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Introduction

One day an elephant saw a hummingbird lying flat on its
back on the ground; its feet in the air.

“What are you doing, ” asked the elephant.

The hummingbird replied, “I heard that the sky might
fall today. If that happens, | am ready to do my part to
hold it up.”

The elephant laughed and mocked the bird. “You think
those feet can hold up the sky?”

“Not alone,” said the bird. “But we must each do what

we can, and this is what I can do.’
—Adapted from R. MacDonald, Three Minute Tales

The Hmong American community is truly diverse in geographic regions,
culture, clan, perspectives and ideas, and as individuals. At times their
differences have strengthened them; at other times it has segregated their
work, creating pockets of silos at the individual, family, clan, local, and
national levels. For the past 35 years, the national community has not had
the opportunity to come together to create a vision that unites it members
from across the nation - one vision that bridges differences within the
culture and leverages the rich heritage and resources inherent within the : :
community. To address this situation, Hmong National Development (HND) &
hosted the first Hmong American Leadership Symposiumfrom April 21 — 23, ’
2011, where over 100 multigenerational leaders —formal and informal —
began a dialogue that would serve as a foundation to build the leadership
capacity of the Hmong American community in the United States.

As the Chinese fable above tells, leaders have a responsibility to one another and to their stakeholders. At
this year’s symposium, participants were asked to think about the role of leadership in cross-sectors and
what could be done to ensure that Hmong leaders and their leadership matter at a deep level.Additionally,
participants contemplated what it took tonurture awareness for leadership, unity, and service throughout
all levelsof the community.This year’s symposium laid the ground work for annual gatherings of national
leaders to share best practices, personal and professional challenges, andto spark new ideas for
community revitalization.

Background

The environment of the 21st century provides opportunities and challenges for Hmong American leaders
as they develop strong cross-sector partnerships to sustain their organizations and create innovative
spaces for community and individual growth. The diversity of systems and social demographics demand
that Hmong American leaders meet the challenges of different stakeholder and community needs. The
changes in societies around the globe necessitate a new and different paradigm for how the community



comes to think about who they are as Hmong Americans and what type of leadership is required to enable
future generations to be successful. All this makes it harder and more challenging to think and practice
leadership in the same way.

Hmong American organizations, communities, and leaders face many problems that other ethnic/racial
minorities face across the country. Some of these are:

Ensuring the safety, health, and well-being of community members.

Developing new businesses and fostering economic growth.

Nurturing community members that will contribute to a vibrant U.S. socio-economic culture.
Supporting and providing resources to build upon the diversity of the Hmong American
community.

Reassuring the community of their trust in clan leaders, Hmong organizations and its employees.
Creating, providing, and delivering services that are culturally appropriate and relevant, meeting
the needs of community members no matter their socio-economic background in a timely manner.

As community builders and organizers, activists, leaders and managers, advocates, professionals, parents,
and studentsHmong personsknow what works and doesn’t work for their communities. They know that to
successfully transform theirenvironmentsand rebuild their communities, they need to gain an equitable
footing in the United States, paying significant attention to and addressing socio-economic, political, and
legal barriers.

Goals of the Symposium

A leader has a shared vision; [a leader
FOI‘ the purpose Of thlS yeal"s ympOSlum, HND Created the |s] a person Who |s not Self_ser\”ng’ an
following as foundational goals for an on-going activitor, a person with skills, a
symposium. These goals will likely change based on the motivator, a person who is
different ideas, perspectives, and opinions about the nature humble....Leaders have a vision, an
of work in building and harnessing the power of the Hmong | ability to move forward, to create change.
community in leadership development. These goals are -- Leadership Symposium Participant

currently expressed as:

1.

Create the space and time for Hmong leaders across the United States to build a stronger, unified
Hmong community, nationally and locally, by learning and sharing best practices, resources, and
community challenges about the Hmong American experience.

Develop a Strategic Think Tank for Hmong organizations that serves as a central location for
assessing the strengths and learning gaps of the community. The purpose of the Strategic Think Tank
is to conduct high-quality, independent research that leads to innovative, practical solutions that
advance three broad goals:

e Wealth creation and economic sustainability within the Hmong American community.

e Successful integration and socio-economic and political advancement of Hmong Americans
to the United States.

e Advocacy for social justice and social change issues that enable Hmong American to attain
higher levels of success.



3. ldentify strategies and systems that enable Hmong leaders and organizations to be accountable and
transparent in their programming and service delivery to the community and to those who fund them
at a national and local level.

4. Engage participants in the continuous development and creation of a Strategic Road Map that
identifies key issues, strengths, opportunities and challenges to the Hmong American community in
the next 10, 20, and 30 years.

5. Cultivate and build leadership and leaders that will help to sustain the parts of our culture that are
timeless and to be able to successfully develop leaders in a global capacity. We know that leadership
forms and perspectives have changed over time; we are cognizant of this and what this can mean for
our community — locally, nationally, and globally. This annual symposium is a place to explore ideas
and best practices around leadership within the community.

6. Evaluate our progress and work at a national and local level by helping the Hmong American
community to understand where their strengths and learning needs are, as well as to determine the
impact of services, where to reduce duplication of programming, and to find solutions to evaluation

gaps.
Description of Attendees

Hmong National Development, Inc. identified key community and thought leaders within the fields of
education (early childhood, K-12, higher education institutions, charter schools), health (counseling,
mental, chemical, physical health, etc.), economic development (small businesses, micro-enterprises,
business owners, etc. ), community building and advocacy, government agencies (local and national),
foundations, and nonprofits. They also identified key nonprofit and clan leaders within different states.
Through primary and secondary invitations, attendees represented a wide-range of professional and
educational backgrounds. In total, over 300 persons were contacted and invited to attend; the symposium
had 209 attendees. The attendance was as follows on each day: Thursday — 77 attendees, Friday — 82
attendees, and Saturday — 50 attendees.

Symposium Schedule

The Leadership Symposium took place over three days in downtown Minneapolis, MN, as part of the 15"
Annual Hmong National Development Conference taking place April 22™ through 24™. While most
attendees also participated in the Conference, others only attended the Leadership Symposium portion of
the Conference.

Thursday Session: What Unites Us? A Look at Hmong Americans’ Past

and Future

Thursday’s session consisted of panel speakers and opportunities to focus on dialogue and deliberation.
The intent of day’s work was to enable participants to listen, learn, and share with one another including
with expert panelists on the topics of Hmong American Leadership and the issues/challenges facing the
community. Therefore, the day was sectioned off into three different discussions: the first focused on
leadership and current issues/challenges in leading, the second section focused on education and health
with three expert guest panelists, and the third section of the day focused on community building and



economic development with two expert guest panelists (panelist bios are included in the Appendix
Section at the end of this report).

Questions panelists spoke to include the following:

1. Describe your experiences as it relate to leadership in your field/sector.

2. What type of change is needed in the sector as it relates to the Hmong community and the types
of leaders needed to address the challenges?

3. From your experiences in this sector, what would you recommend the Hmong community
leverage as its strengths in working to create opportunities and overcome barriers in leadership
and (sector in reference)?

At the conclusion of the panels, attendees participated in small group discussions reflecting on panelist
comments.

Friday Session: What Will Unite Us? Creating a Sustainable Future

Friday’s session asked participants to envision a future state in which the barriers to issues and
challenges were addressed, and the Hmong community is sustainable and growing. Questions included:
How do we hold ourselves accountable for the development of leadership in the community?
How can we embrace our differences as Hmong and learn to work together?

How can we create a leadership pipeline for the community?

How can we be proactive in our work and leadership?
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How can we create transparency in our work and leadership?

Saturday Session: Creating our Future: 10, 20, and 30 Years

Saturday’s session asked participants to envision their participation and support in a continuous dialogue
on leadership. Questions included:

How do we continue this dialogue after the symposium?

What format should the symposium take in the future?

w MR

How do you want to be involved?
4. What ideas do you have to engage people to continue this work?

Additionally, attendees worked on specific thematic issues/challenges and strategized concrete action
steps, training gaps, and resources.

Theme 1: Develop and Support Leadership Education and

Training
The majority of participants expressed a strong need for a leadership institute or center that would provide
them with a variety of leadership skills development, engage them with a multi-generational group of



leaders — both formal and informal — and provide essential leader and leadership education. Within these
areas, the attendees stressed the importance of the following:

1. Provide professional and jersonal leadership skill development, training and
educationSample topics varied from philosophical to tactical: what is a leader, what models of
leadership and leaders exist, what leadership is needed now in the Hmong community, how can
leaders best communicate, what skills are necessary for leaders to lead in the 21st century, how
can leaders resolve conflict, and how can they work together were just a few of the suggestions.

2. Gather multi-generational leaders- formal and informal positions — to discuss leadership
challenges and stategize solutions. Participants expressed the importance of creating generational
dialogues that contributed to addressing local and national issues. Many stressed the value of a
younger generation including gender leadership in the progression of the community.

3. Create a space where leaders can discuss, debate, and dialogue without fear or retaliation,
shame, or embarassmentAlmost all groups spoke to the disconnect they had to leaders within
the community; this was a result of an older leadership system based on clan and political
relationships. Many participants spoke about the need to gather leaders together in a manner that
encouraged them to take risks and debate critical issues within the community e.g. polygamy,
human trafficking, domestic abuse and violence, gambling, mental health issues, and more.
Participants spoke to the need for leaders to “be okay” to not having the answers to community
problems and for encouraging healthy conflict among leaders.

4. Cultivate new geerations of emergent leaders across sectaagd clan systemdt was
important for these participants to see the community engage and embrace new types of
leadership which includes the youth. Additionally, attendees discussed the value of exploring
different types of leadership and leader models across sectors. By doing so, participants felt this
could help broaden the leadership perspective and dialogue within the community.

Theme 2: Advance and Grow the Hmong Community

Participants felt the Hmong community has great assets as well as limitations. Most felt that the lack of
collaboration among organizations, gaps in resource sharing and networking, and disaggregated data and
research were barriers to the work within the community. Some noted that disparities in health,
economics, and socio-cultural environments could greatly be reduced if organizations and communities
were able to come together to strategize concrete steps and advocate for local and national issues.

Within these areas, the attendees stressed the following activites as critical:

Identify community needs and assets in thareas of economics, health, education, and business
development.Attendees noted that there has not been a comprehensive study of the strengths and
challenges that communities face across the country. This data, if it has been conducted, has generally
been at a local level and there has not been a collection of this data. Participants stated that
conducting studies in these areas and centralizing the information would be most useful to advancing
the community.

Foster best practices in accountability, reearch, and evaluation within the areas of economics,
health, education, and business developmemlany participants stated that they felt the leaders



within their sectors did not demonstrate accountability or transparency in their business actions and
practices. Some noted that perhaps leaders needed training since accountability standards are different
among sectors and across cultures. Others noted that the lack of best practice research and evaluation
prohibited the Hmong community from obtaining new funding, taking on new initiatives that would
be innovative and challenging, and helping the community move from a resettlement to community
building mind-set.

Develop partnerships among groups, clans, and organizations to address disparities in
economics, lealth, education, and business developmert.was stressed several times throughout
the symposium that there needed to be a central hub, networking site, or location for organizations
and leaders to gather and discuss partnership opportunities to address disparities in the community.
Included with this would be assistance to help organizations develop capacity for partnerships and
collaborations as well as understand different models of collaborations.

Theme 3: Create Whole, Healthy Family Environments

During the symposium, participants spoke about the impact of family and clan systems on the
advancement and leadership progress of the community. In particular, they spoke to the following areas:

Determine the key elements of culture and heritage to the

overall improvement of the commuiity * s pr ogr ess in the
U.S. Many felt that there were important aspects of the W’e hzve 0 czllaborate, kn;wl\;vhere
culture that were not highlighted or leveraged to move the yre ve beel, wito we dre, andwiere we

) are going...understand how this big
community forward. For example, clan systems can serve as

world operates, be able to transfer

barriers but can also be useful in managing conflicts, if the knowledge to children. Everyone has to
clan leaders were more partial to the issues and “walked their Work as a team no matter if that’s in
talk.” Participants were interested in gatherings where they the family, work, education, etc.

had the opportunity to identify the key strengths of the
traditions and rituals that could help maintain and
simultaenously move the culture forward.

-- Leadership Symposium Participant

Improve parenting, family, and clan systems to create

supportive and healthier family environments.Many participants expressed their concerns about
health, education, and economic disparities resulting from the lack of understanding and support
within family and clan systems. In particular, they noted the issues and dysfunctions with the family
environment such as: truancy, gang related activities, drugs and alcohol abuse, illiteracy, health
illnesses e.g. mental health, chronic diseases, poverty, human trafficking, gambling, bride kidnapping,
polygamy, gender inequity, and more. These items they noted were barriers to healthy families.
Develop support systems and resources to foster positive family, clan, and community
relationships. Many felt that if there were more support systems and resources available to families
and clans, this would help the community to live healthier lives. Most of all, missing from this were
positive role models for the community and individuals. Those who spoke to this noted that if the
community, organizatons, or individuals identified provided positive role models, this would
demonstrate to others the positive aspects of the culture. Finally, support systems and resources are
needed for helping families and communities develop more positive behaviors and actions towards
each other.



Theme 4: Promote and Encourage Advocacy and Civic

Engagement

The final theme from the sessions spoke to the need for more active services and programs in advocacy,
public policy, and civic engagement. Attendees wanted to highlight these areas because they could
address the systemic causes of disparities. In particular, the attendees focused on the following areas:

e Address inequitable institutional policies that contribute to the disparities in the soci@conomic
success of Hmong communitie§hroughout the three day symposium, participants spoke to the
disparities that existed in education, health, and economics within the community. Some provided
personal stories and examples about educational and social institutions that created barriers to the
success of children and families. Others talked about institutional racism and privileges that exists
prohibiting Hmong success.

e Foster positive citizenship and civic engagement among Hmong persohsthis area, participants
spoke about different types of leadership that should be fostered, e.g. civic leadership and leaders
within the political arena. It was suggested by some that HND play a larger role in engaging the
community in civic responsibility and to build and support the younger generation in this area.



Recommendations

Theory of Change

It is recommended that there be an articulated theory of change to accompany this work. Essentially, the
change theory should be about improving Hmong American’s capacity to understand the needs of their
communities and to think and act differently about how they educate, inform, and reach out to their
stakeholders. This theory of change can be specific to leadership/leader development, community areas
(e.g. theory of change related to community building in the Hmong community), or a change theory
related to the organization as a whole. By creating a theory of change, this will strengthen local and
national community engagement and learning — weaving a common thread through different community
lens.

Conduct a leader/leadership needs and community assessments

Community members for the most part provided a variety of issues around leadership and leader
development. There wasn’t a cohesive theme or key leadership/leader needs come up except for anecdotal
information around the four symposium themes. Many of these needs e.g. leadership around family,
resolving conflicts, more youth engagement, professional development, organizational development, etc.
have should be furthered explored and categorized for an understanding of where organization and
community readiness is for leadership development. It is suggested then that a leader/leadership
assessment be completed.

Establish a Hmong American Leadership Institute

Based on the data collected, the participants are eager for a central organizing entity that focuses on
supporting and developing Hmong American leaders who will help lead systemic changes within the
Hmong American community.

There are several suggestions in this area:

o Development of a leadership philosophy, statement, and approach

o A leaders institute with the following components: participants, curriculum, workshops,
community engagement, peer learning, conferences/seminars, partnerships, mentoring, coaching,
site travels, etc.

o Create scholarships and fellowships to promote leadership and community building

e An evaluation system that tracks leadership and leader outcomes for the community

A suggestion would be to create a leadership or leader institute that helps recruit, train, and provide
leadership development and capacity building to local and national Hmong organizations. This institute
can also bring in visiting scholars or lecturers that help and challenge Hmong organizations to think about
leadership and leading within the 21st century. It can also be a place where research is conducted to
understand different forms and styles of leadership and leaders within the community, provide resources
on leadership skill building and activities, and advocate for leadership innovation within the community.



Community participants noted the importance of promoting and fostering leadership development,
innovative leaders, and cultivating high-potential leaders, includng a focus on emergent leaders. HND
should explore the creation of a program areas in leadership that focus specifically on personal and
community leadership development. Within this program, there can be scholars, fellows, researchers,
activists, etc. that can participate with others within a cohort environment and receive support through
coaching, mentoring, and educational sessions. They can also play a larger role at an annual symposium
as participants, organizers, or conveners. It is suggested that HND also explore a leadership curriculum
where community members learn new skills and are equipped to address community issues.

National Leadership Advisory Group

It would be helpful for HND to gather individuals from national and local communities and organizations,
who are invested in Hmong American communities, to lead national efforts around leadership capacity
building.This advisory committee can help HND fine tune its strategic directions and priorities, serve as a
resource for HND staff and board around leadership development, suggest funding opportunities, and
provide ways to network and collaborate with potential partners. It is suggested that HND form an
advisory group that is diverse in demographics and consider non-Hmong advisory members. In the future,
HND can consider local leadership advisory committees that help local organizations and communities to
create their own leadership strategies.

Develop Strong Collaboration and Relationshipswith National and

Local Leaders

Many participants spoke to the need for HND to develop stronger relationships and partnerships with
federal and local government agencies, national nonprofits, and corporations. It would be valuable for
HND to map its national stakeholders based on its strategic directions and to connect with local
organizations and their stakeholders. Doing this enables HND to create a national network of partners
with resources and data that can be shared with local organizations. Additionally, this ensures that
community members are engaged and knowledgeable about national and local leadership challenges and
opportunities.

Establish Local Chapters of HND

It would be valuable for HND to expand its work locally through the creation of local chapters or
associations. Currently, HND has a membership but not a strong and consistent following of members.
Additionally, if it wantsto expand its reach by assisting with programming and services, providing
technical assistance, and building organizational capacity, it will need local resources, funding, and
support. Chapters may also help increase and promote a positive image of the organization at a local
level.

Establish and Fund a Strategic Think Tank Center

Many participants stated the importance of a central site that serves as a research center for resource,
information, data, and document best practices in education, health, economic and community
development, and advocacy and civic engagement in the Hmong community. Exploring a strategic think
tank or national resource center would be important to creating national unity. This think tank can house
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national and local research on Hmong American communities and advocate for national policy changes in
social, economic, political, and legal arenas. The think tank can also derive revenue from consulting
projects or partnerships in research with national organizations.

Facilitator Training for Leadership Symposium or Leadership Events

To ensure that the Leadership Symposium is the most effective, HND would need to include the training
of facilitators to help sustain the efforts and to ensure for efficient dialogues throughout the day. Early on
in the project, HND should identify 20-25 potential facilitators (Hmong leaders in the community from a
national level) to help facilitate break-out discussions and ensure that individuals are engaged and
learning. The long-term goal is to help build a core group of facilitators who will act as champions within
their own communities and on a national level who can continue to educate and inform local and national
work.Additionally, the creation of a facilitator guide will be written in such a way that it could be used in
a train the trainer setting for future symposium work.

Peer-Learning Model

As a part of this symposium or larger event, participants should be invited to join in Peer-Learning
Sessions during the symposium and continuing outside of the symposium convening. This is to help
encourage leaders to focus on their discussion and the development of their own organizational and local
outcomes and impact. The idea is that learning is a continuous process and must occur outside of an
annual symposium. Peer-learning enables leaders to work with one another, to learn from each other, and
to share best practices and challenges in their work. Each of these peer learning sessions should be team-
directed and guided by a trained facilitator. HND will need to provide the platform and coordination for
leaders to participate effectively and efficiently in peer-learning sessions. Lessons learned will be
gathered and presented at the next Leadership Symposium. Each peer-learning session should will be
evaluated.

Next Steps for Continuing Dialogue

Participants listed some immediate next steps for the continuation of this symposium. These items are
listed below:

1. Conduct a national assessment of leadership, community, and organizational needs.
2. Host monthly or quarterly meetings to discuss the ideas from symposium.

3. Create a task force or committees to lead different issues and topics.

4. Develop newsletters, blogs, videos, and other types of social media to keep in touch.
5. Conduct more outreach, marketing, and publicity to engage diverse people.

6. Reach new audiences or hard to tap audiences (working parents).

7. Send out reports and continue dialogues.
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