned businesses.  It also required the city and county of San Francisco to set aside portions of 

its contracting expenditures solely for certified M/WBEs.  Additionally, M/WBE and locally 

owned businesses (LBE) received a 5% bid discount, which meant that bids from L/M/WBE 

were calculated as 5% less than they really were.  These bid discounts helped to increase their 

competitiveness against other firms, because the lowest bids in competitions usually win the 

contracts. 

In response to City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson Co. (1989), the Board of Supervisors 

amended its policy in 1989, ending the set aside program, but allowed M/WBEs that were also 

LBE to receive cumulative bid preferences.  Therefore an LBE that was also a MBE or WBE 
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was eligible for a 10% bid discount.  Under this new ordinance, MBEs and WBEs are required to 

show that they were also “economically disadvantaged.”  Non-M/WBEs could receive a 5% bid 

discount if the project proposal involved a substantial joint venture with an M/WBE.  This 

ordinance was challenged in the Ninth Circuit of the U.S. Court of Appeals in 1991.  In 

Associated General Contractors v. Coalition for Economic Equity, the Court ruled in favor of the 

City’s program, rejecting the plaintiffs’ argument that the program was unconstitutional based on 

the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment.   

After the passage of Proposition 209 in 1996, the Board of Supervisors changed the 

ordinance once more in 1998.  Proposition 209 was the state ballot measure that amended the 

California State Constitution to read, “[t]he state shall not discriminate against, or grant 

preferential treatment to, any individual or group on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or 

national origin in the operation of public employment, public education, or public contracting” 

(California Constitution).  After a review of the policy and a disparity study, San Francisco 

continued its policy of providing bid discounts for certified LBEs and M/WBEs that were also 

certified as economically disadvantaged.  It also began to privilege prime contract bidders that 

included M/FBE subcontractors.   

In 2004, the Pacific Legal Foundation sponsored the plaintiffs’ case in Coral 

Construction, Inc. v. City and County of San Francisco (2004) and won an injunction against the 

Minority/Women/Local Business Utilization Ordinance, arguing that the program violated 

Proposition 209.19   In response, the City and County appealed the case, and San Francisco’s 

Board of Supervisors adopted the Local Business Enterprise and Non-Discrimination in 

Contracting Ordinance, replacing the L/M/FBE Utilization Ordinance.  A new Disadvantaged 

                                                 
19 Sup. Ct. No. 421249 (2004) 
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Business Enterprise (DBE) Program was instituted through the new policy, and it continued to 

give bonus points to DBEs in the process of bid selection for public procurement. 

Currently, the Supreme Court of California is still reviewing San Francisco’s appeal in 

the Coral Construction case.  Since the City filed the appeal, the California Supreme Court has 

ordered San Francisco to suspend its Local Business Enterprise and Non-Discrimination in 

Contracting Ordinance and DBE program; the Court’s decision on the merits of the case is still 

pending.  In response to the Court’s request for his office’s opinion in the case, California 

Attorney General Jerry Brown argued that Proposition 209 is unconstitutional (Egelko, 2009).   

C) Past Disparity Study Findings 

 This section summarizes previous disparity studies and their findings for these three 

regions.  Because cities must use disparity studies to examine whether or not there is justification 

for implementation of equal opportunity public contracting programs, it is important to 

understand what their previous studies have found.  Our study builds upon these study findings 

and focuses on Asian Americans.  

 According to Griffin and Strong (2006), Atlanta’s disparity study found an overall 

significant difference between the public sector’s utilization levels of M/WBEs and that of the 

private sector.  Additional barriers for minorities and women-owned firms included the lesser 

likelihood of becoming self-employed in contracting and service sectors after controlling for age 

and wealth, discrimination from prime contractors and subcontractors in the private sector, and 

significantly less earnings due to race and gender.  For example, “more than half of these 

differences in income for non-minority males and African Americans was [sic] due to race” 

(Griffin & Strong, 2006, p. 7).    



 49 

Specifically addressing Asian Americans, Griffin and Strong (2006) found that there 

were twice and three times as many White males who owned businesses in construction and 

service sectors than Asian Americans, respectively.  Furthermore, Asian Americans were much 

less likely than White male-owned firms to own construction firms (0.578 odds ratio).  Thus, the 

City of Atlanta’s study supports the need for programs that are narrowly tailored and specific to 

help ensure equal opportunity where discrimination was historically institutionalized.  However, 

the City of Atlanta’s findings of racial disparities experienced by MBEs do not match the 

ensuing policy recommendations.  For example, the study recommends a race and gender-neutral 

small business program, arguing that by opening up the pool of firms, small businesses will be 

able to increase their ability to compete for contracts.  Atlanta’s “aggressive non-discrimination 

program” includes firms submitting statements of non-discrimination and plans for outreach to 

sub-contractors in order to proceed in the bid review process (Griffin & Strong, 2006, p. 12).   

The disparity report’s recommendations and conclusions do not appear to follow its findings that 

the city needs to create narrowly tailored and specific programs that will remedy the clear 

disparities that exist between M/WBEs and non-minority male-owned firms. 

Chicago’s disparity study was a part of the evidence presented to the City of Chicago on 

M/WBE programs (Blanchflower, 2004).  The study found that barriers for M/WBE included 

discriminatory practices by unions that prevented minorities and women from pursuing careers in 

certain industries, lack of adequate capital, and discrimination by prime contractors in sub-

contracting practices.  In the construction industry, Asian Americans are severely 

underrepresented as laborers, making up only 1 percent of the construction workforce.  While 

self-employment in the construction industry was 11 percent for the overall population in 2000 
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(Bates, 2004b), the actual numbers of Asian Americans in the construction industry were too 

small to be statistically relevant. 

Furthermore, Asian Americans had higher loan denial rates than firms owned by White 

males with similar characteristics (Blanchflower, 2004a).  This finding is consistent with the 

broader finding that minority owners faced discrimination in the market for business loans.  

Without access to capital, Asian Americans and other minorities have fewer opportunities to 

successfully start and develop successful firms.  The Blanchflower (2004) disparity study was 

limited in its findings regarding Asian Americans due to the small numbers of Asian Americans 

in the study. While some may use the lack of statistical evidence showing disparity to exclude 

Asians from minority business programs, Blanchflower (2004a, 2004b) and Holt (2004) argue 

that the limitations in data on Asian Americans precluded them from making definitive claims 

that Asian Americans do not face barriers. 

In San Francisco, M/WBEs are also underutilized.  For example, the California 

Department of Transportation (2007), or CalTrans, conducted a full disparity study and found 

that 19.3 percent of the state-contracting dollars should be awarded to M/WBEs based on their 

availability; however, between 2002 and 2006, 11.4 percent of contracting dollars went to 

M/WBEs, which is below parity.  In other words, the study found that M/WBEs were only 

utilized at 59 percent of what would be expected based on relative availability for state contracts.  

A similar pattern exists for federal contracts before 2006, as M/WBE utilization was 14.7 

percent, in comparison to 17.6 percent, which is the expected utilization based on their 

availability.  This lower utilization rate may indicate Proposition 209’s race-neutral policy 

effects on outcomes in utilization by race for public contracting. 
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The CalTrans (2007) study also described barriers for M/WBEs, indicating that 

contractors are treated differently due to their race and gender.  In interviews during the CalTrans 

study, minority firm owners recommended a program that would “further open contracting 

opportunities to small firms including minority- and women-owned firms” to allow them to 

better meet the strict requirements on contract size and bonds, which often hinder M/WBEs from 

pursuing contracts in the public sector (California Department of Transportation, 2007, p. 10).   

When examining Asian American firms specifically, the Asian American Justice Center 

(2008), or AAJC, published a report finding that Asian American firms in four major contracting 

categories were underutilized.  While AABEs make up 13.7 percent of available construction 

firms, they only received 5 percent of the total public contracting dollars for construction 

projects.  On the other hand, AAJC (2008) found that Asian Americans receive more sub-

contracts, but are the result of a race-conscious program that included AABEs.  Consequently, 

Asian Americans seem to be able to receive sub-contracts, but are much less likely to be prime 

contractors in public projects. 

D) The State of Asian American Self-employment and AABEs in the Three MSAs 

 As previously mentioned, some past disparity studies have found barriers to self-

employment for Asian Americans. One way to assess the availability of AABEs within a market 

area and industry of interest is to begin by surveying the rates of self-employment and assessing 

the overall status of AABEs, which vary in the three MSAs.  Table 2.4 below shows the self-

employment rates by race/ethnicity in the three MSAs in 2005-2007.20  These rates represent the 

self-employment within each sub-population (e.g. 9.3% of the total Asian population in San 

Francisco’s MSA is self-employed).  Non-Hispanic Whites have the highest self-employment 

                                                 
20 See Table A.1 in the Appendix for self-employment rates of other races. 



 52 

rates in the MSAs of San Francisco (16.5%) and Chicago (10.8%), while Asian Americans have 

the highest self-employment rates in Atlanta (17.7%) of all racial groups. 

Table 2.4: Self-Employment Rates of Non-Hispanic Whites and Asian American Total and 

Subgroups in 3 MSAs, 2005-2007 

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

NH White 16.5% 10.8% 13.0%

Asian American 9.3% 10.6% 17.7%

  Other Asian 13.7% 8.7% 10.8%

  Chinese 10.0% 8.7% 19.7%

  Filipino 5.6% 6.1% 6.3%

  Japanese 15.6% 11.7% 7.1%

  Korean 15.2% 22.0% 33.6%

  Other SE Asian 6.1% 3.6% 3.3%

  South Asian 8.6% 10.7% 14.5%

  Vietnamese 14.5% 10.3% 17.6%

All Persons 12.8% 8.8% 11.1%  
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 
 

 Among the Asian American population, there is a range of self-employment rates. 

Korean Americans have the highest rates of self-employment in Chicago and Atlanta (22.0% and 

33.6% respectively), while Japanese Americans have a slightly higher rate than Korean 

Americans in San Francisco (15.6% and 15.2% respectively).  Other Southeast Asians 

(Cambodian, Hmong, and Laotian) and Filipinos have the lowest rates of self-employment 

among Asian Americans in the three MSAs with Other Southeast Asians having the lowest self-

employment rate among all racial/ethnic groups in Chicago and Atlanta.  Filipino Americans also 

have the lowest rate of self-employment among all racial/ethnic groups in San Francisco.  Due to 

the wide-ranging diversity among Asian Americans, it is difficult to definitively discuss the 

status of Asian Americans as one entity, as some may face more barriers than others to self-

employment. 

 Table 2.5 summarizes the ethnic representation among self-employed Asian Americans 

in each of the MSAs.  For example, 8.4 percent of self-employed Asian Americans are 
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Vietnamese Americans in the San Francisco MSA.  Chinese Americans represent a large 

proportion of the business owners in San Francisco (44.7%), South Asian Americans in Chicago 

(35.5%), and Korean Americans in Atlanta (30.7%).  Non-Vietnamese Southeast Asian 

Americans (“Other Southeast Asian Americans”) represent the lowest percentage of self-

employed Asian Americans in all three MSAs.  

Table 2.5: Asian Ethnic Distribution of Self-Employed Asian Americans in the 3 MSAs, 2005-

2007 
San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

Other Asian 3.5% 5.2% 4.1%

Chinese 44.7% 14.5% 17.9%

Filipino 16.1% 13.3% 1.8%

Japanese 8.4% 3.8% 1.2%

Korean 7.2% 23.4% 30.7%

Other SE Asian 0.7% 0.6% 0.9%

South Asian 11.0% 35.5% 26.8%

Vietnamese 8.4% 3.7% 16.7%  
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 

 

Table 2.6 summarizes the percentage of self-employment in incorporated versus 

unincorporated firms for non-Hispanic Whites and Asian Americans.  By incorporating, firms 

gain benefits that can help in developing business such as increased access to capital, lower tax 

rates, and protection from personal liability from business activities.  Due to these advantages, 

incorporated firms oftentimes fare better than unincorporated businesses.  In San Francisco, there 

are higher percentages of firms that are unincorporated compared to incorporated businesses for 

both Asian Americans and non-Hispanic Whites.  This is not the case in Chicago or Atlanta; 

Asian Americans actually have higher rates of incorporation than non-Hispanic Whites.  The 

difference in percentages is greatest in Atlanta within and across racial groups.  (See Table A.2 

for incorporated and unincorporated businesses for all racial groups.) 

Table 2.6: Percent Self-Employed in Incorporated and Unincorporated Businesses in 3 MSAs, 

2005-2007 
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Incorp. Unincorp. Incorp. Unincorp. Incorp. Unincorp.

NH White 4.3% 12.2% 5.3% 5.4% 6.1% 6.9%
Asian 

American 2.6% 6.7% 5.9% 4.8% 11.0% 6.8%

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

 
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 
 

Table 2.7 provides a closer look at the socio-economic status of AABE owners in 

comparison to non-Hispanic Whites.  The majority of self-employed Asian Americans and non-

Hispanic Whites is male between the ages of 35 and 54.  Consequently, it is important to include 

age and gender when conducting disparity studies.  On the other hand, a majority of AABE 

owners is also foreign-born and speaks a language other than English at home in all three MSAs 

in comparison to a majority of non-Hispanic White owners who are mostly born in the U.S.  An 

overwhelming majority of self-employed Asian Americans are foreign-born, with Atlanta having 

the highest percentage (93.1%), 42.6 percent of which arrived between 1986 and 1996.  San 

Francisco had the highest percentage (18.4%) of self-employed Asian Americans that were U.S. 

born among the MSAs.  Almost half of the foreign-born AABE business owners in San 

Francisco arrived in 1985 or earlier.  In both Chicago and San Francisco, nearly half of self-

employed Asian Americans immigrated to the U.S. prior to 1985.  In comparison, an 

overwhelming majority of non-Hispanic Whites were born in the U.S. in San Francisco (85.2%), 

Chicago (83.1%), and Atlanta (93.1%).  Because of the differences in nativity between Asian and 

non-Hispanic White owners, immigration and nativity status is another critical socio-economic 

factor to examine when comparing AABEs and non-Hispanic White businesses. 

Table 2.7 Demographics of Self-Employed Asian Americans and Non-Hispanic Whites in 3 

MSAs, 2005-2007  
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Asian NH White Asian NH White Asian NH White

Male 59.5% 61.8% 63.3% 67.0% 60.7% 66.6%

Female 40.5% 38.3% 36.7% 33.0% 39.3% 33.4%

Under 34 13.5% 9.3% 15.4% 12.8% 18.5% 13.9%

35-44 31.2% 23.4% 28.0% 27.1% 32.5% 27.0%

45-54 29.9% 32.2% 28.9% 30.7% 32.2% 31.0%

55-64 20.0% 24.6% 20.7% 21.4% 13.0% 21.4%

65 and over 5.4% 10.5% 7.0% 8.0% 3.8% 6.6%

Less than HS 9.0% 3.0% 6.3% 4.5% 7.8% 7.8%

HS Graduate 15.9% 11.3% 11.2% 18.4% 32.2% 20.8%

Some College 20.8% 24.7% 19.5% 26.9% 17.2% 26.3%

Bachelor Degree 29.4% 32.8% 33.2% 27.5% 27.0% 28.7%

Advanced Degree 24.9% 28.3% 29.8% 22.7% 15.8% 16.4%

US Born 15.5% 85.2% 8.5% 83.1% 4.6% 93.1%

Foreign Born 84.5% 14.8% 91.5% 16.9% 95.4% 6.9%

Prior to 1980 23.2% 6.3% 29.6% 5.6% 17.3% 2.3%

1980-1994 47.4% 6.0% 44.0% 5.9% 48.4% 2.5%

Since 1995 13.9% 2.6% 17.9% 5.5% 29.8% 2.1%

Speaks Only English 18.4% 86.4% 13.3% 81.8% 10.2% 93.5%

Well/Very Well 64.1% 12.8% 75.3% 15.9% 74.5% 5.5%

Limited/None 17.5% 0.8% 11.4% 0.2% 15.3% 0.9%

Gender

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

Age

Education

Nativity

English Fluency

 
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 

 

The socio-economic status of Asian Americans and non-Hispanic Whites also varies by 

educational attainment levels and English proficiency, which are important factors that affect 

social capital.  With regards to educational attainment, a majority of AABE and non-Hispanic 

White owners have had some college, a bachelor’s degree, or an advanced degree.  For example, 

75.1 percent of Asian Americans in San Francisco have attended some college, are college 

graduates, or have advanced degrees.  In Atlanta, 32.2 percent of self-employed Asian 

Americans were high school graduates while those who hold bachelor’s degrees constituted the 

next largest group (27.0%).  A large majority of non-Hispanic Whites had some college, a 

bachelor’s degree, or an advanced degree in the MSAs San Francisco (85.8%), Chicago (77.1%), 

and Atlanta (71.4%).  When examining the levels of English fluency, a majority of Asian 
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business owners demonstrate high levels of proficiency (“speak English well” or “very well”). 

even though there are other languages spoken at home. On the other hand, non-Hispanic Whites 

primarily speak only English across the MSAs with 86.4 percent, 81.8 percent, and 93.5 percent 

in San Francisco, Chicago, and Atlanta due to relatively low immigration rates.  In an 

increasingly global economy, multilingualism may be an asset, but this is outside of the scope of 

this study. 

 Although our study is looking at specific industries, it is important to gain an overall 

comparison of AABE participation in various industries.  Table 2.8 compares the distribution of 

Asian American and non-Hispanic White businesses by industry in the three MSAs.  In San 

Francisco and Chicago, the largest percentages of business owners overall were in the 

professional services, which include architecture, construction, and computers/technology 

services.  While the second most popular industry for AABEs is wholesale, retail, and 

eating/drinking places, for non-Hispanic White owned businesses it was “other industries”.  In 

Atlanta, there is a more equal distribution among industries for Asian American business owners, 

with the largest percentage in wholesale, retail, and eating/drinking places (37.3%), followed by 

professional industries (26.4%) and personal services (22.6%).  For non-Hispanic White business 

owners in all 3 MSAs, the largest percentage of businesses is in professional industries followed 

by other industries.  Across the board, there are very few business owners in the manufacturing 

industry, perhaps reflecting the overall decline of the manufacturing industry in the U.S. 

(Congressional Budget Office, 2004). 

Table 2.8 Industry Distribution of Self-Employed Asian American and Non-Hispanic White in 3 

MSAs, 2005-2007 



 57 

NH White

Asian 

American NH White

Asian 

American NH White

Asian 

American

Manufacturing 3.3% 3.5% 4.2% 4.2% 3.8% 3.0%

Other 25.9% 18.7% 31.7% 12.1% 32.7% 10.7%

Personal 

Services 6.5% 8.8% 6.4% 14.6% 5.8% 22.6%

Professional 53.8% 44.5% 44.4% 39.3% 44.4% 26.4%

Wholesale, 

Retail, and 

Eating/Drinking 

Places 10.6% 24.6% 13.4% 29.8% 13.4% 37.3%

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

 
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 

 

 Although there are large percentages of Asian Americans pursuing self-employment, an 

comparison of salary earnings is a better indication of how well AABEs are performing in the 

three MSAs compared to firms owned by non-Hispanic Whites.  Table 2.9 compares the median 

and mean self-employment and salary earnings between self-employed AABE and non-Hispanic 

Whites.  Among unincorporated businesses, the median earnings of AABE owners ($25,979) lag 

slightly behind the median earnings of non-Hispanic White business owners ($27,157) in 

Chicago.  In Atlanta, this gap is slightly smaller with unincorporated AABE median self-

employment earnings at $24,109 and non-Hispanic White yearly earnings at $25,979.  In San 

Francisco, the gap between unincorporated AABE self-employment earnings and non-Hispanic 

Whites earnings is indicated by a 0.86 Asian/NH White ratio, with median earnings of $31,428 

and $36,604 respectively. 

Table 2.9 Median and Mean Self-Employment and Salary Earnings by Race/Ethnicity in 3 

MSAs, 2005-2007 
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San 

Francisco Chicago Atlanta

San 

Francisco Chicago Atlanta

Asian 

American
31,428* 25,979** 24,109 52,210 44,188 35,677

NH White 36,604 27,157 25,979 64,936 52,658 44,182

Asian 

American
64,948

†
41,780

†† 36,557 88,000 79,212 47,884

NH White 78,337 57,447 52,224 114,347 92,990 80,008

0.83 0.73 0.7 0.77 0.85

Median Mean

0.86

Unincorporated Business Owners (Self-employment earnings)

Incorporated Business Owners (Salary earnings)

0.96 0.93 0.8 0.84

Asian/NHW Ratio

Asian/NHW Ratio

0.81

0.6

 
Note: * N=190; ** N=267; † N=279; †† N=346 
Note: Asian-NHW Ratio compares the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, 
there are more Asian Americans proportionally than non-Hispanic Whites of that category; if the value is less than 1, 
then Asian Americans are proportionally less than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 

 

However, among incorporated businesses the median salary earnings gap between AABE 

owners and non-Hispanic White business owners in San Francisco is not as large (0.83) as the 

differences in Chicago (0.73) and Atlanta (0.70) MSAs.  When comparing median and mean 

earnings by businesses, it appears that there are some businesses, both incorporated and 

unincorporated, that have very high earnings, which skew the findings in mean earnings. The 

differences between mean and median earnings range from roughly $10,000 to close to $40,000 

for both Asian American and non-Hispanic White business owners.  Thus, Asian Americans are 

not earning as much as non-Hispanic White business owners in any of these regions. 

Because public contracting outcomes depend on the characteristics of firms available, it 

is important to take a look at factors that lead to self-employment.  We analyzed the ACS PUMS 

dataset to determine whether certain characteristics affect the likelihood of being self-employed 

within each MSA.  According to this analysis, which is detailed in appendix B (table B.1), 



 59 

working in the construction industry leads to higher rates of self-employment across the three 

MSAs.  The top three determinants in San Francisco of self-employment are being in the 

construction industry, the professional industry, and not being a Black-owned business.  In 

Chicago, the top three are being in the construction industry, the professional industry, and not 

being in the manufacturing industry.   In Atlanta, the top three were construction, professional 

industry, and retail and personal services. The primary negative determinant was being a Black-

owned business in San Francisco and being in the manufacturing industry in Chicago and 

Atlanta. 

As mentioned before, because earnings are another indicator of how AABEs are faring, 

we also identify characteristics that lead to higher self-employment earnings in the three MSAs 

(see Table A.15 and A.16 in the Appendix.)  The strongest determinant for self-employment 

earnings in all three MSAs is having an advanced degree.  Business owners with advanced 

degrees are more likely to have higher self-employment earnings than those who do not hold 

advanced degrees.  In the San Francisco and Chicago MSAs, the other two top determinants are 

pursuing business in the financial, insurance and real estate (FIRE) and professional industries.  

In Atlanta, the other top determinants are pursuing business in FIRE, being in the wholesale 

industry, and being a male business owner.  The negative determinants include being a Latina/o 

business owner in San Francisco, Asian American business owner in Chicago, and Latina/o or 

Asian American business owner in Atlanta.  Identifying as a Latina/o or Asian American 

business owner in the three MSAs is related to lower self-employment earnings, but higher than 

identifying as a Black business owner, although there is also a negative relationship to earnings 

for Black-owned businesses.  (See Appendix for table A.3 that includes details of other MBE 

firm characteristics.) 
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E) Industry Rationale 

We chose three specific industries to examine in this study: construction, 

architecture/civil engineering, and technology.  It is an accepted fact that public project 

expenditures are disbursed to the construction industry.  Consequently, construction is a widely 

studied industry because it consumes a large proportion of all public contracting dollars. 

Marshall (2000) described the potential for construction to serve as an important industry for 

minority development because workers often become managers, which “provides opportunity for 

upward occupational mobility.”  Since minorities have a long history of working in construction 

as laborers, Glover (1977) argues that minorities in construction can advance to higher levels of 

management more so than in other industries.  We also looked at architecture or civil engineering 

because these industries have close ties to construction.  Because architects and civil engineers 

design and plan construction projects, they would also receive a large portion of government 

project funding.   

For the third industry, we choose technology even though there are not as many studies 

that have examined this field.  We decided to include this industry because it is an emerging 

sector for government contracting.  According to SMOBE (2002), there are not as many Asian 

Americans in the construction industry, but there are more Asian Americans in professional, 

scientific, and technological firms.  Finally, the inclusion of the technology industry in this study 

is timely since the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 seeks to provide support 

for infrastructure and technology.   

 III) Findings from the Partial Disparity Study 

 To determine the parity indices, which assess the relative status of businesses and 

populations, we found the availability and utilization percentages of Asian Americans in 
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construction, architecture/civil engineering, and technology of the San Francisco, Chicago, and 

Atlanta MSAs.21  Table 3.1.1, 3.1.2, 3.1.3, and 3.2 summarize the availability, utilization, and 

parity indices of the MSAs and industries for AABEs.  Overall, we examined availability using 

three datasets: ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B.  Based on each dataset, we found different 

percentages of Asian American firms in the three industries.  These differences can be explained 

by the different ways that each data source surveys populations.  The ACS provides counts of 

self-employed individuals, while SMOBE and D&B identify and survey firms within various 

geographic areas using different methods.  To calculate utilization, we used information from 

city datasets of awarded contracts.  From the parity indices, we found that the AABE share of 

awarded contracts in general have been lower than proportion than what is expected based on the 

availability of Asian Americans firms.  However, there is a need for disaggregating data by 

ethnicity across various regions, as there are variations in our findings between South Asians and 

Other Asians by region. 

As previously mentioned, our study has some limitations compared to full disparity 

studies.  Previous disparity studies address capacity of firms for prime contracting and sub-

contracting activities, which we were unable to do.  However, we did examine availability by 

firm size using adjusted D&B data.22  We found that in San Francisco and Chicago, AABEs 

comprised similar proportions of larger and smaller firms.  Consequently, restricting availability 

to only the larger firms would have produced similar availability percentages and similar 

disparity indices for smaller firms.  We decided to use the entire D&B sample of all AABEs 

regardless of size to be consistent with our other datasets, which do not differentiate between 

                                                 
21 For a full explanation of the methodologies, please refer to the Methodological/Technological Report in Appendix 

A.   
22 Using the Census surname list, we found that the D&B data misidentified or did not identify the race of many 

AABEs.  Matching the Census surname list to the D&B data, we nearly doubled the number of AABEs in the D&B 

data, creating an “adjusted D&B” dataset. 
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small and large firms.  We also decided to utilize the entire D&B sample with both small and 

large firms to produce more statistically sound estimates for availability.  For more technical 

details, see Appendix A: Methodology/Technical Note. 

Overall, there are significant differences between regions in terms of the availability of 

AABEs (see table 3.1.1).  Compared to Chicago and Atlanta MSAs, Asian American firms make 

up a larger proportion of all firms in the San Francisco MSA (2.6%, 2.7% and 13.0%, 

respectively).  Similar estimates were found for availability using SMOBE and D&B datasets.  

Within the San Francisco MSA, there is an enormous difference between the availability of other 

Asian Americans (11.2%) and South Asian Americans (1.9%), where other Asian Americans 

comprise the majority of the percent of available AABEs.  In Chicago and Atlanta, there are also 

more other Asian American owned firms (1.6%; 2.1%) than South Asian firms (1.0%; 0.6%) 

available, with almost or more than twice as many other Asian American owned firms than 

South Asian American firms in each city.  However, these differences in Chicago and Atlanta are 

not as stark as San Francisco, perhaps because of their deviations in demographics in comparison 

to San Francisco. 

Table 3.1.1 Summary of AABE Availability in Percentages of Total Market Areas and Industries 

 

MSA Ethnicity Availability 

  
  

  
  

ACS PUMS 
for 3 

industries 
  

SMOBE - AABE%/3 Industries  
D&B (adjusted) 

  AABE% w/o emps with emps 

San 
Francisco Other Asian 11.2% 11.3% 11.9% 9.6% 8.7% 

  South Asian 1.9% 1.4% 1.5% 1.3% 0.8% 

  All Asian 13.0% 12.8% 13.3% 10.9% 9.4% 

Chicago Other Asian 1.6% 2.5% 2.7% 1.9% 1.8% 

  South Asian 1.0% 1.1% 1.1% 1.2% 1.4% 

  All Asian 2.6% 3.6% 3.8% 3.1% 3.2% 

Atlanta Other Asian 2.1% 1.9% 1.6% 1.4% 1.1% 

  South Asian 0.6% 0.6% 0.3% 1.0% 0.7% 

  All Asian 2.7% 2.5% 1.9% 1.4% 1.8% 
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Table 3.2 shows a range of availability estimates for Atlanta.  According to Griffin and 

Strong (2006), the availability of AABE prime contractors is 0.8 percent while for AABE 

subcontractors it is 6.0 percent.  Because the city cannot necessarily track the flow of money 

from prime to sub-contractors, Griffin and Strong (2006) estimated the availability of sub-

contractors.  For prime contractors, Griffin and Strong (2006) may have lower estimates than the 

other data sets because the City of Atlanta uses a narrower definition of availability, which only 

includes firms that are not only willing, available, and able to bid on public contracts, but also 

those firms that have actively sought a bid (p. 18).  As indicated in table 3.2, we also included a 

weighted estimate of the availability based on data from the Griffin and Strong (2006) report.23  

With this weighted estimate of availability for prime and sub-contractors, we calculated that 

AABEs make up 2.9 percent of all firms available for prime and sub-contracting opportunities.  

Table 3.2 Summary of Atlanta MSA Availability, Utilization, and Parity Indices for all Asian 

American Firms for Contracted Dollars 

 

    Availability Utilization Parity Index 

Griffin & Strong 

Prime contracting* 0.8% 0.5%  0.6 

Sub contracting* 6.0% 0.6%  0.1 

Weighted 

2.9% 1.0%  0.3 

2.9% 1.2%  0.4 

Method 1 

SMOBE with 
employees  1.4% 1.0%  0.7 

D&B (adjusted) 1.8% 1.0%  0.5 

Method 2 
SMOBE with 
employees  1.4% 1.2%  0.9 

D&B (adjusted) 1.8% 1.2%  0.7 
 
Note: *Prime and subcontracting for Griffin & Strong, 2006 is tabulated from Table 5, p. 19 and Table 6, p. 22 of 
Volume I: Summary of Statistical Data. Utilization for Griffin & Strong, 2006 is from Exhibit 3-25, p. 3-29 of Volume II: 
Private Sector Analysis.  
Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse 
than non-Hispanic Whites in the category.  

 

                                                 
23 For the methodology, see the Appendix A: Methodology/Technical Note. 
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Utilization of AABEs also varied between the three MSAs.  AABEs in Chicago receive a 

greater share of contracts and contracting dollars awarded than in San Francisco.  Table 3.1.2 

shows that AABEs received 6.2 percent of the contracts awarded and 7.3 percent of the contract 

dollars awarded by the City of San Francisco.  In Chicago, they received 10.4 percent of the 

contracts and 8.7 percent of the contracting dollars awarded by the City.  Because we were not 

able to access the City of Atlanta’s information on awarded contracts, we were only able to look 

at dollars contracted from their disparity study.  Based on the City of Atlanta’s report, AABEs 

are estimated to have received 0.5 percent of contracting dollars awarded to prime contractors 

and 0.6 percent for sub-contractors (Griffin & Strong, 2006).  Using our own calculations 

summarized in table 3.2, Atlanta’s utilization rate for AABEs by dollars awarded is between 1.0 

and 1.2 percent.24  For San Francisco and Atlanta AABEs, they received a smaller share of 

contracts and/or contracting dollars than would be expected given the AABE proportion of firms 

in the MSA that are available.  On the other hand, AABEs in Chicago seem to be over-parity in 

their receipt of city contracts. These differences between subpopulations in these MSAs provide 

support for the importance of disaggregating Asian Americans in various regions. 

Table 3.1.2 Summary of AABE Utilization in Percentages of Total Market Areas and Industries 

for San Francisco and Chicago 

 
MSA Ethnicity

Contracts Amount 

San Francisco Other Asian 5.97% 7.27%

South Asian 0.20% 0.01%

All Asian 6.17% 7.28%

Chicago Other Asian 2.04% 1.07%

South Asian 8.40% 7.63%

All Asian 10.44% 8.70%

Utilization

 
                                                 
24 See Appendix A for more information about our methodology in determining this range of utilization rates for 

AABEs. 
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However, as noted earlier, it is important to ethnically disaggregate data on Asian 

Americans to the extent possible because of wide-ranging socio-economic differences among 

Asian American ethnic groups.  We were able to separate data on South Asian Americans from 

other Asian Americans using the available data.  When we ethnically disaggregated data on 

AABEs, significant differences between San Francisco and Chicago emerged.  While other 

Asian Americans in San Francisco make up the majority of the contracts and amount awarded or 

utilized by the government when compared to South Asians, the reverse is found in Chicago, 

where South Asians are awarded a larger proportion of contracts and contracting dollars than 

other Asians.  Consequently, South Asian Americans are a smaller portion of AABEs that are 

available, but have greater utilization rates than other AABEs in Chicago.  Once again, these 

findings demonstrate the need for disparity studies to disaggregate their data according to 

regions, industries, and subpopulations. 

 Upon closer examination, we found it important to look more specifically at the amounts 

awarded by each city and the distribution of contracts among AABEs.  For both San Francisco 

and Chicago, the largest ten contracts, by dollar amounts, awarded to AABEs amounted to at 

least $5 million each (table 3.1.2 above).  These top ten AABEs made up a significant proportion 

of the total amount awarded to Asian firms.  In San Francisco, the top ten contracts awarded to 

AABEs made up approximately 19.3 percent of the total contracted amount that went to AABEs.  

In other words, 5.9 percent of the AABEs in San Francisco received 19.3 percent of the total 

contracting dollars given to AABEs.  Most of the AABEs awarded contracts in San Francisco 

received much smaller dollar amounts.  For Chicago, the top ten contracts awarded to AABEs 

were also awarded at least $5 million.  These ten firms received approximately 67.8 percent of 

all contracting dollars awarded to Asian firms in Chicago.  Interestingly, the largest contract 
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awarded to an AABE amounted to more than $34 million, which is approximately 27.1 percent 

of the total amount awarded in contracts to AABEs.  Therefore, it seems that AABEs benefited 

unequally from contracts awarded by the three cities.  These findings also demonstrate the need 

to look at the number of contracts and dollar amounts awarded separately.  A large number of 

contracts awarded still may not demonstrate parity in utilization of AABEs relative to non-

Hispanic Whites, especially if the dollar amounts awarded in each contract is very small. 

Finally, we calculated the parity indices from these availability and utilization 

percentages by finding the ratio of utilization to availability.  With these parity indices, we are 

able to compare how much AABEs are utilized given the number of total AABEs conducting 

business in these three industries.  In other words, we are able to understand if Asian Americans 

are getting less than their fair share of public contracts if they receive proportionally fewer 

contracts than the percent of AABEs available in the market.  Thus, if Asian American firms 

received public contracts in relative proportion to the percent of total Asian American firms 

available in these industries, the parity index should be near or at 1.0.   

Table 3.1.3 summarizes the parity indices for San Francisco and Chicago.  Because the 

Table 3.1.3 Summary of AABE Parity for San Francisco and Chicago 

 

MSA Ethnicity Parity Indices 

  
  

  
  

Contracts Amount Awarded 

ACS 
PUMS 

SMOBE
- AABE 

SMOBE 
w/o 
emp 

SMOBE 
w/emp 

D&B 
(adjusted) 

ACS  
PUMS 

SMOBE 
- AABE 

SMOBE 
w/o 
emp 

SMOBE 
w/ emp 

D&B 
(adjusted) 

San 
Francisco 
  
  

Other Asian 0.54 0.53 0.50 0.62 0.69 0.65 0.64 0.61 0.76 0.84 

South Asian 0.11 0.14 0.14 0.15 0.26 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 

All Asian 0.47 0.48 0.46 0.57 0.65 0.56 0.57 0.55 0.67 0.77 

Chicago 
  
  

Other Asian 1.32 0.82 0.75 1.07 1.13 0.69 0.43 0.39 0.56 0.59 

South Asian 8.32 7.50 7.85 6.52 5.45 7.55 6.81 7.13 6.52 5.45 

All Asian 4.08 2.88 2.75 3.39 2.72 3.40 2.40 2.29 2.82 2.72 

Note: Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse 
than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 
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parity indices are less than 1.0 in San Francisco; all Asian American firms here are 

underrepresented in public procurement for the three industries examined in this study.  

However, South Asian American owned businesses are much more underrepresented than other 

Asian American firms because their indices are closer to zero, especially when looking at their 

parity indices by dollar amounts awarded.  South Asian American firms in San Francisco are not 

only awarded a small proportion of contracts, but they also receive an even smaller proportion of 

the dollars awarded in contracts.  As a whole, Asian Americans in San Francisco are not winning 

an equitable number of contracts or contracting dollars when considering the number of Asian 

American firms in the construction, architecture and civil engineering, and technology sectors 

available in the local market.   

Similar to San Francisco, AABEs in Atlanta are underrepresented (see table 3.2).  Due to 

the reluctance and general non-responsiveness by the City of Atlanta to requests for contracting 

data, we were unable to ethnically disaggregate the utilization of AABEs in Atlanta like we did 

with the other two cities.  Consequently, we followed the Griffin and Strong (2006) disparity 

study for Atlanta, which provides data for prime contracting and sub-contracting.  When 

examining utilization of AABEs relative to AABE availability by prime contracts and sub-

contracts using the data provided in the Griffin and Strong (2006) report, we found a much larger 

estimated disparity for sub-contractors than prime contractors (0.1 and 0.6, respectively), but 

both are still significantly underrepresented.  Another way to calculate the parity ratios for 

utilization in Atlanta is to use the weighted calculations of availability and utilization found in 

table 3.2.  Using these figures, we estimate the parity indices for AABE prime and 

subcontractors to be between 0.3 and 0.4.  When looking at our calculated estimates, which do 

not separate prime and sub-contractors, the parity indices range from 0.5 to 0.9, which still 
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shows AABEs as underrepresented in amount of dollars contracted relative to the number of 

AABEs available.  

 Asian Americans in Chicago have different levels of participation in public contracting 

compared to Asian Americans in San Francisco (table 3.1.3).  For example, Asian Americans as 

an aggregate group are receiving at least twice the number of contracts and amount awarded to 

all firms in relation to their proportion of the total firms in these industries as represented by the 

parity indices in table 3.1.3, all of which are greater than 2.0.  Similar to San Francisco, though, 

it is important to disaggregate between South Asians and other Asians because these groups may 

have stark differences in socioeconomic status.  Based on the number of other Asian and South 

Asian businesses available in the Chicago MSA, South Asian owned businesses are utilized at 

higher rates than other Asian firms.  On the other hand, although analysis based on data from 

ACS, D&B, and SMOBE (firms with employees) shows that other Asian firms received a greater 

proportion of contracts awarded than non-Hispanic White businesses  (e.g. 1.32 in ACS and 1.13 

for D&B adjusted), they are still below parity in the total amount awarded to all contracted firms.  

It seems in Chicago, other Asian American firms are not successfully bidding for larger 

contracts, but they are receiving more contracts that make up a smaller proportion of the 

contracting dollars the government awards.  The data supports the need to disaggregate Asian 

Americans while studying specific regions because of the diversity of Asian American 

populations, which may influence their outcomes for public contracting. 

IV) Barriers to Contracting 

 

The following section includes details about our quantitative and qualitative analyses that 

examined potential reasons for disparities in these industries and geographic areas found in the 

previous section.  Disparity studies, guided by the decision in City of Richmond v. J.A. Croson 
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Co. (1989), must seek to identify possible sources of inequalities to discern if the causes are 

indeed related to past or present, direct or indirect, racially discriminatory state actions 

preventing some firms from fairly competing for contracts. Through interviews, researchers can 

seek to identify causes of disparities and additional barriers that AABEs experience in bidding on 

government contracts.  We discuss both potential barriers that prevent entry into these industries 

and additional barriers to contracting, which AABEs may face once they are in these sectors.  

We follow this discussion with a review of literature and previous studies to identify other 

possible barriers that we were not able to identify or examine due to the limitations of this study.  

By combining this information with our partial disparity study, we are then able to describe 

possible reasons for why there are differences among AABEs and how they are faring in these 

MSAs for contracting. 

A) Quantitative Analysis: Barriers to Contracting 

In the previous section of this report, we did find that South Asian American businesses 

and other AABEs are underutilized in some contexts.  Through quantitative analysis, we 

examined whether race-neutral factors explain the inequalities experienced by AABEs public 

contracting.  We conducted an odds ratio analysis that compared the likelihood of Asian 

Americans to enter self-employment, own incorporated businesses, pursue business in 

government contracting industries or sectors, relative to non-Hispanic Whites.  We also 

compared the self-employed earnings potential of Asian Americans relative to non-Hispanic 

Whites.  These are four potential race-neutral explanations for the disparities found in the last 

section.  In order to bid for contracts, Asian Americans must first enter self-employment.  If 

these self-employed Asian Americans incorporate their businesses, they gain various advantages 

to conducting business, such as lower tax rates and increased access to capital, which allows 
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them to expand their business capacity for public projects and bidding.  Thirdly, entering 

industries with a higher likelihood of contracting also leads to better chances of bidding on and 

receiving public contracts.  Finally, including an analysis of total earnings allows us to assess 

how well these business owners are faring in the marketplace.25 

Odds ratios are similar to disparity ratios in that they can help to compare two different 

groups and various outcomes.  For example, when comparing Asian Americans to non-Hispanic 

Whites, if the odds ratio is close to 1.0, the greater the similarities are between Asian Americans 

and non-Hispanic Whites.  An odds ratio close to 1.0 also means that race is not as significant in 

explaining the differences found between Asian Americans and non-Hispanic Whites.  The 

farther away an odds ratio is from 1.0, the more significant the effect of race is on the outcome 

variable. Additionally, if the odds ratio is less than one, then race has an impact on Asian 

Americans having a smaller proportion than non-Hispanic Whites for a given category; if the 

value is greater than one, race has an impact on Asian Americans having a larger proportion than 

non-Hispanic Whites.   

The analysis below compares unadjusted odds ratios and adjusted odds 

ratios.26Unadjusted odds ratios demonstrate Asian Americans’ likelihood for an outcome (e.g., 

self-employment) in comparison to non-Hispanic Whites without accounting for any 

demographic differences.  The adjusted odds ratios that we include demonstrate Asian 

Americans’ likelihood for an outcome (e.g., self-employment) again in comparison to non-

Hispanic Whites, but accounting for age, gender, education level, nativity and immigration 

status.  We are thus able to essentially “rule out” these other variables and are able to determine 

                                                 
25 See Appendix A for the full methodology and Table A.13 for all earnings parity index calculations. 
26 The appendix includes a full explanation of the methodology and additional tables of calculations.   
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whether race significantly contributes to whether or not Asian Americans are more or less likely 

to be self-employed than non-Hispanic Whites.   

 The first variable we looked at was self-employment rates.  Figure 4.1 compares the 

likelihood of self-employment for Asian Americans to that of non-Hispanic Whites in the three 

MSAs.  Looking at the unadjusted or uncontrolled odds ratios, we see variations in the relative 

self-employment rates by different geographic regions.  While other Asians are more likely to be 

self-employed than non-Hispanic Whites in Atlanta (1.50 unadjusted odds ratio), South Asians 

are slightly more likely than non-Hispanic Whites to be self-employed (1.07 unadjusted odds 

ratio).  In Chicago, both other Asians (0.93) and South Asians (0.98) are just slightly less likely 

to be self-employed as non-Hispanic Whites.  In San Francisco, other Asians (0.05) and South 

Asians (0.53) are much less likely to be self-employed according to the unadjusted odds ratios, 

which do not control for social characteristics.  

Figure 4.1 Self-Employment Rates for Asian Americans in Comparison to Non-Hispanic Whites  
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When controlling for various socio-demographic variables in the adjusted odds ratio, we 

find that the South Asian American self-employment odds ratio (1.38) in Atlanta is the only one 

that increases in the three regions.  The odds ratio for other Asian Americans in Atlanta increases 

from 1.50 to 1.76.  Thus for the Atlanta MSA, Asian Americans exhibit higher levels of self-

employment relative to non-Hispanic Whites.  However, Asian Americans in San Francisco and 

Chicago fare worse than non-Hispanic Whites; these findings support evidence that race for 

Asian Americans may negatively impact their likelihood of self-employment when compared to 

non-Hispanic Whites.  

 Another potential race-neutral factor contributing to Asian American entrepreneurs’ 

chances of running successful businesses and winning public contracts is the rate of 

incorporation.  Overall, incorporation means that a business becomes a legal entity so that the 
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owner has limited personal liability for the business and is considered separately from the 

business under legal circumstances.  Incorporated firms are taxed at lower rates and more likely 

to acquire investment capital, including bank loans.  Consequently, it is important to examine 

whether Asian Americans decide to incorporate their firms, because incorporation helps their 

businesses gain formal recognition under the law and provide the owner with legal protection.  

When examining odds ratios for incorporation, comparing AABEs to non-Hispanic White firms, 

we see that overall Asian Americans have higher rates of incorporation when compared to non-

Hispanic Whites.  By incorporating, these firms theoretically gain better chances of success 

given their greater access to capital and other benefits than their non-incorporated counterparts.27  

Despite this high rate of incorporation, Asian American firms are not necessarily able to 

gain success in government contracting.  One possible reason is that they are less likely than 

non-Hispanic Whites to enter industries that participate in public projects.28  Figure 4.2 

summarizes AABE likelihood of entry into government contracting sectors as compared to non-

Hispanic White firms.  When calculating the odds ratios, we found that AABEs in general had 

much lower chances of entering government contracting sectors than non-Hispanic White firms 

in all three regions.  Looking at the unadjusted odds ratio, we find that only South Asian 

American firms in San Francisco (0.97) are close to non-Hispanic White businesses in their 

likelihood to enter government-contracting sectors.  Consequently, there is 

Figure 4.2 Asian American Likelihood Relative to Non-Hispanic Whites for Entry into 

Government Contracted Sectors 

                                                 
27 See Table A.8 in the appendix for the full calculations. 
28 The qualitative analysis in the next section examines possible reasons for these disparities.   
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evidence that Asian American firms are not gaining entry into government-contracted sectors 

faring at the same levels as non-Hispanic White firms.  When looking at the adjusted odds ratio, 

we find that Asian American firms in all regions fare worse than non-Hispanic Whites due to 

their race.  After controlling for gender, age, education, and nativity, the adjusted odds ratios in 

listed in figure 4.2 are less than the unadjusted odds ratios, meaning that Asian American firms 

are less likely to enter these industries relative to non-Hispanic Whites due to race.  There may 

be some evidence then that race negatively impacts Asian American firms’ ability to enter into 

industries that receive significant contracting dollars from the government.  

Finally, we compared the earnings of self-employed Asian Americans to non-Hispanic 

Whites.  Although it is difficult to measure how well a business is doing, earnings is an indirect 

way to find out if a business is profiting since owners of businesses with higher profit margins 
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will often receive higher salaries from their entrepreneurial activities.29  Asian Americans overall 

tend to earn slightly less than non-Hispanic Whites in the three MSAs.  For every dollar earned 

by self-employed non-Hispanic Whites, self-employed Asian Americans earn $0.87 in Atlanta, 

$0.81 in Chicago, and $0.92 in San Francisco.  These earnings gaps, which can be attributed to 

race, are significant in helping to identify another potential barrier to Asian American 

entrepreneurship and consequently public contracting. 

The quantitative analysis pointed to several potential barriers that may impede Asian 

Americans from becoming entrepreneurs and obtaining public contracts.  All of these barriers 

may accumulate for Asian Americans, making it difficult for them to not only become self-

employed, but also to develop firms with the management capacity in sectors that receive 

government contracting dollars.  However, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the reasons 

for these disparities or why race impacts these outcomes simply by looking at the quantitative 

analysis.  Consequently, the report includes qualitative research into reasons that Asian 

Americans face barriers to contracting.  

B) Qualitative Analysis: Barriers to Contracting 

The next section includes information from interviews conducted to describe barriers that 

AABEs face once they enter government-contracting industries, but are still unable to 

successfully bid for government contracts.  Intensive interviews were conducted in person, when 

possible, and over the phone with Asian American business owners in San Francisco, Atlanta, 

and Chicago.  There were similar findings, based on interviews, in the three cities related to the 

successes and challenges of AABEs in the construction, architecture and engineering, and 

technology and data management industries.30  Three themes emerged from the interviews: (1) 

                                                 
29 Table A.13 in the Appendix includes all calculations for parity indices of earnings. 
30 See the tech note for detailed information on the interviews. 
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the perception that there are systemic and institutional barriers which deter Asian businesses 

from applying for public contracts or explain why they may not receive contracts, (2) the 

importance of social networks in gaining access to and winning public contracts, and (3) the 

importance of capacity and experience in order to be successful in public projects. 

1) Barriers to access government contracts 

 We found that AABEs perceive themselves to be at a disadvantage when compared to 

majority firms and other minority firms.  Owners felt that relationships and longevity in industry 

were systemic barriers since AABEs tended to be newer and unable to be part of the networks 

that yielded contracting opportunities.  As one interviewee noted, “The companies that have been 

around longer tend to win out” (ATL3).  Since prime contractors were seen as limiting their sub-

contracting decisions to companies they have always worked with in the past, existing 

relationships between prime and sub-contractors were barriers that Asian businesses struggle to 

overcome.  This frustration leads to either not submitting a bid because calls for contracting bids 

seemed specifically tailored for a particular firm, or submitting a bid anyway knowing that the 

process was really just a way for the prime contractor to “to pretend to show good faith” in 

outreaching to minority sub-contractors (CHI3).  The City of Atlanta’s (2006) disparity study 

found in their interviews that 26.5 percent of AABEs were dropped from a project after they 

received a contract in comparison to less than 5.6 percent of non-Hispanic White male firms, 

which supports perception that bidders feign interest in AABEs.  

 Another issue contributing to the perception that AABEs were at a systemic disadvantage 

was the lack of Asian American procurement officers.  By not having someone of the same racial 

background who would make working with Asian American businesses a priority, interviewees 

expressed a concern that African American businesses were privileged in MBE programs in 
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meeting program goals.  Regardless of how successful the interviewees were in acquiring public 

contracts, they also expressed concerns over the relative lack of political representation and clout 

that AABE owners have in government.  Asian American business owners felt they had to work 

even harder to prove themselves as valuable contracting partners that could do the work and do it 

well.  The “favoritism” was seen as “way too high,” giving preferences to African American and 

Latino businesses over Asian American businesses (CHI1).  

 The interviewees also shared details of experiences with prime contractors soliciting 

MBEs for bids under a limited timeframe, but then they found out the job was already given to 

another firm.  They would also discover that other minority businesses that did not seem as 

qualified as their own businesses were given contracts because of pre-existing relationships or 

racial preferences of the purchasing officer.  Their perceptions led some businesses to pursue 

more private business opportunities rather than waste their time on all the paperwork required by 

a system they perceived to be “stacked” against them.  Competition was seen as fairer and less 

cumbersome in private industry as opposed to public projects.  However, even for businesses that 

relied heavily on public contracts, the perceptions of systemic discrimination continued to exist. 

One interviewee proposed the following: 

I think putting more fair regulations for minority companies. Evaluating based on certain 

objectives rather than personal preferences. A lot of the challenges today are that a lot of 

the officers there belong to a certain ethnicity and they like to encourage more of their 

own ethnicity. For Asian Americans, it has been a disadvantage and they have to be far 

better than other minority-owned companies (ATL1). 

 

Another interview commented: 

If the cities were proactively working with the minority companies in sharing these 

opportunities instead of the minority companies spending their time digging and finding 

these opportunities. It’s not an easy process. To know of these opportunities and to bid on 

these opportunities – the process is cumbersome. A lot of minority businesses don’t 

bother because it’s too painful. Just like us, we have been successful on the commercial 

side so that’s why we have not been focusing on the public sector side because of the 
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cumbersome processing (ATL2).  

 

These perceptions may have some basis in other studies and findings.  For example, the 

City of Atlanta found that over 20.1 percent of AABEs were paid less than the negotiated 

contracted amount in comparison to less than 13.1 percent of non-Hispanic White male owned 

firms (Griffin & Strong, 2006).  Because AABEs may actually receive less than the contracted 

amount for publicly awarded contracts, it seems that AABEs would profit more from private 

sector contracts rather than to compete in an unfair public system.  Additionally, Blanchflower 

and Wainwright (2005) describe several studies about reported instances of collusion for public 

contract bidding, which would exclude and discriminate against AABEs and other MBEs.  For 

example, Gupta (2002) found between 1981 and 1986 in Florida highway construction projects 

that “collusion is commonplace in these markets” (p. 22).  There was also reported rigging of 

bids in the 1980s with New York highway construction projects (Porter & Zona, 1993).  

Specifically, a ring of firm owners would bid on projects with only one serious bidder, while 

others submitted higher bids that are fictitious so that the one firm would win the public contract 

(Porter & Zona, 1993).  Another instance of collusion was a scandal in April 1993 where 

officials and contractors worked together to bid on contracts for projects by the New York City 

School Construction Authority (Blanchflower & Wainwright, 2005).  It is subsequently not only 

difficult for MBEs and AABEs to enter into these industries, but they also face discrimination 

from systematic barriers and social networks that are not truly open for all minority firms. 

  Asian American business owners also recognize the need for social networks and social 

capital.  Many of the interviewed AABEs joined minority business associations (SF2; SF3; SF4; 

SF5; ATL2; ATL3; CHI1; CHI3; CHI4) and professional associations (SF3; SF4; SF5; CHI2; 

CHI3; CHI5; ATL1; ATL2; ATL3) to learn about contracting opportunities.  Relationships were 
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stressed as the key to winning contracts and sometimes in even learning about bidding 

opportunities in a timely manner.  There was a general sentiment that prime contractors already 

knew whom they wanted to work with and that they would just use MBEs or DBEs to meet basic 

requirements set by government agencies to say they put in a good faith effort to provide equal 

opportunities to minority-owned sub-contractors.  Firms that had been around longer and had 

relationships beyond formal gatherings for MBEs and DBEs were seen as having an advantage, 

especially in the bidding process for sub-contracts. 

 Even in MBE programs, AABE owners suspected the public contracting system to be 

unfair.  African American firms were seen as having an advantage over AABEs due to their 

political clout in government agencies and their representation among procurement officers 

(ATL1; CHI1; CHI2; CHI5; SF1). Also, particularly in Chicago, the perception of public 

contracting was that it was a highly political process, driven by relationships, corruption, and 

lobbyists (CHI1-5).  

 Successful businesses mentioned the need to expand their social networks beyond 

minority associations and building relationships in more informal settings (CHI2; CHI3; SF3). 

However, the interviewees were not necessarily representative of the AABEs that struggle to 

receive public contracts.  A few of the business owners interviewed received prime contracts of 

at least a million dollars. A couple of interviewees commented on how Asian American business 

owners may have difficulty participating in informal networking that takes place and sustaining 

those relationships for future business (SF4; CHI2). 

 The third theme pointed to limited capacity and experience among AABEs to participate 

in public contracting.  The process of submitting bids was seen as too onerous for some business 

owners, an opportunity cost requiring time and money they would rather invest elsewhere.  The 
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City of Atlanta found that over 48.8 percent of African American firms did not receive a 

response about a submitted bid, which supports the perception that these minority firms may see 

the process of public bidding as an inefficient use of their time (Griffin & Strong, 2006).  Some 

interviewees expressed a feeling of futility in seeking public contracts when they had such 

limited capacity as smaller firms and the odds were perceived to be against them.  Another 

aspect of capacity was the perception that the municipality and prime contractors viewed Asian 

American businesses as incapable of completing the necessary work.  One interviewee 

commented, “What would I do if I looked different? Look at what we have done in the private 

sector with multi-million contracts.  Why can’t we do the same thing with the government?” 

(CHI1).   

Furthermore, most AABEs tend to be unable to compete when seeking prime contracts.  

Interviewees identified a trend wherein the city bundles their contracts so that only very large 

firms can realistically bid for the projects (CHI3, SF4).  Overall, many AABE owners 

interviewed did not have the capacity to go after bids as prime contractors and had to look 

primarily for sub-prime contracting opportunities.  However, if cities were to break their 

contracting opportunities down into smaller projects, small businesses could realistically 

compete for them as prime contractors. 

By being consistently placed in the sub-prime contracting role, the interviewees felt that 

the prime contractors took advantage of them.  Examples included prime contractors not paying 

the agreed upon dollar amount for work completed and prime contractors changing orders 

midway through the completion of an original work request.  AABE sub-prime contractors also 

felt powerless, given their small business status and limited resources, to report unfair and 

negative experiences with prime contractors, fearing retaliation.  Furthermore, since many sub-
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prime contracts are awarded based on established relationships between prime contractors and 

sub-contractors, AABE owners often did not want to damage existing business relationships; 

thus adding to their reluctance to complain about mistreatment by prime contractors.  Instead, 

some AABE owners chose not to work with particular general contractors anymore if they had 

negative working experiences with them.  Previous studies also support these findings.  

According to Blanchflower and Wainwright (2005), minorities and women-owned firms are 

often relegated to the role of sub-contractors rather than prime contractors in part because they 

are not able to access capital, which subsequently makes it more difficult to obtain bonds for 

contracts and generally places them in a more disadvantaged position. 

Once some AABEs were able to become prime contractors, interviewees expressed that 

they felt Asian Americans continue to face challenges related to race.  As firms seeking prime 

contracting opportunities, AABE owners we interviewed believed that the level of experience in 

the industry appeared to become a factor related to success; and as newer firms relative to non-

Hispanic White firms, AABEs start off with a disadvantage.  Additionally, more established 

firms were able to access important social networks and contacts for successful contract bidding. 

A couple of the businesses were run by individuals identifying as second generation in the 

industry and second generation Asian American.  However, most AABE owners tend to be first 

generation Asian American and their entry into industries such as construction are markedly 

different from other racial groups in the same industry (Poon, Tran, & Ong, 2009).  Being able to 

access established, multi-generational contacts in the industry is helpful and reinforces the 

importance of social networks, which is the first theme of findings from our limited interviews. 
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2) Past Research: Barriers to Contracting 

Past research literature also discusses other barriers that we were unable to examine in 

this study.  Therefore, in this section we turn our attention to briefly discussing barriers that have 

been identified by other scholars in past studies.  Some of the factors that lead to lesser 

opportunities for Asian Americans and AABEs to participate in public contracting include racial 

discrimination vis-à-vis the “glass ceiling” effect and over-crowding of Asian American workers 

and entrepreneurs in certain industries, which can also lead to discrimination.  Both of these 

effects can be influenced by perceptions that Asian Americans lack leadership qualities and 

communication skills.  Another barrier to Asian American entrepreneurship and consequently the 

pursuit of public contracts is the narrow pipeline for Asian Americans to enter and advance in 

government-contracting industries such as construction. 

Although the concept of the glass ceiling first began with women’s inability to advance 

upwards in their careers due to their gender, the term can be applied to Asian Americans, as the 

Federal Glass Ceiling Commission (1995) stated that Asian Americans do face an “impenetrable 

glass” ceiling.  For example, the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights (1988) found that Chinese, 

Japanese, and Filipino men had a 7 to 11 percent lower chance of becoming managers in 

comparison to non-minority males, after controlling for factors such as human capital and 

industry.  Moreover, in July 2008 the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission held a 

hearing that featured compelling testimony and evidence about glass ceiling barriers faced by 

Asian Americans in the federal work force as well as in the private sector.  This glass ceiling 

may lead to lower pay for Asian Americans relative to non-Hispanic male peers and a hindrance 

of Asian Americans from advancing into managerial positions at large firms or becoming self-
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employed chief executives of their own firms (Hirschman & Wong, 1981; Kwang, Kim, Hurh, 

and Fernandez, 1989, 1989; Tang, 1995; Wong, 1995; Woo, 1994).  

Other studies have cited the tendency of many Asian Americans to enter certain 

industries in large numbers as a factor that may lead to barriers for advancement.  Fernandez 

(1998) uses the size discrimination hypothesis (Blalock, 1967) to describe how Asian Americans 

may crowd into particular occupations, which may make it difficult for them to enter and 

advance in these same fields in the future.  Tang (1993) adds that larger numbers of Asian 

Americans entering the same fields correlates with greater discrimination against them and 

barriers to advancement and promotion.  Fernandez (1998) also cites other structural factors 

including managerial perception of a lack of communication skills among Asian Americans, 

racism, discrimination in the work place, and shortage of role models for Asian Americans, 

which may all contribute to the dearth of Asian Americans in higher managerial positions.   

Another study found that within construction industries, firm owners started in the 

industry as apprentices and workers who advanced through the professional field, indicating that 

the professional pipeline is critical for successful entrepreneurship in construction.  In other 

words, to be successful as a construction company owner, preparation for owning a firm requires 

one to work through the ranks of the industry to gain first-hand knowledge of the field and to 

develop networks in the industry and with other potential construction firm owners.  Ashenfelter 

(1972) found that in the construction industry, White men dominated the unions, which act as 

gatekeepers for access to craft jobs, potentially limiting minority workers from securing 

employment in the industry at the entry level.  If a population faces barriers to entering and 

advancing in an industry, the chances to establish firms in the industry consequently become 

significantly less. 
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Finally, another factor that may help to explain the low number of AABEs in 

construction that receive contracts is the overall small numbers of Asian Americans that enter 

construction industries through entry level jobs.  Between 1980 and 2005-07, the percentage of 

Asian Americans working in construction has only increased slightly in the City of Atlanta 

(2.1% to 2.5%), and has decreased in the MSAs of Chicago (1.3% to 0.9%) and San Francisco 

(3.0% to 2.3%); meanwhile the percentages of non-Hispanic Whites in construction-related 

occupations has more than doubled in all three regions over the same period of time.31  Although 

this study does not identify the causes of these changes and differences over time, the descriptive 

statistics demonstrate that Asian Americans have become much less likely to pursue work in 

construction as indicated by the changes in parity ratios than non-Hispanic Whites (table A.14).  

Given the critical nature of the construction industry pipeline to construction firm ownership, the 

likelihood of AABEs entering this industry may also have decreased over time. 

 

                                                 
31 See Table A.14 for the full calculations of pipeline or numbers of Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) 

construction workers in all three regions compared to Non-Hispanic Whites, between 1980 and 2005-07. 
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V) Conclusion & Discussion of Limitations 

 There continues to be an ongoing debate over the trajectory and survival of race-based 

policies that address racial disparities and inequalities, particularly in the fields of employment, 

public project contracting, and education.  Although there are commonalities in each of these 

policy arenas and debates, there have been differences in how the political contests have 

developed, and in how Asian Americans are situated.  Almost since their inception in the 1960s, 

affirmative action and race-conscious policies aimed at remedying racial inequalities have been 

intensely debated and contested.  By the 1990s, opponents of affirmative action began to win 

significant victories including the passage of Proposition 209 in 1996, which prohibits 

California’s public institutions from considering race, ethnicity, and gender in its policies and 

practices with the exception of programs supported by federal funding.  Since the enactment of 

Proposition 209, other states, such as Michigan and Washington, have also ratified policies that 

ban the use of race-conscious policies even to remedy inequalities and discrimination.  As these 

heated debates and political battles over racial inequalities carry on, Asian Americans continue to 

be situated in the racial middle, a precarious political position that offers a site for research to 

gain a more nuanced and complex understanding of policy to address racial inequalities 

(O’Brien, 2008). 

 Given the contentious and hostile political climate, judicial restrictions and fiscal costs, 

many local governments have become reluctant to enact and defend race-conscious policies and 

programs.  Specifically in the arena of public contracting, the courts have restricted and 

narrowed the permissible parameters for state interventions that address racial inequalities.  

While the courts have imposed a challenging strict scrutiny legal standard on race-based policies, 

including municipal MBE programs, they have not ended these policies and programs.  As a 
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result of the strict scrutiny standards, local governments may continue to pursue race-conscious 

policies to address racial inequalities in public procurement activities, but it requires strong 

political will and leadership to regularly fund complicated and expensive disparity studies to 

justify MBE programs, and be prepared for legal challenges that inevitably arise in response.  

The high costs, both financial and political, involved in defending MBE programs have led to 

many local governments to become very timid in implementing these interventions aimed at 

remedying racial inequalities and discrimination in public contracting.  Despite these continued 

aggressive challenges to MBE programs, some local governments continue to implement race-

based policies, but the future of these programs will be determined in the political and legal 

systems. 

 Within these political and legal debates, the role of Asian Americans greatly complicates 

the discourse because they do not easily fit into the traditional Black-White paradigm of race and 

race relations, making it hard to easily understand their status in the socio-economic structures 

and hierarchies of race.  Materially, Asian Americans are on the average better off than African 

Americans and Latinos, and this can be readily seen in the statistics on educational attainment, 

median household income, and homeownership.  This perception has led many to believe that 

Asian Americans no longer face racial discrimination or subordination as minorities, and 

therefore should be categorized as being similar to, if not the same as non-Hispanic Whites in 

social policy debates and implementation (O’Brien, 2008).  Opponents of race-conscious policies 

have also cast Asian Americans as a wholly successful “model minority” to counter claims that 

racism and discrimination play significant roles in socio-economic inequalities faced by racial 

minorities, and to further attack affirmative action and race-based policies aimed at correcting 

inequalities (Kumashiro, 2008; Takagi, 1992).   
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Because of this perception, there is an inclination to exclude Asian Americans from 

discourse, research, and policy addressing racial inequalities.  In the context of MBE contracting 

programs, the exclusion of AABEs without clear evidence to show whether they experience 

racial barriers and discrimination can be a simple and naïve strategy of preserving these race-

based programs.  This report does not aim to confirm or dismantle the model minority myth.  

However, it does examine how the diversity among Asian Americans and AABEs influences 

their chances of successfully bidding on public contracting opportunities.   

The question that is addressed by this report, in a limited fashion, is whether the diversity 

among Asian Americans leads to differences in disparities within public contracting.  It is 

important for disparity studies and policies to recognize that ethnic differences are intertwined 

with sizeable variations in economic outcomes across subgroups, resulting in disparate levels of 

disparity encountered by these populations.  Although the great ethnic and socio-economic 

diversity among this population makes it difficult to study or understand Asian Americans, the 

courts have instructed disparity studies to look at group and region-specific differences.  The 

courts have also stated that MBE programs cannot arbitrarily include or exclude minority groups 

without sufficient analytical evidence that inequalities have been caused by the effects of 

discrimination.  Therefore, it is important for disparity studies to intentionally examine the status 

of Asian American businesses in public contracting, paying attention to the diversity among 

Asian Americans, to determine whether AABEs should be included in MBE programs.   

This report provides some insight into the status and diversity of AABEs and whether they face 

disparities and racial barriers in public contracting in Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco.  The 

analysis presented was significantly restricted in resources, and therefore the study conducted for 
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this report was a limited and partial in the analytical methods implemented.32  This report does 

not provide an assessment of the legalities of each of the three cities’ MBE policies, nor does it 

definitively determine whether AABEs in each of the cities are underutilized in public 

contracting activities.  Our analysis, given limited access to data, examines the availability and 

utilization of AABEs by the cities of Atlanta, Chicago and San Francisco in the industries of 

construction, architecture and civil engineering, and technology.  We also identified racial 

barriers that may lead to underutilization of AABEs. 

Despite the limited scope of the study due to the lack of resources, the study nonetheless 

was able to identify that there is significant regional and ethnic differences in policy and how 

Asian Americans are faring.  Given the disparities and barriers to AABE contracting, the 

evidence presented in this report supports the claim of a compelling state interest to address the 

racial inequalities experienced in contracting.  When examining AABEs as an ethnically 

aggregated group, we did not find underutilization in contracting.  However, we were able to 

distinguish between South Asian owned firms and other Asian American firms to a limited 

degree.  Overall, the City of Atlanta underutilizes AABEs.  While South Asian American firms 

are severely underutilized in procurement by the City of San Francisco, non-South Asian AABEs 

face extreme underutilization in comparison to non-Hispanic Whites in both San Francisco and 

Chicago.  In our primary research and secondary analysis, we also identified that AABEs are less 

likely to enter into government-contracted industries for the following reasons: Barriers to self-

employment such as access to capital and social networks; a lack of knowledge about how 

government contracting operates; a general perception of discrimination against AABEs in 

                                                 
32 Because disparity studies are estimate to cost at least $500,000 to $1 million, and given the funding this project 

was granted, it was not possible to complete a full disparity study. 
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contracting; and unpredictable and unfair demands by prime contractors of AABE 

subcontractors. 

Based on our analysis and findings in this study, this report offers recommendations 

regarding the inclusion of AABEs in MBE programs and suggestions for future research on 

AABEs and race-conscious policies.  If a local government decides to pursue race-based policies 

for contracting, then Asian Americans must be seriously evaluated for possible inclusion.  

However, there was no reason found through this study, and other studies cited, to exclude 

AABEs from these programs.  It is imperative to include Asian Americans when conducting full 

disparity studies.  However, there is a need for a refinement of methodologies that account for 

the research challenges presented by Asian Americans.  For example, we used the surname list 

produced by the U.S. Census to identify AABEs that were not identified as such due to the 

limitations of D&B data.  Using the surname list, we were able to determine the probability that 

business owners in the D&B data were Asian Americans.  However, we suspect that the surname 

list in its present form is more reliable for identifying East Asians than it is in identifying South 

Asians, Filipinos and other Southeast Asians.  Moreover, based on the challenges we faced in 

obtaining public data from city governments, we recommend that cities enhance their data 

storage and maintenance to make information more readily available to various stakeholders.  

More specific to Asian Americans, cities should utilize more detailed categories when collecting 

racial and ethnic information to capture the diversity within this group.  By improving their data 

management practices, cities may be able to reduce the time spent, and consequently the money 

spent, on disparity studies.     

In our efforts to collect qualitative data for this study, we also encountered significant reluctance 

on the part of AABEs to participate in anonymous interviews.  The unwillingness to testify, even 
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anonymously, about their experiences in public contracting may be explained by perhaps 

realistic fears of reprisal and potential material losses.  Some AABE owners who did not 

participate in interviews suggested that researchers work through social networks to gain the 

trust of potential interviewees.  Generally, as in most ethnographic work, it is very important to 

gain the confidence of potential research subjects.  

Overall, this study has shown the importance of examining the role of Asian Americans 

in relation to racial policy in the United States.  Improving the ability and capacity of disparity 

studies to accurately and fairly assess the status of Asian Americans with respect to public 

contracting will require the participation and input of researchers with advanced training in the 

applied social sciences research methods (both quantitative and qualitative) and with in-depth 

knowledge of the history and socio-economic status of this group.  At this time, there are 

relatively few researchers meeting these qualifications, and programs within higher education 

such as Asian American Studies need to fill this void.  Academic research is often esoteric, but 

history has shown that the social sciences can play a critical role in informing and influencing 

major policy decisions.33 

While this report has focused on public contracting, the issues here are tied to a much 

larger concern about how the Asian American experience has made the debate about race-based 

policies more complicated because they cannot be easily situated into existing racial paradigms.  

So long as the issues are defined in dichotomous terms (e.g., Black and White, exploiters and 

exploited, advantaged and disadvantaged, discrimination and reverse discrimination), then Asian 

Americans constitute an anomaly, falling outside the conceptual boundaries that frame the policy 

debates.  As the number of Asian Americans increases, this anomaly cannot be simply ignored. 

                                                 
33 A good example is how the Clark and Clark psychology experiment was used to inform the Brown v. Board of 

Education of Topeka case in 1954. 
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What is needed is a paradigm shift in the theoretical framework to better understand how Asian 

Americans are situated in America’s racial structure and dynamics. This would certainly guide 

the political discourse and analytical work related to minorities and public contracting, as well as 

in other major policy arenas.   
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Appendix A: Methodology/Technical Note 

I. Additional Information on Self-Employment and Firm Characteristics 

Table A.1: Self-Employment Rates by Race/Ethnicity in 3 MSAs, 2005-2007. 

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

Latino 9.6% 4.4% 10.8%

NH White 16.5% 10.8% 13.0%

Black 7.1% 4.9% 6.4%

Asian American 9.3% 10.6% 17.7%

Other Asian 13.7% 8.7% 10.8%

Chinese 10.0% 8.7% 19.7%

Filipino 5.6% 6.1% 6.3%

Japanese 15.6% 11.7% 7.1%

Korean 15.2% 22.0% 33.6%

Other SE Asian 6.1% 3.6% 3.3%

South Asian 8.6% 10.7% 14.5%

Vietnamese 14.5% 10.3% 17.6%

Other Race 9.7% 7.6% 11.0%

All Persons 12.8% 8.8% 11.1%  
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS/PUMS, 2005-2007.  
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 

Table A.2 Percent Self-Employed in Incorporated and Unincorporated Businesses in 3 MSAs, 

2005-2007. 

Incorp. Unincorp. Incorp. Unincorp. Incorp. Unincorp.

Latino 1.5% 8.2% 1.6% 2.8% 3.0% 7.8%

NH White 4.3% 12.2% 5.3% 5.4% 6.1% 6.9%

Black 1.3% 5.8% 1.6% 3.3% 2.4% 4.0%

Asian American 2.6% 6.7% 5.9% 4.8% 11.0% 6.8%

Other Race 2.0% 7.7% 2.7% 4.9% 3.9% 7.2%

San Francisco Chicago Atlanta

 
Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS/PUMS, 2005-2007. 
Self-employment was defined as persons who are at least 16 years old, and receive income from self-employment 
activities. 
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Table A.3: Firm Characteristics by Race/Ethnicity in 3 MSAs, 2002. 

All Firms

Average Sales 

and Receipts

Percent of Firms 

with Employees

Average Sales 

and Receipts

Average Number 

of Employees

Average Payroll 

per Employee

All firms 1,115,483 24.7% 4,336,656 19.2 47,485

Hispanic or 

Latino 206,821 15.8% 1,124,964 17.4 16,148

Black or African 

American 69,109 9.0% 530,089 8.4 23,960

Asian 385,895 27.4% 1,280,005 7 31,450

All firms 1,303,363 25.7% 4,935,109 21.5 39,350

Hispanic or 

Latino 172,199 15.9% 920,710 8.9 26,574

Black or African 

American 74,019 6.3% 921,526 9.1 29,494

Asian 321,467 28.9% -- -- --

All firms 1,278,121 23.3% 5,328,537 21.8 37,854

Hispanic or 

Latino 217,321 13.3% 1,293,338 7.4 25,992

Black or African 

American 63,547 6.0% 722,056 6.8 26,007

Asian 294,361 31.5% 835,589 5.9 24,783

Firms with Employees

San Francisco

Chicago

Atlanta

Source: Tabulated by authors from 2002 Survey of Business Owners.  

Note: SBO 2002 does not include information about non-Hispanic White firms by MSA. 

II. Data Overview 

 Because disparity studies are data intensive, the following section explains how to use 

various data sources in this partial study, some methodological challenges, and how to overcome 

these challenges in determining disparities and additional barriers that AABEs face.  There are 

four sources of information used in the report: secondary government data, proprietary data, 

governmental records, and interviews.  Federal government datasets provided by the U.S. Census 

are the easiest to access with an extensive number of data products.  Given the limitations of 

publicly available data from the U.S. Census and because many government commissioned 
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studies use proprietary data, we also purchased data from D&B for the three MSAs.  For the 

utilization analysis, we contacted each city government to request records of contracts awarded 

through city procurement.  Finally, we also conducted anonymous interviews with AABE 

owners in each of the MSAs to complete our partial disparity study. 

Throughout this limited study, we identified and confronted several methodological 

challenges to conducting disparity studies that intentionally include a rigorous examination of 

AABEs.  First, government commissioned disparity studies often use proprietary datasets (e.g. 

D&B, InfoUSA, etc.) as the primary data for determining the availability of firms in a local 

industry’s market.  However, the proprietary data we used in this study seemed to have 

significant limitations in the coverage and identification of AABEs.  Through our analysis, we 

found that it does not seem to accurately identify AABEs, nor does it specifically identify the 

ethnic identities of AABEs beyond South Asian owned firms and other Asian American owned 

firms.  There are also extreme problems in accessing local city data on awarded contracts, 

particularly with the City of Atlanta, which was largely unresponsive to our repeated requests for 

data on awarded contracts.  The City of San Francisco no longer keeps records on the racial and 

ethnic backgrounds of business owners awarded public contracts, which also presented a 

challenge in conducting the utilization analysis.  The City of Chicago, on the other hand, was 

relatively efficient in responding to our requests for contracting data, which also identified the 

ethnic backgrounds of firm owners awarded contracts.  Finally, in our efforts to collect 

qualitative data for this study, we also encountered significant reluctance on the part of AABEs 

to participate in anonymous interviews.   

A) Secondary Government Data Sets 

 

1) ACS PUMS 
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 Disparity studies often utilize information from the American Community Survey (ACS) 

of the U.S. Census.  The ACS replaced the previous U.S. Census long-forms in 2005. One of the 

main advantages is the availability of more timely information since the ACS aims to report 

statistics within a year of completing a full year’s worth of survey data collection. The ACS 

PUMS uses a 3-percent sample to estimate a variety of descriptive statistics about the population 

at a national, state, county, and MSA level in addition to other geographic areas.  Using this 

dataset, we were able to estimate self-employment in each MSA.  In particular, individual and 

household data are useful to find the rates and determinants of self-employment in specific 

sectors such as construction.  The data that are collected during the 2000 decennial census (and 

previous censuses) use a sample of approximately 1 in 6 households.  

The data also incorporates a rich set of general demographic, economic and housing data, 

which can be used as control variables when looking at multivariate models of self-employment.  

Although a measure of self-employment is broader than a measure of actual firms – incorporated 

or unincorporated – it provides a general sense of the relative availability of Asian American 

entrepreneurs within a given geographic area.  The 5-percent PUMS data set is particularly 

useful, as it contains individual-level records for 1 in 20 of the population and a sufficient 

number of Asian Americans in the sample for most metropolitan areas.  This rather large sample 

size and broad national geographic coverage make the ACS PUMS one of the few publicly 

available surveys that can be used to effectively examine Asian Americans.   

However, there are some issues with both the ACS and PUMS data sets.  For example, 

PUMS is collected once every ten years and does not contain information on governmental 

contracting.  Also, the ACS’ major disadvantage is its smaller sample size, which is roughly one-

in-forty of the population in comparison to the one-in-six for the long-form decennial survey. 
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This means a proportionately smaller number of Asian Americans in the sample are included.   

There may be an additional problem because the management of the ACS has far less linguistic 

capacity to reach limited English-speaking individuals and households than the 2000 Census.  

This may affect both the Asian American response rate and the quality of the data, but no 

systematic evaluation has been done to determine the extent and severity of these problems.  

Also, because the publicly released ACS sample is only 1 percent of the population, the data may 

have difficulty in counting Asian Americans in some metropolitan areas.  

2) SBO/SMOBE 

Because the ACS and ACS PUMS, which use individuals and households as the units of 

analysis, do not specifically provide information on firms, analyses solely based on these 

datasets are very limited.  A more appropriate dataset produced by the U.S. Census for studies on 

businesses is the Survey of Business Owners (SBO) and the Survey of Minority- and Women-

Owned Business Enterprises (SMOBE).  Administered by the U.S. Census, the SBO and 

SMOBE are conducted every five years (e.g., 1997 and 2002) as a part of the Economic Census 

and include information on firm size (e.g. sales and receipts, payroll, and number of employees) 

by specific industries and MSAs in addition to other selective geographies and race/ethnicity of 

the owner.  Of particular importance to disparity studies, they also include some information on 

governmental contracting, by identifying firms receiving at least 10 percent of revenues from 

government procurement.  These surveys include all non-farm business firms that file IRS 

returns with at least $1,000 in revenue.  Additionally, the U.S. Census Bureau releases the 

Characteristics of Businesses reports as well as minority group specific reports summarizing the 

company statistics of each minority group every five years.  In 2006, the Census Bureau released 
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the report on company statistics for Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) owned firms 

with data collected in 2002.   

There are some challenges with using SBO data.  For example, the publicly available 

information is only in tabulated and ethnically aggregated form unlike the ACS PUMS data, 

limiting the analytical usefulness of SBO data for disparity studies including Asian Americans.  

On the other hand, if necessary, researchers can purchase customized tabulations from the 

Bureau of the Census.  Researchers not only would have to pay, but also need to receive security 

clearance with the Bureau of the Census to do any sophisticated statistical analysis or modeling.  

The dataset may only include a small sample size of Asian American firms in certain 

metropolitan areas or industrial sectors.  Using the 2006 SMOBE report on AAPI-owned 

businesses, we estimated the collective availability of AABEs in the three industries for each of 

the selected MSAs for this study. 

B) Proprietary Data Sets 

1) Dun & Bradstreet 

 Dun & Bradstreet (D & B) claims to be “the world’s leading source of commercial 

information” and is one of the two major proprietary sources of data on businesses.  This data is 

helpful in estimating the absolute and relative number of available MBEs.  D&B compiles 

information from public and private information sources in addition to interviews and through 

other data collection methods.  The information is sold on a per-record basis, with some volume 

discounts.  We purchased strategic marketing records, which provide the most extensive set of 

data for each firm available on firms within defined geographic areas.  The data listed company 

names, executives, contact information, and industry, size by number of employees and sales, 

year of establishment, credit rating, and other information.   
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We purchased two types of datasets from D&B for each of the MSAs.  The first type of 

dataset included all AABEs for all industries in each of the three MSAs.  The second type 

included all firms with racial identifiers, for the three industries in the selected MSAs.  To define 

the three industries, we used SIC codes 1542 (general building contractors) and 1611 (highway 

and street construction) for construction, 7374 (computer processing) and 7376 (computer 

facilities management) for computers/technology, and 8712 (architectural services) for 

architecture and civil engineering.  We also requested that the data include an indicator of 

whether the businesses had contracted with government agencies in the past. 

 Although D & B is frequently used in disparity studies to help estimate the number of 

available firms, the data presented several problems.  First, the race identifiers are constructed 

from sources such as MBE certification lists and specialized directories.  When we estimated the 

availability of AABEs using data from ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B, we saw enormous 

discrepancies between estimates based on D&B and those based on the other two datasets.  We 

discovered that there was an under-count of AABEs in the D&B data when we used a surname 

list produced by the U.S. Census to match the D&B listing of firms.  Some businesses in the 

D&B dataset were listed with owners whose surnames are commonly known to be Asian in 

origin.  By identifying additional AABEs using the surname list match, the number of AABEs 

identified in the D&B list almost doubled for the MSAs, which indicates that D & B may not be 

a reliable source for identifying AABEs, although many past disparity studies have utilized 

D&B.  Additionally, because of the enormously high cost of purchasing proprietary data, we 

limited our purchase to the academic research price for strategic marketing records at the 

academic research discount, which meant we were not allowed to contact any of the proprietors 
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listed in the data purchased.34  Consequently, we were limited in our ability to verify the D&B 

racial identifiers and conduct interviews with AABEs. 

We also tried to purchase data from InfoUSA, an alternative provider of business data.  

InfoUSA claims to have information on about 14 million businesses in the United States. This 

data source also includes information on company name, executives, contact information, 

industry, size by number of employees and sales, and credit rating.  Of particular potential 

interest is their “Business Specialty Lists, Executives by Ethnicity,” which is based on the 

surnames of owners.  However, after a significant amount of trying to contact a sales 

representative by email and telephone, no InfoUSA salesperson followed up with our requests 

for more information, precluding us from purchasing their data. 

C) Governmental Records 

MBE certification programs also compile lists of available MBEs, which we used to help 

identify the race of firms in San Francisco for availability and to find potential interviewees.  

Certification programs review application materials for certification and verify that a firm is 

eligible for MBE status for public contracting.  It is relatively easy to access these certification 

lists because they are public records, and some lists are available on websites as a way to 

encourage prime contractors to use MBEs as subcontractors in projects.  However, these 

certification lists only include firms that have intentionally decided to proceed through the 

certification process, which can be time-consuming.   

Cities also maintain records of firms that were awarded contracts, including bids and 

awards, which are central to the utilization analysis in disparity studies.  Ideally, these data sets 

include information on the type and size of the award, the race and ethnicity of the prime 

                                                 
34 Specifically, D&B data purchase cost us $11,632, which was approximately 15 percent of our total budget 

allocated for this project. 
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contractor (in addition to the sex for WBE analysis), and comparable information on 

subcontractors.  There should be equivalent information on bids to construct disparity indices.  

Previously, these bid and contract records were not available electronically and were missing 

critical information such as the race and ethnicity of the owners.  Although they are now often 

available electronically, data on race and ethnicity can still be missing or unreported.  

Consequently, we used SAS to find surnames of owners that would most likely belong to an 

Asian American owner with the US Census list of surnames to help further identify Asian 

Americans who were not initially identified.  This may be particularly useful if not all Asian 

American firms identify their race or ethnicity.  

 

Table A.4 Summary table of data sources 

Type of Data Purpose 

AVAILABILITY 

Survey of Minority Owned Businesses (SMOBE) 
A census of the population of businesses within 
each MSA 

American Community Survey (ACS) 
Self-employment data for each MSA is used to 
determine the percentage of Asian Americans in 
the population of self-employed individuals. 

Dun & Bradstreet – 2 datasets 

1. All AABEs in 3 MSAs, all industries 
2. All businesses in 3 MSAs, 3 industries 

Proprietary data 

City Certification Data 
Official listings of businesses that have verified 
their availability to sell services and goods in 
public projects with the city 

UTILIZATION 

Contracting data set 
City provided lists of firms awarded contracts, 
ideally with the dollar amount and number of 
contracts awarded and the race of firm ownership 
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III)  Interviews 

Interviews are used in disparity studies to help identify additional barriers that may exist 

for MBEs that are otherwise not found through quantitative methods and to provide potential 

qualitative explanations for disparities found in contracting.  Potential interviewees were 

identified through contracting lists provided by local city governments and through ethnic 

chambers of commerce in each of the MSAs.  We invited AABE owners to participate in 

anonymous interviews ranging from 30 to 60 minutes.  Overall, there were difficulties in 

identifying interviewees due to some AABE owners’ past negative experiences with researchers.   

IV) Disparity Indices 

In this study, we are concerned with whether AABEs experience disparities in public 

contracting activities for three metropolitan areas within the industries of architecture, 

construction, and computers/data management.  There are several analytical steps that were 

undertaken given the limitations of the datasets available.  In order to determine whether AABEs 

experience disparities in contracting, we constructed disparity ratios to determine whether 

AABEs are being awarded a fair share of public contracts (utilization) based on the availability 

of AABEs in a defined market (availability).  Figure A.1 generally outlines how we calculated 

disparity ratios.   

Figure A.1. Formula to determine disparity ratio 

 
     AABE Utilization of firms =    % of AABEs that were given contracts  
 

                                                 total number of contracts given 
 

Availability of firms =     % of AABEs total  
                                                    total number of certified firms 
 

      Disparity Ratio =   AABE Utilization of firms  
                                                  Availability of firms 
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First, we determined the availability of AABEs in each city for public projects.  In other 

words, the availability of AABEs is the percentage of AABE firms available for contracting 

within an industry and geographic market.  Using SMOBE, ACS, and D&B data, we are able to 

estimate the general availability or percentage of AABEs in each MSA for the selected 

industries.    

The next step to calculate the disparity ratio is to determine the utilization rate of AABEs 

in each city’s contracting activities.  To do this, we obtained listings of the contracts that have 

been awarded from each municipal government.  For each city, the process follows similar 

stages, which are listed below: 

1. Obtain a list of certified businesses. 

2. Impute race using owner surname with SAS. 

3. Visually match contracted firms that are repeated. 

4. Using Dun and Bradstreet data sets, racially identify unknown contracted firms. 

5. Randomly sample a group of firms that were not able to be identified and conduct 

searches on the Internet. 

 

To produce the final disparity ratio, we divided the AABE percentage of contracts and 

amount awarded (AABE utilization rate) by the AABE percentage of available firms within the 

MSA.  The remainder of this technical note explains the methodological steps taken in 

determining the availability of AABEs, utilization of AABEs, and the ratio between utilization 

and availability of AABEs in the industries of architecture, construction, and computers/data 

management using the certification and contracting lists for the three MSAs of Atlanta, Chicago, 

and San Francisco.   
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A) Chicago 

 

 From the city of Chicago, we obtained a list of businesses certified from 2004 to 2008 for 

public contracting.  This list of certified businesses identified the business owners’ self-reported 

racial identities.  We were also able to obtain a list of awarded contracts between 2004 and 2008 

in Chicago, which did not include racial identifiers.35  In order to identify the race of the 

remaining unknown firms listed in the Chicago contracts list, we used SAS to match the 

certification list that identified firm owners’ racial identity to the awarded contracts list to 

identify business owners’ race by surnames.  Using this method, we determined the probability 

that a firm owner whose race was unknown was Asian American, other minority, or non-

Hispanic White for the firms with owner’s names listed.  For example, the surname Nguyen has 

a 95.9 chance of being Asian American.  Out of a total of 393 firms listed in the awarded 

contracts list without a racial identifier, we were able to identify 58 using this method. 

To identify the race of the firm owners of the remaining companies listed without racial 

identifiers on the awarded contracts list, we used a two-step visual match process.  First, we 

compared the U.S. Census surname list to the surnames of business owners on the list of 

contracted firms.  We used the surname list to look at firms that had the owners’ surnames within 

the business’s name, such as a company named “Chiang’s Auto Parts.”  When the surname in the 

business name was listed with at least a 50 percent probability of being Asian American, other 

minority, or non-Hispanic White on the Census surname list, we assigned a race to the firm’s 

owner.  In the second step, we first sorted the awarded contracts list and certification list by 

vendor name.  Then we visually compared the two lists.  If a firm that was not racially identified 

on the awarded contracts list was also listed on the certification list with a racial identifier, we 

                                                 
35 Table A.5 includes a summary of the process in addition to how many firms were identified racially per step and 

the final percentages of each racial group out of the total number of contracts.   
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were able to impute the race of the firm owner.  For example, a firm may have been listed with 

“Inc.” on the certification list and with “Incorporated” in the firm name on the awarded contracts 

list.  In instances like this, where the firm names were slightly different, we imputed the race for 

the firm owner on the awarded contracts list from the certification list. 

Using this method, we were able to racially identify 29 more firms.  

For the remaining businesses with unknown race, we used the data from Dun & 

Bradstreet to try to match and identify the race of firms’ owners, as this dataset did include racial 

identifiers for some firms.  We were able to identify the owners’ racial background for 34 

additional firms on the awarded contracts list by visually matching the list with the D&B list.  

The final step was to estimate the proportion of the remaining firms that were not racially 

identified that were Asian American, other-minority or non-Hispanic White.  To do this, we 

randomly sampled 61 firms that were still not racially identified.  With this sample, we 

conducted an Internet search in an effort to deduce the business owner’s race.  For example, if 

the firm had a website, we were occasionally able to find the owner’s picture and/or surname.  

Additionally, we searched to see if some of the businesses were publicly owned, which we were 

then able to mark as not having an owner with an identifiable race.   

Through these methodological steps, we were able to racially identify a total of 149 

additional firms.  Of this number, 41 were Asian American, 41 were other minorities, and 63 

were non-Hispanic White.  We were then able to calculate how much money was awarded to 

each racial group by sorting the database by race and finding the sum of the amounts awarded in 

contracts by race.   

Table A.5 Summary of Chicago utilization methodology 

Step Racial Breakdown 
Absolute Number 

identified 

SAS Asian 24 
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  Other Minority 27 

  NHW 7 

  Total matched 58 

  Total unmatched 335 

Visual Match Asian 15 

  Other Minority 9 

  NHW 5 

  Total matched for step 29 

  Total matched (accumulated) 87 

  Total unmatched accumulated 306 

Dun and Bradstreet Asian 2 

  Other Minority 3 

  NHW 29 

  Total matched for step 34 

  Total matched (accumulated) 121 

  Total unmatched accumulated 272 

Random Sample Asian 0 

N=61  Other Minority 2 

  NHW 22 

  Publicly owned 4 

  Total matched for step (including publicly owned) 28 

  Total unmatched for step 33 

  Total matched (accumulated) 149 

  Total unmatched accumulated 121 

Total contracts Total Asian 41 

  Total Other Minority 41 

  Total NHW 63 

  Total All Race 149 

  % of Asian contracts out of total contracts 10.43% 

  Total contracts 393 

Total Amount 
Awarded Total Amount Awarded for Asian contracts $127,149,239.47 

  Total Amount Awarded for all contracts $1,462,092,928.72 

  % of amount awarded to Asian contracts 8.70% 

 

Due to the large population of South Asian Americans in Chicago, we ethnically 

disaggregated the data to compare the number of South Asian and other Asian owned firms that 

had been awarded contracts and the amounts awarded.36  We were able to determine the number 

of South Asian American firms in Chicago by using datasets that included the category “Asian 

Indians,” and by using the owners’ surnames to racially identify the firms.  After separating 

South Asians from other Asians, we calculated the utilization of each group in comparison to the 

                                                 
36 See Figure 2.3 for the ethnic breakdown of Asians in each MSA. 
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total number of firms that were identified as Asian American and the amount awarded for all 

Asian American firms.  In Table A.6, the percent of South Asian firms that were given contracts 

out of all awarded firms (8.4%) was significantly larger than for all other Asian American firms 

(2.0%), with 33 and 8 contracts awarded, respectively.  A similar proportion existed for the 

amount awarded to South Asian and other Asian firms out of all contracted firms (7.6% and 

1.1%, respectively).   

Table A.6 Contracted Asian American Firms by Ethnicity in Chicago 

Ethnicity 
Number of 
contracts 

% of all 
Contracts Amount Awarded  Amount Awarded 

% of all Amount 
Awarded 

Other Asian 8 2.0% $15,574,442.85  $15,574,442.85  1.1% 

South Asian 33 8.4% $111,574,796.62  $111,574,796.62  7.6% 

Total 
contracts 

393   $1,462,092,928.72  

 

B) San Francisco 

 From the City of San Francisco, we obtained a dataset of awarded contracts between 

2006 and 2008.  Unfortunately, this dataset did not list the racial identities of firm owners.  To 

identify the racial backgrounds of firm owners in this dataset, we also secured two datasets 

listing certified M/WBEs for public contracting in the City of San Francisco.  One was produced 

in 2004 and the other in 2008.  Although the 2004 dataset  reported the race and ethnic identity 

of firm owners, the 2008 list did not do so.  Consequently, we used SAS to match the two 

datasets to impute the racial background of firm owners in the awarded contracts list using the 

2004 certified MBE dataset.  Using this method, we were able to record the races of firm owners 

on the awarded contracts list who were certified MBEs in 2004.  We then used SAS to compute 

the probability of business owners without a recorded racial background in the amended awarded 

contracts list using the U.S. Census surname list.  If there was greater than 50 percent probability 

that a business owner’s surname was attributed to a certain racial background according to the 
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Census surname list, we imputed the race of the business owner as Asian American, other 

minority or non-Hispanic White.  If the probability of a surname was less than 50 percent 

attributable to a racial background, we categorized the firm owner as racially unknown.37  Out of 

2,931 certified firms, we were able to identify the racial background for 257 business owners. 

To identify the race of the firm owners of the remaining companies listed without racial 

identifiers on the awarded contracts list, we used a two-step visual match process.  First, we 

compared the U.S. Census surname list to the surnames of business owners on the list of 

contracted firms.  We used the surname list to look at firms that had the owners’ surnames within 

the business’s name, such as a company named “Chiang’s Auto Parts.”  When the surname in the 

business name was listed with at least a 50 percent probability of being Asian American, other 

minority, or non-Hispanic White on the Census surname list, we assigned a race to the firm’s 

owner.  In the second step, we first sorted the awarded contracts list and certification list by 

vendor name.  Then we visually compared the two lists.  If a firm that was not racially identified 

on the awarded contracts list was also listed on the certification list with a racial identifier, we 

were able to impute the race of the firm owner.  For example, a firm may have been listed with 

“Inc.” on the certification list and with “Incorporated” in the firm name on the awarded contracts 

list.  In instances like this, where the firm names were slightly different, we imputed the race for 

the firm owner on the awarded contracts list from the certification list.  Using this method, we 

were able to racially identify 73 more firms.  For the remaining businesses with unknown race, 

we utilized Dun and Bradstreet datasets and random searches of a sample.  Using Dun and 

Bradstreet data and applying the same method as we used with the D&B data in Chicago detailed 

above, we matched 46 more businesses.   After randomly sorting the firms that were not racially 

                                                 
37 Table A.7 includes a summary of the process in addition to how many firms were identified racially per step and 

the final percentages of each racial group out of the total number of contracts. 
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identified, we found an approximate sample of 60 firms.  Again, we conducted an Internet search 

in an effort to deduce the business owner’s race and if they were publicly owned, which 

identified the racial background of the owners of 28 more firms.  

Table A.7 Summary of San Francisco utilization methodology 

Step Racial Breakdown 
Absolute Number 

identified 

SAS Asian 83 

  Other Minority 52 

  NHW 122 

  Total matched 257 

  Total unmatched 2674 

Visual Match Asian 73 

  Other Minority 0 

  NHW 0 

  Total matched for step 73 

  Total matched (accumulated) 330 

  Total unmatched accumulated 2344 

Dun and Bradstreet Asian 24 

  Other Minority 1 

  NHW 21 

  Total matched for step 46 

  Total matched (accumulated) 376 

  Total unmatched accumulated 1968 

Random Asian 1 

 N=59 Other Minority 2 

  NHW 27 

  Publicly owned 3 

  Total matched for step (including publicly owned) 28 

  Total unmatched for step 31 

  Total matched (accumulated) 404 

  Total unmatched accumulated 1564 

Total contracts Total Asian 181 

  Total Other Minority 55 

  Total NHW 170 

  Total All Race 406 

  As % of total contracts 6.18% 

  Total contracts 2931 

Total Amount 
Awarded Total Asian $ contracts $ 166,829,382.00 

  Total $ contracts $ 2,292,326,783.00 

  As % of total $ contracts 7.28% 

 

C) Atlanta 
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 While we were able to obtain datasets listing recently awarded contracts in Chicago and 

San Francisco, we faced severe difficulties accessing contracting data from the City of Atlanta.  

We initially contacted the Office of Contract Compliance (OCC) in Atlanta by telephone and e-

mail in the Fall of 2008, requesting access to the city’s contracting data.  With no response from 

the OCC, one of the researchers contacted a personal acquaintance that is employed in another 

department in the City of Atlanta.  Through this personal colleague, we were able to set up a time 

to speak with the director of OCC briefly in December 2008.  The director was very cordial 

during the telephone conversation and expressed a verbal commitment to follow up on our 

requests for data in February 2009.  In e-mail and phone messages, a member of the research 

team followed up with the OCC director in late January 2009, but never received a response.  In 

July 2009, we submitted another request to OCC for contracting data in an e-mail, which cited 

public rights to the data under open records regulations including the federal Freedom of 

Information Act.  With no response to this e-mail, we asked Aarathi Haig, attorney and 

Contracting Project director at the Asian American Justice Center, to assist in our efforts to 

receive contracting data and a copy of the City’s 2006 disparity study report.  Haig was able to 

speak with an attorney for the City of Atlanta, who was able to facilitate the delivery of the 

City’s 2006 full disparity study.  However, the City of Atlanta has still not sent contracting data, 

and is again not returning communications via telephone and email. 

After these attempts to retrieve Atlanta’s list of contracted firms, we were only able to 

gain access to the City of Atlanta’s disparity study, which includes the City’s estimates for 

availability and utilization of AABEs by contracted dollars.  We consequently used secondary 

government and proprietary data sets in addition to reported statistics by Griffin and Strong 

(2006) to estimate availability (see Table A.8).   
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Table A.8. Summary of Atlanta MSA Availability, Utilization, and Parity Indices for all Asian 

American Firms for Contracted Dollars 

 

    Availability Utilization Parity Index 

Griffin & 
Strong 

Prime contracting* 0.8% 0.5% 0.6 

Sub contracting* 6.0% 0.6% 0.1 

Weighted 

2.9% 1.0% 0.3 

2.9% 1.2% 0.4 

Method 1 
SMOBE with employees 1.4% 1.0%  0.7 

D&B (adjusted) 1.8% 1.0% 0.5 

Method 2 SMOBE with employees 1.4% 1.2% 0.9 

D&B (adjusted) 1.8% 1.2%  0.7 
 
Note: *Prime and subcontracting availability for Griffin & Strong, 2006 is tabulated from Table 5, p. 19 and Table 6, p. 
22 of Volume I: Summary of Statistical Data. Utilization for Griffin & Strong, 2006 is from Exhibit 3-25, p. 3-29 of 
Volume II: Private Sector Analysis.  Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the 
value is greater than 1, Asian Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring worse than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 

 

We did calculate a weighted value from Griffin and Strong (2006) to estimate the actual 

dollars that AABE prime contractors received without “double counting” subcontracted dollars.  

To find the weighted value, we took the sum of all contracting dollars awarded to AABEs (prime 

and subcontracting) and divided it by the total contracted dollars awarded to all AABEs.  

Although 2.9 percent may include some “double-counted” dollars, it provides another estimate of 

availability from Griffin and Strong (2006), which can be used as a comparison point with the 

other data sources used.  We then used our low and high estimates for utilization (or 1.0% and 

1.2%) to calculate the parity indices for the weighted availability value. 

With our calculations, we did not separate prime and subcontractors to be consistent with 

our other analyses.  We used SMOBE with employees and D&B adjusted values (see Table A.8) 

because these were the most conservative estimates of availability based on our tabulations of 

secondary government and proprietary data sets.  D&B is also a widely used dataset for disparity 

studies as previously mentioned.  Because the City of Atlanta’s estimates for availability were 
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higher than any of our estimates, we decided to use these conservative values to see if even the 

most conservative estimated values would demonstrate that AABEs are underutilized.   

We then used several methods to estimate utilization.  Table A.8 includes utilization 

information from Griffin and Strong (2006), which is split by prime and subcontracting.  In order 

to avoid “double counting” and estimate the proportion of money Asian American prime 

contractors are able to keep after subcontracting, we calculated the proportion of money all 

prime contractors keep after all subcontracting.  Thus, we first had to divide the amount of all 

money that is subcontracted by the total amount that prime contractors receive for all firms, 

which is 72.6 percent; in other words, the proportion that all prime contractors consequently are 

able to keep after subcontracting is approximately 27.4 percent.  Because we are not able to track 

how much money from Asian prime contractors is subcontracted to non-Asian and Asian firms, 

we used the proportion of 27.4 percent to assume that Asian prime contractors keep the same 

proportion of contracted dollars as all prime contractors.   

With this proportion, we then estimate that AABEs actually receive $21,384,086, or 1.0 

percent of all total contracting dollars from the City of Atlanta.  This conservative estimate is 

used subsequently in table A.8 for the low estimates of utilization.  For the high estimates of 

utilization in table A.9, we assumed that all Asian prime contractors subcontract with other Asian 

firms.  From table A.9, this value is 1.2 percent, or all of the contracted amounts given to AABEs 

for public contracts.  With these estimates for availability and utilization, we were then able to 

estimate the parity indices by dividing utilization by availability derive the parity indices for 

Atlanta’s MSA. 

Table A.9 City of Atlanta's Prime and Subcontracting Utilization by Dollars of Construction, 

Professional Services Related to Construction, Other Professional Services, and Non-

Professional Services  
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    Total Asian % of Asian 

Prime Contracting*  $2,231,389,047   $27,500,359  1.2% 

Subcontracting** 

Construction^  $   819,636,501   $  5,150,092  0.6% 

Professional Services 
(archit/engin)°  $   634,541,580   $  8,601,390  1.4% 

Other Professional 
Servicesª  $   144,107,648   $     104,040  0.1% 

Non-Professional¨  $     22,232,886   $               -  0.0% 

Total  $1,620,518,615   $13,855,522  0.9% 

Amount Prime Contractors Keep  $   610,870,432   $  7,528,564  1.2% 

Actual total  $2,231,389,047   $21,384,086  1.0% 
 
Source: Griffin and Strong (2006). 
* see Table 7 "MFBE Total Utilization in Construction, Construction Related Professional Services including A/E, 
other professional services and non-professional services" (Griffin & Strong, 2006, Volume 1: Summary of Statistical 
Data). 
** Non-Professional services were not included to be consistent with the three industries that were used for the other 
MSAs in our analysis. Also the amount contracted to non-professional services was a small percent of total 
contracted money (0.58% of total contracted money, or $22,232,886). 
^ see Table 30 "MFBE Subcontractor Utilization in Construction" (Griffin &11:11Strong, 2006). 
° see Table 32 "MFBE Subcontractor Utilization in Construction Related Professional Including 
Architecture/Engineering" (Griffin & Strong, 2006). 
ª see Table 34 "MFBE Subcontractor Utilization in Other Professional Services" (Griffin & Strong, 2006). 
¨ see Table 36 "MFBE Subcontractor Utilization in Non-Professional Services" (Griffin & Strong, 2006). 
 

D) Summary Table 

Tables A.10 and A.11 summarize our analyses of AABE availability, utilization and 

parity indices in percentages for San Francisco, Chicago, and Atlanta MSAs.  While the 

availability figures were found by the respective data sources (ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and D&B), 

SMOBE was the only one with a range for Chicago and Atlanta when disaggregated.  These 

calculations were done for each source of data (ACS PUMS, SMOBE, and Dun and Bradstreet) 

for the number of contracts and amount awarded, producing two parity indices per data source.  

Because the SMOBE data set produced a range, the parity index also has a range for both 

contract numbers and amount awarded.   

Table A.10. Summary of AABE Availability and Utilization in Percentages of Total Market 

Areas and Industries 

MSA Ethnicity Availability Utilization 

  
  

  
  

ACS/PUMS 
for 3 

industries 
  

SMOBE - AABE%/3 
Industries  D&B 

(adjusted) 
  

Contracts 
  

Amount 
Awarded 

  AABE% 
w/o 

emps 
with 

emps 
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San 
Francisco Other Asian 11.2% 11.3% 11.9% 9.6% 8.7% 6.0% 7.3% 

  South Asian 1.9% 1.4% 1.5% 1.3% 0.8% 0.2% 0.0% 

  All Asian 13.0% 12.8% 13.3% 10.9% 9.4% 6.2% 7.3% 

Chicago Other Asian 1.6% 2.5% 2.7%  1.9% 1.8% 2.0% 1.1% 

  South Asian 1.0% 1.1% 1.1% 1.2% 1.4% 8.4% 7.6% 

  All Asian 2.6% 3.6% 3.8% 3.1% 3.2% 10.4% 8.7% 

Atlanta Other Asian 2.1% 1.9% 1.6% 1.4% 1.1%     

  South Asian 0.6% 0.6% 0.3% 1.0% 0.7%     

  All Asian 2.7% 2.5% 1.9% 1.4% 1.8%     

 

Table A.11 Summary of AABE Parity Indices for Three Industries in San Francisco and Chicago 

MSAs 

MSA Ethnicity Parity Indices 

  
  

  
  

Contracts Amount Awarded 

ACS/ 
PUMS 

SMOBE 
- AABE 

SMOBE 
w/o 
emp 

SMOBE 
w/emp 

D&B 
(adjusted) 

ACS/ 
PUMS 

SMOBE 
- AABE 

SMOBE 
w/o 
emp 

SMOBE 
w/ emp 

D&B 
(adjusted) 

San 
Francisco Other Asian 0.54 0.53 0.50 0.62 0.69 0.65 0.64 0.61 0.76 0.84 

  South Asian 0.11 0.14 0.14 0.15 0.26 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 

  All Asian 0.47 0.48 0.46 0.57 0.65 0.56 0.57 0.55 0.67 0.77 

Chicago Other Asian 1.32 0.82 0.75 1.07 1.13 0.69 0.43 0.39 0.56 0.59 

  South Asian 8.32 7.50 7.85 6.52 5.45 7.55 6.81 7.13 6.52 5.45 

  All Asian 4.08 2.88 2.75 3.39 2.72 3.40 2.40 2.29 2.82 2.72 

Note: Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse 
than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 

 

As stated earlier, we adjusted the D&B dataset, controlling for a variety of socio-

economic variables, prior to our calculations for parity indices in contracting.  Using SAS, we 

combined all three MSAs and matched surnames with the U.S. Census; however this surname 

list did not include South Asians.  After combining all three MSAs, the availability of AABEs 

increased to more than double the original percentages that were originally reported by D&B.  

To determine the percentage of South Asians that were also included in Dun and Bradstreet data, 

we used the ratio of South Asians to Other Asians to estimate how many more South Asians may 

have been missing from the D&B dataset due to the lack of identification of South Asian owned 

firms.  Additionally, we suspect that D&B’s survey methods tends to capture a larger number of 

more established firms.  Therefore, D&B may be under-counting AABEs, which tend to be less 
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established due to past discrimination and other factors. 

V) Odds Ratio 

To determine whether race is a significant factor preventing Asian Americans from 

pursuing business and public contracting in an equitable manner relative to non-Hispanic Whites, 

we conducted a logistic regression analysis.  By controlling for a set of social characteristic 

variables - age, gender, educational background, and immigration or nativity status – we are able 

to assess whether race has an effect above and beyond these other possible explanations for the 

status of Asian American businesses and contracting activities.  Table A.12 summarizes our 

analysis.   

Table A.12 Summary of Odds Ratio for Self-Employment Rate, Incorporated Self-Employed 

Firms, and Firms that Enter Government Contracting Sectors for Asian Americans in 

Comparison to non-Hispanic Whites   

MSA NHW

Other 

Asian

South 

Asian

Other 

Asian

South 

Asian

Other 

Asian

Other 

Asian

South 

Asian

Atlanta 0.13 0.20 0.14 1.54 1.08 1.73 1.40 0.93

Chicago 0.11 0.10 0.10 0.91 0.91 0.96 0.65 0.60

San Francisco 0.16 0.10 0.08 0.63 0.50 0.60 0.53 0.49

Atlanta 0.48 0.57 0.73 1.19 1.52 1.71 1.76 2.80

Chicago 0.50 0.45 0.73 0.89 1.46 0.84 0.77 2.54

San Francisco 0.26 0.28 0.40 1.08 1.54 1.15 1.17 1.61

Atlanta 0.25 0.10 0.09 0.40 0.36 0.29 0.27 0.24

Chicago 0.21 0.08 0.08 0.35 0.38 0.32 0.27 0.26
San Francisco 0.19 0.13 0.21 0.68 1.11 0.56 0.54 0.88

Self-

Employment 

Rate

Incorporated 

Among Self-

Employed

0.54

2.69

2.63

1.57

Mean of Observed 

Outcome
a

South 

Asian

1.15

0.91

Unadjusted 

Odds Ratio
b

Adjusted Odds 

Ratio 1
c

Adjusted Odds 

Ratio 2
d

0.26

0.32

Government 

contracting 

sector 0.94

 
*Note: No statistical significant difference when looking at the confidence interval. 
Odds Ratio compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse 
than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 
a The mean of observed outcome is found in PUMS 2005-2007. 
b The unadjusted odds ratio is calculated by dividing the Asian subgroup by the non-Hispanic White mean of 
observed outcome.   
c The first round of adjusted odds ratio was found by controlling for age, gender, and education level or category. 
d The second round of adjusted odds ratio was found by controlling for nativity, established immigration (more than 15 
years in the U.S.), and new immigrants in addition to the variables of the first round. 
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Consulting previous disparity studies, we identified which social characteristics to control 

for when analyzing the likelihood of Asian Americans becoming business owners relative to 

non-Hispanic Whites.   In Bates (2004), the variables used for statistical models were age, 

gender, education, and industry.  Consequently, our first adjusted odds ratio (Adjusted Odds 

Ratio 1) controlled for age, gender and educational level or category.  We did not control for 

industry as an input variable as we instead examined industry as an outcome variable.  We 

looked at the likelihood of self-employed Asian Americans to enter industries that are known to 

receive significant revenues through public procurement, which we called “government 

contracting sectors.”  We also examined the rates of incorporation among firms owned by self-

employed Asian Americans. 

By controlling for the effects of these other socio-economic variables, we are able to 

isolate and examine the effect of race on the rates of Asian American self-employment, entry 

into government contracting sectors, and the incorporation of firms owned by self-employed 

Asian Americans above and beyond the other variables.  For example, age is an important factor 

to control since business owners need capital to establish their firms, and capital and credit 

oftentimes becomes more accessible with age.   

The second adjustment ratio (Adjusted Odds Ratio 2) controls for nativity and 

immigration, which includes both established and new immigrants, in addition to age, gender, 

and education.  (This second adjustment is used for the graphs in Section V.)  Past studies have 

not controlled for nativity as a variable, which is important for studying Asian Americans since a 

majority of Asian Americans are immigrants.  This step discerns if race still has an effect on 

differences in business ownership between non-Hispanic Whites and Asian Americans over and 

above the effect of immigration and nativity status.  In other words, this extra variable helps to 
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see if Asian Americans fare better or worse than non-Hispanic Whites due to their immigration 

status or race. 

We looked at the City of San Francisco’s contracting list and found the most common 

industries that received government contracts.  We were then able to develop the following list of 

government-contracted industries, which we applied to other MSAs for our odds ratio analysis: 

construction, paper/paper products wholesale, data processing/hosting, architecture/engineering, 

computer systems design, and waste management and remediation services.  Consequently, we 

were able to identify through an analysis the likelihood of AABEs to enter industries that have 

high probabilities of receiving revenues from public projects. Overall, it is important to control 

for these variables because the varying characteristics affect how well different populations 

perform in business.   

Table A.13 summarizes our analysis comparing the earnings of self-employed Asian 

Americans to self-employed non-Hispanic Whites.  Without controlling for any socio-economic 

variables, we found that with the exception of South Asian Americans in Chicago and San 

Francisco, self-employed Asian Americans earn significantly less than non-Hispanic Whites 

(unadjusted parity indices, table A.13).  For example, in Atlanta, South Asian Americans earn 

$0.90 for every dollar earned by non-Hispanic Whites, and other Asian Americans earn $0.80 for 

every dollar received by non-Hispanic Whites.  When we controlled for gender, age, and 

educational attainment levels, we found that self-employed Asian Americans on the average earn 

less than non-Hispanic Whites (adjusted parity indices 1, table A.13).  The same was found when 

we controlled for nativity in addition to gender, age, and educational attainment (adjusted parity 

indices 2, table A.13). 

Table A.13 Parity Indices for Asian Americans in Comparison to non-Hispanic Whites in 

Earnings 
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MSA Racial comparison

Unadjusted 

Parity 

Indices

Adjusted 

Parity 

Indices 1

Adjusted 

Parity 

Indices 2

Other Asian:NHW 0.83 0.88 0.97*

South Asian: NHW 0.92 0.69 0.77

Other Asian:NHW 0.77 0.83 0.81

South Asian: NHW 1.00 0.76 0.75

Other Asian:NHW 0.78 0.86 0.90

South Asian: NHW 1.01 0.79 0.85

Atlanta

Chicago

San Francisco
 

Note: * equals not statistically significant at p<.10. 
Parity Indices compare the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian 
Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse 
than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 
The following formula was used: 1 - (log(earningsNHW)-log(earningsAsian)) to calculate earnings. 
See Table A.12 for explanations about unadjusted, adjusted 1, and adjusted 2 steps. 
 

VI) Interviews: Qualitative Analysis of Barriers to Contracting 

 Asian owned businesses were contacted for interviews ranging from a half-hour long to 

an hour long to help identify qualitatively what barriers AABEs face in contracting. Below are 

the details for each city. 

A) San Francisco 

 In February 2009, one of the authors of this report attended a conference about public 

contracting opportunities for AABEs in the San Francisco Bay Area.  Through informal 

introductions and discussions at the conference, the co-author was able to invite AABE owners 

to participate in telephone interviews after the conference.  Telephone interviews of four AABE 

owners – 2 in construction, 1 in architecture, and 1 in technology – were completed in March.  

At the end of each interview, we asked subjects to assist in contacting more AABE owners in 

San Francisco to interview.  Unfortunately, additional AABE owners contacted for interview via 

email and telephone did not respond. 

 SF1 – A procurement officer in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

 SF2 - IT and computer engineering services firm with very little business coming from 

public contracting.  Owned by a second generation Other Asian American. 
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 SF3 – Construction firm with a significant majority of revenues received from public 

contracting.  Owned by an Other Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. for nearly 20 

years. 

 SF4 – Construction and Engineering firm with a small percentage of revenues received 

from public contracting.  Owned by an Other Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. 

for over thirty years. 

 SF 5 – Architecture and design firm that has chosen not to pursue public contracts.  

Owned by an Other Asian 1.5 generation immigrant who has lived in the U.S. over 

twenty years. 

B) Atlanta 

 A list of AABEs was gathered from the online database of Atlanta Minority/Female 

Business Enterprises. The database is housed in the City of Atlanta’s Office of Contract 

Compliance.  Of the 22 AABEs in the industries selected for the study, 4 businesses had 

disconnected lines. Seven additional businesses had incorrect information including incorrect 

phone numbers, emails, and gender identification. The remaining businesses were invited by 

phone and by email to participate in the study.  Eight declined to participate citing busy 

schedules and distrust with whether or not the information would be kept anonymous.  The 

AABE networks that were contacted shared past experiences of being ostracized or losing 

business for participating in interviews, which resulted in some potential subjects’ hesitancy to 

be interviewed.  Due to the limited number of willing participants, the researchers contacted 

community leaders and leaders of ethnic chambers of commerce in Atlanta for assistance.  One 

additional respondent was solicited through the second method.  Below are brief descriptions of 

the firms interviewed. 
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 ATL1 – Engineering services and IT firm with a majority of its business in public 

contracting. Primarily a sub-prime contractor. Owned by a South Asian immigrant who 

has lived in the U.S. for over 20 years. 

 ATL2 – IT consulting firm with a minor percentage of business coming from public 

contracting. Owned by South Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. for over 20 

years. 

 ATL3 – IT services firm with no business related to public contracting. Has received 

multi-million contracts as the prime in the past but focused on the commercial business. 

Owned by South Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. for over 15 years. 

C) Chicago 

 A database of M/W/DBEs was obtained from the City of Chicago and filtered for AABEs 

in the three industries.  Additional businesses were referred to researchers by a local contact that 

works with M/W/DBEs.  Businesses were contacted by phone since emails were not available.  

Of the five interviews conducted, four were found through the M/W/DBE database. The fifth 

interview was a contact referred to researchers by a City of Chicago staff member. Below is a 

brief description of each firm: 

 CHI1 – Software services firm with a minor percentage of business coming from 

business contracting. Owned by a South Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. for 

over 15 years.  

 CHI2 – Construction firm with most of the business coming from public contracting. 

Owned by a second generation South Asian American. 

 CHI3 – Electrical contracting firm with most of the business coming from public 

contracting. Owned by a second generation Other Asian American. 



 126 

 CHI4 – IT consulting firm with no business coming from public contracting. Owned by a 

second generation Other Asian American. 

 CHI5 – consulting engineering firm with 100% of the business related to public 

contracting.  Owned by a South Asian immigrant who has lived in the U.S. for 40 years.  

VII. Construction Workers Industry Pipeline  

Table A.14 Construction Industry Workers: 1980 – 2005-07.  

  1980 2005-07 

Region 
All 

Workers 
Construction 

Workers 

% of group 
in 

construction 
Asian%: 
White% 

All 
Workers 

Construction 
Workers 

% of group in 
construction 

Asian%: 
White% 

Atlanta 
City*         

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 770 16 2.1% 0.46 81214 2059 2.5% 0.19 

non-Hispanic 
White 69553 3166 4.6%  1139179 149658 13.1%  

Chicago 
MSA         

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 75877 973 1.3% 0.27 210270 1982 0.9% 0.10 

non-Hispanic 
White 2576334 122765 4.8%  2250849 212256 9.4%  

San 
Francisco 
MSA         

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 168456 4986 3.0% 0.52 373759 8748 2.3% 0.19 

non-Hispanic 
White 1206071 68905 5.7%  869936 108916 12.5%  

Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS/PUMS, 2005-2007, US Census 1980. 
Note: *Atlanta MSA data not available. Asian%:White% compares the proportions of Asians and non-Hispanic 
Whites. If the value is greater than 1, Asian Americans are faring better than non-Hispanic Whites; if the value is less 
than 1, Asian Americans are faring worse than non-Hispanic Whites in the category. 
 

VII. Availability by Capacity Analysis 

While we had limited data to determine the public project capacity of AABEs based on 

revenues, which relates to the ability of firms to be available for projects, we were able to use 

D&B data to determine the availability of firms with minimal capacity (over $15 million and $20 

million in revenues) to complete public contracts.  Based on our interview data, we decided that 

$15 million is the minimal amount in annual revenues necessary for a firm to bid for public 
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contracts and to successfully compete for public projects.  Additionally, the definition of “small 

business” based on revenues varies by industry according to the Small Business Administration, 

ranging between $750,000 and $25 million.  Table A.15 summarizes our availability analysis by 

capacity.  Overall, most AABEs are small firms, with annual revenues under both $15 and $20 

million. 

Table A.15 below summarizes the percentages of AABEs in the three markets of 

construction, architecture, and technology in each MSA with revenues below and above $15 

million and $20 million based on D&B data.  All AABEs in Atlanta in the three selected 

industries have annual sales revenues under $15 million, categorizing them as small firms.  In 

Chicago, 3.1 percent of firms with less than $15 million in revenues are AABE, while 5.7 

percent of firms with more than $15 million are AABEs.  Using the $20 million revenue 

threshold, we see that 4.9 percent of Chicago firms with over $20 million in revenues are 

AABEs.  In San Francisco, 9.4 percent of firms with less than $15 million and also $20 million 

in revenues are AABEs.  Of the firms with revenues over $20 million, 10.3 percent are AABEs.  

Overwhelmingly, Asian Americans are not the owners of large firms (revenues of at least $15 

million or $20 million), which are best positioned to win public contracts. 

Table A.15 Availability of firms by capacity as a percent of the total market area 

 Annual Revenues 

 <$15 million >$15 million <$20 million >$20 million 

Atlanta     

AABE 1.9 0 1.9 0 

Not-AABE 98.1 100 98.1 100 

Chicago     

AABE 3.1 5.7 3.2 4.9 

Not-AABE 96.9 94.3 96.8 95.1 

San Francisco     

AABE 9.4 9.9 9.4 10.3 

Not-AABE 90.6 90.1 90.6 89.7 
Source: Tabulated by authors from D & B. 
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A) Method 

To find estimates of AABEs and non-AABEs categorized by revenue, we started with the 

adjusted D&B dataset, which was the D&B dataset with additional AABEs identified by 

matching surnames from Census data, and used the larger of the two variables - “base sales” and 

“total sales” – to indicate annual revenues for each firm.  For businesses listed in the adjusted 

D&B dataset that did not have “base sales” or “total sales” listed, we imputed their annual 

revenues by running a regression for revenues as a function of employment, employment-

squared, industry, and metropolitan area.  We used the coefficients to estimate annual revenues 

for firms listed in the D&B data without “base sales” or “total sales.” 

VIII) Determinants of Self-Employment 

 

Table A.16 Determinants of Self-Employment in 3 MSAs, 2005-2007 

 San Francisco Chicago Atlanta 

 Beta SE OR Beta SE OR Beta SE OR 

Age 0.108 0.001 1.11 0.114 0.001 1.12 0.108 0.001 1.11 

Age2 -0.001 0.000 1.00 -0.001 0.000 1.00 -0.001 0.000 1.00 

Male 0.252 0.005 1.29 0.515 0.004 1.67 0.480 0.005 1.62 

Asian -0.495 0.006 0.61 0.023 0.007 1.02 0.510 0.009 1.66 

Black -0.718 0.011 0.49 -0.573 0.006 0.56 -0.522 0.006 0.59 

Latino -0.332 0.007 0.72 -0.558 0.007 0.57 -0.291 0.009 0.75 

Other Race -0.317 0.015 0.73 -0.063 0.018 0.94 -0.001 0.018 1.00 

Less than HS 0.110 0.010 1.12 0.007 0.008 1.01 -0.040 0.008 0.96 

Some College -0.019 0.007 0.98 0.124 0.005 1.13 -0.010 0.006 0.99 

Bachelor Degree 0.178 0.007 1.20 0.325 0.005 1.39 0.054 0.006 1.06 

Advanced Degree 0.298 0.008 1.35 0.587 0.006 1.80 0.102 0.007 1.11 

Construction 1.341 0.009 3.82 1.551 0.007 4.72 1.694 0.008 5.44 

Manufacturing -0.665 0.013 0.51 -0.927 0.009 0.40 -0.674 0.012 0.51 

Wholesale 0.433 0.013 1.54 0.284 0.010 1.33 0.273 0.012 1.31 

Retail and Personal 
Services 

0.698 0.008 2.01 0.766 0.006 2.15 0.737 0.007 2.09 

FIRE 0.514 0.008 1.67 0.596 0.006 1.81 0.725 0.008 2.06 

Professional 0.876 0.006 2.40 0.777 0.005 2.18 1.037 0.007 2.82 

Intercept -5.89 0.026  -6.59 0.020  -6.09 0.025  
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Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS/PUMS, 2005-2007. 

 
Table A.17 Determinants of Self-Employment Earnings (in 2007 Dollars) in 3 MSAs, 

2005-2007 

 San Francisco Chicago Atlanta 

 Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE 
Hours Worked per 
Week 

1,171.4 61.7 922.7 59.7 681.8 50.5 

Age 2,819.9 463.9 1,534.4 413.4 1,675.2 358.2 

Age2 -28.9 4.7 -15.8 4.2 -17.9 3.8 

Male 18,689.0 2,045.6 21,654.0 2,049.4 15,453.0 1,763.2 

Asian -10,444.0 2,680.3 -14,243.0 3,998.8 -12,684.0 3,904.9 

Black -5,472.9 4,651.1 -8,365.7 3,067.8 -5,594.4 2,064.5 

Latino -12,978.0 3,033.1 -13,122.0 3,178.5 -12,828.0 2,779.2 

Other Race -6,749.3 6,685.7 -6,408.8 8,384.5 -2,949.5 6,127.0 

Less than HS -7,214.5 3,921.7 2,573.0 3,778.0 -2,281.3 2,621.3 

Some College -2,436.2 2,966.2 650.8 2,574.8 8,313.9 2,126.1 

Bachelor Degree 8,766.7 3,014.8 14,675.0 2,763.1 15,047.0 2,311.9 

Advanced Degree 40,583.0 3,343.1 43,854.0 3,097.1 41,820.0 2,873.4 

Construction 3,629.3 3,631.8 1,322.1 3,229.5 3,924.6 2,625.9 

Manufacturing 1,971.1 6,455.4 17,933.0 5,976.7 10,563.0 5,314.6 

Wholesale 11,395.0 6,595.0 20,803.0 6,483.0 15,457.0 6,003.2 

Retail and Personal 
Services 

1,907.2 3,177.4 6,253.6 2,979.4 -265.3 2,666.4 

FIRE 29,141.0 3,513.0 30,770.0 3,198.9 21,184.0 2,959.0 

Professional 22,665.0 2,798.0 27,054.0 2,747.2 12,695.0 2,432.1 

Intercept -79,513.0 11,131.0 -55,979.0 9,781.8 -45,536.0 8,129.2 

Source: Tabulated by authors from ACS/PUMS, 2005-2007. 

 

 

 


