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FEPME Interviews with Entreprenuers in Thailand and Malaysia
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Questions | asked in the interview:

1. As an experienced entrepreneur, you have probably faced challenges — problems — in starting your
business and keeping it growing. Please tell me about some of the challenges you have faced —
maybe one, two or three challenges.

2. How did you overcome those challenges and difficulties?

3. When you were facing those challenges, what were your feelings — what was your mental situation?
And what kept you going?

4 . What did you learn in the process of overcoming those challenges?
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27 February interviews

Stephen Liew, pest control company

Before starting

| started my own business on February first 1985, so from Jan 31st this year (2015) it has been 30years.
Before starting my business, I was working almost two and a half years in Singapore doing pest control.
[ was doing all the operation jobs there, including technical parts of the work. After that, I decided to
come back to Kuala Lumpur and I joined another pest control company, an international company.
There I also did technical work and also became involved in marketing, in sales. That was for almost

another two and a half years.

Starting the business

Then I thought if I work for people and have all the skills I need and know about different kinds of
customers and I have equipped myself well, I thought why don’t [ start my own business? | had a friend,
very young, very diligent who delivered fresh milk every morning to customers, and I asked him to work
with me, too, and after about six months we decided to form a company. My parents then supported me
with some initial money to start up join up and my friend put in some money. It was a 50-50 partnership.
And at that time I had just got married 1984 December and I started my business first of February. My
wife said she wanted to join me and work with me to help the company. But her father was very
unhappy. He was worried about his daughter. He said to her why do quit such a good job? You’re
doing so well. It’s dangerous. What if the company doesn’t do well? Who’s going to feed you? But my
wife said she had decided and she wanted to work together. My wife was working and earning well.
When she started working for me, she got only half the salary she was making before. So for me, it was
like burning my bridges behind me. There was only one way, no more turning back. When there’s a
bridge you might feel like turning back, but when there’s no bridge, you only have one way. You go

forward.

So I, my friend and my wife started. We kept our costs low. We bought some secondhand office
furniture at garage sales and we found a really small place away from the city, but it was suitable.
That’s how we got started. We worked diligently to get customers. We made a contract with each
customer. In the first three months, we broke even. By the end of the first year, we had a 30% net profit.
That was because we worked hard to get customers and invoiced them as soon as each job was finished

so we could get immediate payment for each job we did.
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Dealing with the competition

Now there are about 700 pest control companies. Even back then there were about 300 companies. If
you count the illegal ones, there would be about double that number. So one of the challenges was that
some companies were very small and had very low prices. Another challenge when I was small was how
to compete with big, well-established companies. Some of them were foreign companies. The only way |
could compete with big companies in the beginning was to charge less. I could do that because we were
a small company, so our overhead was lower than theirs. Later we hired more people and upgraded our
computer system so our costs also increased, but by that time we could compete with “the big boys.”
The business grew slowly and steadily for about ten years, but then we came to a stretch when we were

struggling. We always had to think about prices. .

At that time I engaged a business coach who helped me in my marketing. He was from Australia and
coached me for four years. One of the things he taught me was to differentiate my company from the
others. What was different about my company compared to the other 600 companies? They all advertise
that they offer good service. So we came up with a money—back guarantee, a guarantee to eliminate
your pests or your money back. That way, we were able to quote somewhat higher prices and could
compete even with the foreign pest control companies. That made my company different from the

others. No one offered a money—back guarantee. That was my USP-unique selling proposition.

Initially I was afraid to offer such a promise. I wondered if customers would cheat me. But if customers
see that you are honest and really want to do a good job for them, almost all customers will be honest
with you. That’s what [ learned. One customer complained that he saw a termite after the pest control
treatment had been finished. However, it was a different species of pest and the contract stated that
the money—back guarantee covered only reappearance of the same species. I knew that I would win if
our disagreement was taken to court, but I would lose the goodwill between us, so I refunded his money.
The customer was extremely pleased. The next week he came back and signed a bigger contract for
termite prevention. This turned the unhappy customer into a loyal customer. The money—back
guarantee means that my company takes the risk rather than the customer. But it is a powerful strategy
because that customer wanted to share the news of my honest and reliable company with his friends. 1
do various things to win and keep the goodwill of my customers: I send birthday cards with a voucher
for the next pest treatment, I send a newsletter, and I give a 5% discount for the next job to every

customer who introduces a friend who becomes a customer.

What I have learned

Succeeding in creating a business, any business, and keeping it going isn’t easy. If there are 100
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companies, every 5 years only 20% survive. So after 15 years only 1.6 companies are still in business.

1. Success or failure depends on how well you take care of customers.

2. Never give up. | learned to persevere in the economic down—turns of 1985-6 and 1997-8 when
business was bad.

3. Stay focused. Do what you know best and be the best in what you do.

4. Be true to your word. Under—promise and over—deliver.

5. Promise integrity by implementing a corporate integrity system (CIS) so that all stakeholders—
suppliers, staff, salespeople, technicians, etc.—all share the same framework, rules and expectations.

6. Take good care of employees who are your “internal customers.” Getting good people is one of the
biggest problems in business, so I pay employees more than other companies, give them enough
training, inspire them. In my business, it pays to hire good entomologists and then train them in

business matters, too.

3:00 Tan Su Cheng

Started from his garage—always wanted to start his own company

Was working at a publically listed company (interior design)

When he starts his expectation of business was very different from reality — some money from father
and with two partners, also designers

Rented a house and renovated as office

1°* 6 months, no income and all three wives pregnant — wasn’t looking good after having resigned from
company

Got no business because they were “nobodies” got some small jobs  did an event for Christian Dior
and others

Breakthrough — 2.1 million job from friend’ s father 362 days straight (one year)

2™ year sometimes took Sundays off

3" year Sunday always off

Very many challenging

Good designers but lack of connections 1996 (2 years before crash) team of 20 a good mentor
(banker) changed the way they used

Resources

They were strong because of sold money management

Big breakthrough —Mimos (spearhead Malasian IT industry) hired them started 1998 1% design award

Till now 70 design awards — probably most in country
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2006 designer of the year PDI Design Associates

1998 became a millionaire

2000 invested money beachfront property amibitious project but didn’t knew what he was getting into
always confident Had studied business in NY tech bubble burst banks stopped loaning to cities
without airport

Designing business was OK but big project was suffering Had bought a lot of land — couldn’t pay, had
huge debt, very bad time

How overcame — great team (family, partners, etc.) good consultant team helped him through -
although he couldn’t pay for two years

Sold whole project and made a lot of money — it was a cash flow problem Had to replan everything BIG
PARTY AND PAID EVERYONE BACK WITH INTEREST AND A BONUS

Paid loyal employees generously 4 years of hell Getting the government title (deed) made it

NOT GIVING UP

Thought about retiring

NLP trainer

Combine with design, which

Interior design, fulltime investor, NLP trainer

Now has a new partner and is planning a new project — billion $ project

Learned: cash flow is most important Without it, nothing can happen
Having a great team is next most important
Now doing PhD  Molecular Organization employees who want to become business partner in their

area of expertise (custodian)

3:30 Edwin Kumar

Challenges 22 years old 1982 his first business. Was studying to do accountancy and looking for a way
out. Loved cars. Rewards himself with a car after each success. His motivation was to find a new idea—
renting tropical plants to companies for their decoration. Needed a truck to deliver plants. With a little
family help, Rent a Pot. No knowledge of the product. No finance. Couldn’t get credit. Basically cash
basis. Growth was slow. He did all the jobs. The end game was to get the car. Many times wanted to
quit but decided it was better than a lower—paying

Sold after 27 years to a big tropical plant company.

Challenge: need for land for a nursery. There was a murder at his nursery.

Money was reasonably good and car he wanted.
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Learned: a person needs a concrete (material) dream that can be reached within 2 or 3 years.

Also does landscaping and for events. Sold business and is in real estate now.

How overcome difficulties and challenges: You make a decision and take action. Money is always a

problem. The bridging is the money. Tropical plants are sensitive to downturns.

Entrepreneurs need to monetize what they have a passion for. Edwin — the car goals

4:00 Ronald Khoo

Worked in a bank 5 years, quit at 25 years to start wine business in 2000. 12 years and marketed to
retailers then sold that company

1 year break Now mango chili Food for Good project 3 passions: food, wine and music Restaurant
chain that attacts yuppies — every meal they buy a child gets a free meal — profit optimization (a for—
profit company that does social good)

Had a difficult time seeing how money could negatively affect business partners — Dylen Wilk = Then he
met DW and learned this business model of social contribution. They happened to sit together at a

conference

Challenge: Got angel funders for wine business organizationally — had to learn everything from trial and
errors, learning all aspects of business 2 partners, then the angel investors started giving orders to
employees as there was no clear separation of responsibilities. Angels wanted power, but Ronald
thought he was the boss. For about 10 frustrating

Learning — should have been more careful starting — poor foundation — always unhappy with the

situation — He walked away and gave the angels everything.

Made the same mistake again: had his former partner run the business and it grew quickly and accepted

a new angel who made a managing maneuver

Learned: importance of partners can be the best strength or a negative drag that can destroy the whole
thing

Aim 100 outlets — in order to feed 10,000,000 children a year

One year into it 32,000 children = marketing: companies see a way to do without it costing anything

Banks buy prepaid meals
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How did you handle those problems: was it a fluck or would that kind of problem happen again? Could I
walk away without trying to salvage what you feel may be yours  was close to depression but his faith

gave him strength and he found a totally different business model. Hoping to share this model

“Music for good” collect used instruments and give the instruments and get volunteer teachers — this

model was done in Peru (landfill harmonic) conductor and Canada (instruments beyond borders)

4:30 Adrian Povendra
Started from scratch
1995 started coincidental — audio system (he’s audiophile) manufacturing  would be first in Malaysia

it was good time here; everyone wanted an imported equipment Stuggled for two years.

Start selling importd ones OK until Asian currency crash — was wiped out his biggest chanllenge no idea
how to pay debts: lost KFC

Negotiated with lenders who agreed to refinancing Challenge was how to repay Decided to sell to
businesses rather than people

Gradually it grew an got a big contract with KFC, this business if still going and being run by his staff.

Had emotional connection to KFC.

2™ challenge lost KFC account but then redesign more Macdonalds digital interactive

Diversifying geographically

What [ learned

In every adversity there’s a silver lining — because we could use our system instead of the one that had
been ordered but couldn’t be delivered on time

Happened again in Jordan

There ‘s always a solution

By being more flexible we were able to differentiate ourselves from the other
His mom was a good entrepreneurial model. Renting rooms of the house. Assembling pens

Passion for a better life

The pain of returning borrowed sports equipment
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