Innovation Leadership Interviews
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SML GROUP LEADS THE LABEL

INDUSTRY WITH CREATIVE MIND

AND TRULY UNDERSTANDS
CUSTOMER NEEDS
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In 1985, SML was founded in Hong Kong and focused on apparel
branding services in the past 30 years. Their product range has
expanded from woven labels, printing labels, digital printing
products, to RFID one-stop technology solution in recent years.
By setting technology as the company’s new focus, SML has
transformed their traditional businesses successfully.

Started from producing small labels for apparel, SML Group is
now a multinational corporate with a presence in over thirty
countries. They are the world’s second largest supplier of apparel
branding services.

In the past two years, besides acquiring a RFID chip manufacturer
and a RFID retail software company, SML Group has also set up
research and development centers in Europe and the United
States, investing huge resources and efforts in RFID technology
development. Ronny Ho, Executive Chairman of SML Group
revealed their secrets of success and mentioned, “If we were not
creative enough and did notinvestin developing RFID application,
our company would not have existed until now.”

He emphasized that although there is always risk involved in any
business opportunities, embracing innovation is the foundation
of their continuous business growth. They are striving to introduce
new technologies to strengthen business performance and thus
keep their growth momentum.

Looking for the edge in an ever-changing market

In 1997, SML Group officially established as the parent company
of all of the Group’s international companies, signifying
the beginnings of a truly global brand. Looking back at the
development in the past three decades, innovation has been
the key to the rapid growth of business. As Mr. Ronny Ho said, in
the first ten years they mainly focused on setting up teams for
label manufacturing in Dongguan, the Group’s first production
site; in the second decade, they started introducing new
technologies, such as implementations of ERP and online order
platform, allowing customers to order at their online platform
instead of using fax with many manual processes. As a result,

“If we were not creative enough and did not invest
in developing RFID application, our company would
not have existed until now,” said Ronny Ho, Executive
Chairman (left) and Ignatius Lau, Chief Executive
Officer of SML Group.
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the data accuracy and process effectiveness has been improved
significantly. Meanwhile, through analyzing data about customers’
purchasing behavior collected from the online platform, the
company is able to better their long-term planning in business
and to improve operation efficiency.

Group structure supporting developmental needs

Being engaged in supplying best in class woven labels and trims
at its early stage of development, SML strategically expanded
product offering for data management and variable ticket
through acquiring technologically advanced companies in
specific fields ten years after its establishment, as a response to
the changing market needs. The optimized integration of new
and existing business, plus absorbing technical talents, enabled
the company to make the transition successfully. In 2011, the
Group set technology and RFID as the company’s new focus
and expanded into logistic operation systems and supply chain
management, appointing Ignatius Lau, who is an experienced
veteran in IT industry as their Chief Executive Officer, as well as
implementing a series of actions on market repositioning. They
are committed to transform SML from a regional manufacturer
of woven labels into a global enterprise that provides one-stop
technology solution for retailers worldwide.

Innovation-driven, market-based

“Besides technology innovation, we also need to understand
market acceptance of such technology and further explore that
whether it can be applied in customer services or not? This is how
we can maintain the sustainable development of businessinlong
run”. Mr. Ho said so. RFID is not a new technology. SML started
RFID solution development more than a decade ago. Until recent
years, quite a number global retailer brands has announced
to implement RFID empowered logistics and warehouse
management, which has significantly driven the demand of
RFID solutions and encouraged the Group to accelerate their
RFID business development. “Garment purchasing requirement
is very unique, which can be summarized as low cost, high
quantity, and nice quality. IT vendors do not have the network
of garment manufacturing and retail industries. That’s why we
are able to capture the business opportunities of retail RFID
applications.” Ho added.

Since 4 years ago, SML have started to enhance investment on
RFID business and set up research and development centers in
the United States and Europe. Ronny Ho believes that fulfilling
customers’ needs is the key to success. “When we deal with
the ways to insert RFID tags into different types of clothes, the
requirements vary depending on different brands in different
countries,” Ronny Ho said. “Without communications with
customers to understand their needs, we will not be able to
provide products meeting their expectations.”

Innovation initiated by frontline staff

As “the cradle of innovation “in the organization, their RFID
research and development centers in the United States and
United Kingdom are both equipped with research and production
departments, as well as simulated store to test the newly
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developed applications. “We rely on our frontline staff to drive
RFID-enabled application innovation, who keeps sharing the
latest market needs with the R&D team! Ignatius Lau said. “After
continuous discussion and testing, the customized solutions can
be provided to our customers. And more business opportunities
could be explored through this process.”

He further explained that SML's solution is only the container of
data. In order to strengthen relationship with customers, they
need to cater to different circumstance /needs of clients. For
instance, they designed a RFID solution with anti-theft function
to meet the specific need of their customer, which integrates
embedded RFID tags on products into the security system. Once
theft case occurs, the system can identify the stolen item(s)
other than trigger the security alarm, providing stolen goods
information faster than before.

Besides, the company leverages on both research and
development centers to provide a platform for training staff,
increasing their knowledge about RFID business, and helping
them make the shift from traditional ways of thinking about
business to the new one.

People-centric management

From label manufacturing to promoting brand new retail
concepts, SML has built up a teamwork culture with a diligent and
adaptive team, who actually drives business innovation. Ignatius
Lau, CEO of SML Group, stated that the management team
meets at least once a month, during which customer needs and
successful cases are shared. “We endeavor to keep innovations
abreast of market needs. Customer purchasing patterns change
every year, indicating what opportunities? And how can we seize
these opportunities?”"He added that “we have to observe the
feelings of others before making any changes. People-centric
management is crucial. Counting on talent is the principle, yet
coordination harmony is another key. ” Lau further explained
that as each project involves different sectors, the management
should co-ordinate the efforts of various departments to unleash
colleagues’ potential and creativity, encouraging them to be fully
committed and to make it happen.

Attentive listening, result-driven planning

Ignatius Lau emphasized that it is essential to share the future
plan with colleagues to seize each business opportunities
collaboratively. “Enterprise growth is result oriented. We need to
be innovation - driven and also market-based. Hence, we have
to be a good listener in the very first place” Lau said. “What are
the market challenges? What are the customer needs? Answers
for such questions can be found through listening to and sharing
with clients as well as colleagues. ” Besides, it is always a must
do to take ROl into account, no matter for improvement of the
existing solutions or chasing quick business wins.

Also, he highlighted 3 key elements of management: firstly,
respecting talents and establishment of collaborative team
spirit; secondly, senior management as key role model; thirdly,
objective-oriented, from ROl and cost saving to justification about
that whether the change will make a big difference.
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SML Group has vigorously expanded RFID business in recent years and developed more than 40
types of RFID antennas of different sizes.
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Forge ahead together to Retail 4.0

In the past three decades, SML management has driven business
growth through innovation to meet customer needs. The product
range has been widened to include woven trims, barcode labels
and RFID one-stop solution, which enables each tag to contain
a unique code, allowing retailers to track inventory and sales at
item-level.”Integrating the RFID and database technologies allows
us to extract insights from the vast quantity of data about the
industry and thus to help retailers boost operational excellence,
enhance shopping experience, accelerate sales, and ultimately
forge ahead to Retail 4.0 era” Ronny Ho concluded. “We are now a
one-stop RFID solution provider rather than apparel trim supplier,
and will explore the business value of RFID in various industries
besides retail”

Innovation is SML's core value.
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Dong Hing Label & Embroidery Co. Ltd, the Group’s first production site, which was set up in
Dongguan, has been recognized as the best label manufacturing site in all of China. Until this day,
“Dong Hing"is still synonymous with innovation and quality.
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SML has set up RFID research and development centers in the United States and United Kingdom,
hiring more than 400 research talents.
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