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MAINTAINING THE FAMILY BUSINESS IS BOTH
A CHALLENGE AND A PLEASURE FOR OLIVIA LEE

O

livia Lee always knew she would join the family business. It was just a
question of when. As a third-generation member of the Lee family business,
Shiamas Group Ltd, it was up to her and her younger sister to inject some
young blood into the company.
After completing her higher education, she decided to get a head start
and learn about the business. As a director of the group, she focusses on the
development of the brands, merchandising and retail operations.
The Lee family, although small, is certainly well-established in Hong Kong. The
company, started by Lee’s grandmother Shia-ping Lee in 1975, had one aim: to bring luxury
European brands to the city. Talking about the city’s upscale retail now, the younger Lee
says: “Hong Kong is a mature market for luxury brands. It’s a good gateway for brands that
are looking to get into China.”
She has watched the family business expand over the years to include more than 44
shops in mainland China and 14 shops and a head office in Taiwan, which mostly runs on its
own with some input from the Lee family.
In order to keep the business going, Lee is paving the way by expanding into China. “Hong
Kong people are already familiar with the luxury market, so we need to expand further in
China. People in second-tier cities are getting richer.
“Luxury brands are not necessarily moving away from Hong Kong. Asia is still a hub for
them. If you include Japan and Korea, about 50 percent of sales of luxury items are being
purchased by people from mainland China.”
Shiamas Group is not looking to increase the number of brands they represent. Lee says:
“We want to keep our size and build a stronger base for our current brands.”
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With the main China office based in
Shanghai, the company also has smaller
branches in Hangzhou and Chengdu. “It’s
an up-and-coming area, the spending power
is strong. We represent luxury brands, so we
need affluent customers.”
With all the successes, there must have
been some low moments and failures along
the way also, but even so the company
experienced relatively few difficulties with
their brands. “If it’s not working, we remain
professional and adhere to the contract.
We try our best to make it work, and put
everything out on the table and ensure that
it is transparent.”
Lee believes that shoppers prefer
purchasing items in Hong Kong for several
reasons. The obvious one is that Hong Kong
is a sales tax-free city. She also believes that
consumers are confident buying items in
Hong Kong, as they trust the quality.
Exclusivités, the retail outlet for home
accessories and dinnerware is popular in the
city, and houses about 30 brands, such as
Versace and Japan’s Narumi. One collection
is launched each year, as business is slowmoving. The nature of the products means
that customers don’t return to purchase
things daily or weekly; they buy a few sets
for life, or when they move into a new home.
Lee says: “About half of our customers
who purchase items in Hong Kong are
locals. They are usually affluent housewives
who entertain, often at home, so they buy
nice table settings and fine china. Our
customers from mainland China can’t
always carry the items (home accessories)
back – they are fragile and delicate.”
Lee also notes that they occasionally
serve clients in the interior design industry,
who return to accessorise their show flats.
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Lee has noticed a trend of people in mainland China going
directly to the source, visiting Europe to do their shopping
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Some have grown-up children who are newly married
and have bought their own home, and return to buy
cutlery and silverware.
Lee has noticed a trend of people in mainland
China going directly to the source, visiting Europe to
do their shopping. “They can afford to do this. It is
cheaper to buy a product, for example, furniture from
a European brand in Europe.”
She also notes the culture of gift-giving in China
has become less popular, and predicts the market will
either remain the same or slow down in the next five to
10 years, due to government policies designed to stop
this practice. “Gift-giving has slowed down recently,
which has affected many luxury brands.”
Many brands have responded to this trend
and now design products especially for the Chinese
market, such as chopsticks and rice bowls. Lee says
the fashion and cosmetic industries are following suit
as they have to adapt to survive.
Shiamas Group has been successful due to its
management. Everyone is involved in the decisionmaking process. Lee says: “We have good staff, and
many of them have worked with the company for more
than 10 years. They are all hard-working people.”

Loretta Chan, a long-time colleague of Lee’s,
agrees. “Everyone has worked here for a long time.
They are all easy to work with and we’ve built a good
team spirit, which definitely helped Olivia settle into
the company (when she joined seven years ago).”
Learning about business strategies at university in
the United States prepared Lee for her return to Hong
Kong. Many who study abroad end up settling there
and get accustomed to a different lifestyle, but Lee was
always prepared to join the family business. For her,
Hong Kong is home, as it is where the family is.
She says: “I enjoy the city life. I enjoyed being
away from home, and I was surrounded by great
friends. I always knew I’d come back and help the
family business. I enjoy what I’m doing now.” Lee
cannot see herself doing something else; Shiamas
Group is what she knows.
Even so, running an established family business
is both a blessing and a curse. You’re able to carve
your own path, but you can’t pull away or take a break
because it’s your lifeline. “My father (Thomas Lee) still
discusses any big decisions with my grandmother. She
still goes to the office, but she’s semi-retired. We often
discuss matters at home.”
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go to the room, it’s two-star, and when you enter the
bathroom, it’s one-star. It’s a humbling experience.”
Lee also looks to her father for direction and
strategy: “He is more involved in the big picture. He
sets goals we need to achieve and gives us suggestions.
Along with our other staff, I work on executing them.”
This is for both the luxury brands that Shiamas
represents and for the Fook Ming Tong tea shops. The
elder Lee has much experience in the retail business,
and this is something that his daughter is constantly
looking to learn from.
She admires her father’s ability to deliver on
what he promises. Lee continues: “The trust between
business partners is important; their relationship is
important to the company. I hope to continue to keep
up with that level of customer care.”
As Fook Ming Tong teas are sourced directly by
the family, they have become popular in Hong Kong.
There has been interest from Europe and Japan about
carrying Fook Ming Tong teas, but exporting them
to other countries has proved difficult. Because they
source the teas from many different farms, there are
quality control and health regulations to consider

Family business is long-term. I personally hope to stay
healthy and happy, and maintain a work-life balance
brands under its wing. One of his passions was
Chinese tea, which he missed while living in the
United Kingdom for a while.
He founded the Fook Ming Tong tea shop – a
different venture entirely to the luxury European
brands that Shiamas Group is noted for – and decided
to start his own tea business in Hong Kong.
Lee says: “He wanted to maintain the traditional
culture of tea drinking. My father enjoys Chinese
culture, including calligraphy, and he reads many
books on Chinese history. He believes the traditional
methods are lost.”
Lee’s father is heavily involved in the sourcing
of products. He found farmers who cultivated tea by
hand, and took the business from there. Having been
involved in developing the brand, it is something Lee
is equally passionate about.
As much as China has grown, it can still be
challenging. Lee has accompanied her father on trips
to the farms and the factories in China where they
have witnessed the sourcing and production of tea.
“It’s a really different experience. Some of the
hotels are small, and you visit the farmers in their
homes. It’s not as luxurious as Hong Kong.
“Sometimes they say the hotel is four-star, but
when you go to the lobby, it’s three-star. When you
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before they can be exported. Lee says: “We source so
many different qualities of teas; we can’t guarantee it
all comes from one farm.”
Lee’s colleague, Chan, says that she is more daring
than her father and grandmother when it comes to her
management style. “She likes to try new, creative ideas
and she loves to combine elements of the traditional
and modern. She has learnt the drive and dedication
for perfection from her father and grandmother.”
The knowledge that her father and grandmother
have acquired over the years is something Lee also
hopes to tap into. The sense of responsibility to
customers and the after-care services the company
provides have led to its success, and return custom.
It’s a simple philosophy, but a winning one.
Despite it being difficult to switch off from the
business, Lee hopes to achieve a sense of balance in
her life. She pursues other interests such as pilates
and hiking, while she used to play golf. Traditionally
a man’s sport, she reels off a list of family members
who play golf – noticeably absent is her father. “Maybe
he’ll pick it up when he retires,” she jokes.
Ultimately Lee hopes to continue the success of
her father and grandmother. “Family business is longterm. I personally hope to stay healthy and happy, and
maintain a work-life balance.”
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The family is proud of its success. Matriarch Shiaping Lee received the Officer of the Légion d’Honneur
in 2009. She is the first woman in Hong Kong to
receive such a high accolade for promoting French
brands in Hong Kong and Asia.
On whether the younger Lee imagines reaching
the same level of success as her grandmother, she is
reflective. “It’s not something I dare to even dream
about. It was such a great honour for her; we are
really proud of her. She is so brave, and she’s good
at forming relationships with people. Our business
partners, customers and staff all love her.”
The family should be proud of the older Lee’s
success. After opening an antiques shop in the
Peninsula in the 1970s, Shia-ping befriended many of
her neighbours, who were all smitten with her friendly
personality and strong business sense. It was the
trust they put in her which got the ball rolling for the
Shiamas Group, and led to them representing luxury
brands such as Lalique, Baccarat, Van Cleef & Arpels
and Alexandre Zouari, in Hong Kong.
Her father, Thomas, joined shortly after and
continued to develop the company, bringing other
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