Minority-Owned Businesses; Sue Khoo of Unique Furniture speaks on her management

Sue Khoo left Taiwan in 1973 for the United States with two suitcases and $1,000. 

By 1979, she had quit her job in the health care industry and begun importing furniture and art from the Orient Soon she had five furniture stores in Houston. 

In the mid- mid-1990s, though, Khoo was tired of the air pollution and crime in the big city and decided to move to Arkansas. 

Khoo opened Unique Furniture in downtown Jacksonville, and business quickly took off. Her furniture store that handles everything from imported Chinese bedroom suits to Asian clothes has expanded several times from a 6,000-SF showroom to 35,000 SF. 

Khoo said her secret is "good service, good price and good product." 

Her business skills will be tested in the independent furniture market, as the industry is in choppy waters.

"Today to survive you've almost got to be a part of a chain or a large organization," said Mike Pierce, a spokesman for the National Home Furnishings Association of High Point, N.C. "Many of the independents ... are disappearing." 

Pierce also said furniture sales have been soft so far this year. 

"We keep waiting for the great breakthrough that we think has been coming for three or four years, but we haven't seen it," he said. "They've been positive but not gangbusters." 

Furniture World, a trade publication, in its April 6 issue said it expects furniture sales to be flat to slightly down in the first half of 2006 and to see a 2 percent increase in the second half of the year. 

Pierce said it is unclear what impact rising fuel prices will have on furniture sales, but consumers will clearly have fewer discretionary dollars. 

The retail furniture industry also took a hit in 2004 when the International Trade Commission increased the tax on wooden bedroom furniture from China from just under 9 percent to 198 percent. 

Pierce said the tax mainly hurt importers like Khoo, who absorbed the cost of the tax or passed it on to retailers. 

"But the purchases from China are still growing. It's not had any impact on slowing that down," he said. "It's going to continue." 

Khoo said she sells some bedroom sets from China, but most of her bedroom furnishings are made in the United States. 

Even with the sluggish economy, Khoo said, Unique Furniture will survive because of its diversity of services and inventory. In addition to imported furniture, Unique Furniture offers merchandise ranging from flower arrangements to chop sticks. It also offers interior design services and has nearly finished a contract worth $35,000-$40,000 to decorate the 57 guest rooms and lobby of the Jacksonville Inn on Highway 67/ 167. 

Khoo declined to release sales figures sales figures for her store. But she said business is good and that the store is in the middle of a $15,000-$25,000 renovation. 

Coming to America 

Sitting in her showroom recently, with the sound of water trickling from the indoor fountains, Khoo said hard work allowed her to accomplish her goals--and to disprove the naysayers who said a store wouldn't survive in Jacksonville. 

With an intense advertising campaign, she said, "people will come no matter where you are.... I'm so happy I'm here." 

Growing up in Taiwan, Khoo didn't dream about being a businesswoman. She wanted to be a nurse. 

She received her nursing and midwife license in Taiwan. But when her boyfriend left Taiwan to study in America, Khoo followed him. 

In 1973, she arrived with just the suitcases in her hands and $1,000. 

"I never wrote a letter and told my Daddy I needed money," Khoo said. 

Her father, who made more than enough cash in the movie and publishing industry, would have sent the money, but she said she felt she was old enough to take care of herself. 

Her first job was working in a factory for $2.25 an hour before continuing her education at St. Frances College in New York .

Soon, though, Khoo got married, and her husband was transferred to a job in Galveston, Texas, where she found work as a nurse. But her nursing dream started to fade. 

Khoo cared for a number of patients that didn't speak English. 

"I put too much heart into the patients," she said. "So after work, I still tried to help them." 

She said she needed a break from the health care industry and launched a retail career after watching a friend do it. First she opened a restaurant and grocery store; they succeeded financially, she said, but required too much work. 

In 1979, she started importing furniture, art and other items from the Orient and eventually opened a string of furniture stores called Mandarin in Houston and Tampa, Fla. 

Unique Furniture 

In the mid-1990s, Khoo was getting tired of the Houston environment and started looking for Looking for a place to move. 

"So I did a marketing study to see how different types of furniture was selling," Khoo said. 

She discovered that central Arkansas was an untapped market for imported furniture, and Little Rock Air Force Base at Jacksonville was a special draw. 

"People see things overseas and then want them in the U.S.," she said. "So I said, 'Well, let me try it here.'" 

And she thought Jacksonville would be a growing city. 

Khoo started out in a 6,000-SF building. Within five months, she ran out of space and rented five warehouses. 

Within three years, Unique Furniture moved into a 35,000-SF location but remained in downtown Jacksonville. 

She sells imported furniture from China, Hong Kong, Indonesia and Taiwan and tries to keep her prices as low as possible. At least once a year, Khoo travels overseas to order furniture. She has increased the volume of her orders to keep a lid on the freight costs, and placing the orders in person eliminates the need for a broker, which also helps keep her prices down. 

But Khoo doesn't turn her back on American-made items. "I still believe that we need to support this country," Khoo said. And she isn't afraid of the furniture competition from big-box stores and national chain stores.
"Actually, I see their price is much higher than ours," she said. "I still can make ... a profit and still give customers good service.... I see my competition and I make myself say, 'I could do better than they did.'" 

Khoo realizes this is a difficult time to be selling furniture. 

"We're going to work hard," Khoo said. "We're never going to give up." 

And part of her strategy is to make customers of people who can't afford to replace their old furniture. 

"If they can't buy a bedroom set, maybe they can change a picture," Khoo said. "Maybe [add al different style to make the room more fresh. So that's the reason I don't have the furniture only." 

She also believes in heavy advertising and has seen people drive or call from as far away as Mississippi to buy furniture after seeing television commercials for Unique Furniture. 

"Without advertisement, nobody would know we're here," Khoo said. 

The media campaign includes infomercials, billboards, and newspaper, TV and radio ads. 

In addition, Khoo also believes in community service and will donate items or retail space to nonprofit groups. The local community "is how I get my money, so I have to give it back to them," she said. "I think this is important." 

Khoo said she and her seven employees (who don't work on commission) try to treat the customer as a friend. 

"No matter what, we just give people the truth, and when people need something, they come to me," Khoo said. 
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