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Meet five dutiful daughters who have joined 
the family business — proving that it’s not just 

the sons who deserve a place in their father’s 
boardrooms and executive offices.

Leading 
Ladies

Cover Story

One of the most firmly entrenched traditions in Indian 
society is that the son should take over his father’s 
trade. Successful businesses that have been built from 
the ground up are deemed too precious to slip out of the 
family grasp. For generations this passing of the torch 
has sustained the survival of crafts, companies, and 
even corporations. However, tradition often finds itself 
conflicting with the progress of modern life, and such 
is the case in the 21st century. As the family businesses 
have gotten bigger, and the families themselves have 
gotten smaller, there’s now more positions to fill at the 
office and so the daughters are stepping in to bridge the 
gap. And why not? After all, there’s no need to waste that 
fancy university degree or MBA. 
 Masala had a chance to sit down and chat with five 
local women who have effortlessly stepped into positions 
at their family companies. More often than not they 
work alongside their brothers and, in some cases, uncles, 
cousins, sisters and everyone else who’s part of the family 
as well. But don’t imagine for an instant that these gals 
are just resting on their laurels. They have all made 
significant contributions to their respective companies, 
and in most cases are spearheading new projects and 
leading the businesses in new directions. They say behind 
every great man there’s a woman, and these days that 
now includes their daughters.
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From right to left: Purnima Pathela, Vilasinee ‘Shalini’ Singhsachathet, Sonali Narula, and Ratana Sachdev. 
Opposite page: Ravleen Madan Singh, who was unfortunately unable to make it to our cover photo shoot.
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Ravleen Madan Singh is the first female to join her family business                       
and she fits right in. BY GURLEEN KHANIJOUN 

Thai cultural norms work against young people telling 
their elders, or those with more experience, what to 
do. “I always listen and take what they have to say into 
account,” she says. “But at the end of the day, you have to 
be firm and decisive.”  
 On top of her financial responsibilities, Ravleen 
also supervised the development of Mandison Suites at 
Sukhumvit Soi 26, with Rajdeep last year. “It was a lot of 
fun to work with my eldest brother,” she says. “He really 
has strong leadership qualities and I have a lot of respect 
for him.”  

“My dad never 
saw my gender as 
an obstacle. He’s 

always wanted me 
to work with him.”

What are the usual responsibilities of a 24 year-old? 
Completing your educational pursuits? Deciding what 
career path is best for you? For Ravleen Madan Singh 
it’s all about balance sheets, cash flow, and profit and loss 
statements. For over a year this young lady headed the 
financial sector of her family-owned textile trading and 
property development firm Thai Japan Group. And she 
is the first female among the three generations to join the 
Madan family line of work. Her grandfather, Kuldip, is the 
chairman of Thai Japan.  
 “I’m very lucky,” she smiles. “My dad, Pinderpal, 
never saw my gender as an obstacle. He’s always wanted 
me to work with him and saw what field best suited my 
skills and personality.” Pinderpal, the company’s managing 
director, made the same assessment for Ravleen’s two elder 
brothers, Rajdeep (30) and Sarandeep (28), who head 
property development and sales, respectively.   
 However, Ravleen was initially hesitant to take 
charge of the corporate finances. Such responsibilities 
and expectations may seem a tough call for a girl of her 
age, but the lively financier insists she has a lot to prove. 
“My background is in international business,” she admits, 
referring to her bachelor’s degree from Chulalongkorn 
University. “Although, accounting and finance was part 
of my course, I had a lot to learn on the job. I had to read 
up on ratio analysis or cash flow statements to make sure I 
was doing everything right.” With a stern and meticulous 
boss, her diligence and assiduous manner is essential. “If 
I mess up, my father critiques me. And he can be tough,” 
she says sincerely. “Who I am doesn’t matter, and I like 
it that way because he makes me work hard.” She also 
receives guidance from her father’s younger brother, 
Chanji who is managing director as well. 
 Adapting to office life wasn’t easy initially, especially 
since as the youngest daughter in her family Ravleen was 
always pampered. “I will always be daddy’s little girl at 
home,” she smiles. “But at work, he is my boss.” Since the 
beginning, Ravleen was treated like any other employee 
— coming in and out during work hours, complying 
with deadlines, and reporting to a boss. Perhaps it was 
this lack of special treatment that formed the best of 
her humble and genuine personality. Also, her previous 
job in the consumer insights department at Nielsen, a 
global information and measurements company, made the 
adjustment a tad bit easier. “It was my first job right after 
university,” she recalls. “It gave me a lot of discipline and 
taught me how to deal with different people.”   
 For her, the current nature of the job is tough because 
it involves every aspect of the company. But the thing 
she finds toughest of all is managing people at the top. 

 “Currently, I’m very happy with my role,” she 
confirms. “But I look forward to trying out different 
fields.” The determined businesswoman has been married 
almost a month, and her marital status hasn’t stopped her 
from pursuing her current career ambitions. In fact, she 
returned to her job the day after her honeymoon in the 
Maldives. “My father didn’t realise I was coming to work 
right away. He was quite surprised,” she laughs. Working 
after marriage has always been a debatable issue for 
young Indian women, but Ravleen was brought up with 
a modern mindset. “I’m very lucky that my husband and 
in-laws are so supportive,” she adds. “It’s all about balance. 
I consider both my family and work a priority. In truth, 
some things have become a little easier for me. I mean, 
my work is now only ten minutes away from my husband’s 
house, as opposed to an hour from where I used to live.”  
 Ravleen’s advice to other young people looking 
to take on big responsibilities is to stay humble. “You 
can learn from everyone at every level by listening and 
allowing yourself to be taught,” she says. “Only join your 
family firm if you love what your family does. I’m so 
blessed to have loved it so quickly.”

Money Matters
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Vilasinee ‘Shalini’ Singhsachathet balances personal and professional relationships and 
takes the Jaspal brand into the future.  BY REENA KARIM

sound effortless. “We work closely and share a family 
relationship rather than a hierarchy. We believe in open 
communication. Everyone can express their opinions.   
For me, it’s a plus to be working with my family.”   
 A lot has been going on in both her personal and 
professional life in the last few years and Shalini isn’t 
ready to slow down just yet. On the home front, she 
became a mommy to a baby girl only 10 months ago, 
while in midst of launching the new lifestyle brand 
Misty Mynx, along with her younger sister Varisara. 
Even though there was a faint hesitancy during 
motherhood, when she wondered how she would 
be able to balance both, her in-laws, especially her 
husband Dev encouraged her to continue. “My mother-
in-law helps take care of my daughter when I am at 
work. I have a good support system.” Shalini is trying 
to balance her personal and professional life as much as 
can she can without compromising on either. “I want 
to work, but I also want to spend some time with my 
family. If I wanted to take time off or leave early to go 
spend time with my daughter, I can do that, so there is 
that flexibility. But at the same time we also have our 
responsibilities towards the company, which we never 
take for granted,” she admits like a true professional.  
 I wonder if there is ever a moment where she felt 
like she wanted to do anything else?  Without skipping a 
beat, she says, “This is it for me. I watched the business 
grow since I was a kid. I always knew I wanted to work 
here. Everyone in our family has joined the business 
right after their graduation. It’s almost like a tradition. 
We have an inside joke that we have to keep expanding 
the lunch table at work to make room for more family 
members joining the business. In Indian families it’s 
tradition to have boys join the family business, but in our 
case, the women are also given equal opportunities and 
our opinions matter just as much as theirs,” she says with 
a sense of pride.  
 Carrying the legacy of the Jaspal brand forward 
must also be a constant source of stress and pressure. “Of 
course there is pressure,” Shalini says. “My position as 
the assistant deputy managing director comes with lots 
of responsibilities. But I have a good team in place and I 
hope to grow together. I work with happiness and I want 
to do the best I can. I want to be involved in the future 
too, hopefully find a right balance between having a 
family and this. I want to do it all,” she concludes.

Fashion Forward
“I have always known I was going to join the family 
business,” Vilasinee ‘Shalini’ Singhsachathet says as 
she gives me a tour of the pattern room at the Jaspal 
headquarters on Sukhumvit Soi 66. We pause for a 
few minutes in the sewing room, where some women 
are adding finishing touches to the garments, Shalini 
hesitantly poses for the camera, and apologises to the staff 
as she leaves. Over the next 10 minutes we drift through 
the accessories and leather departments, designer’s bay, 
sample room and finally end up in the conference room 
on the ground floor where we sit down with our cups of 
tea and Shalini gets down to business. 
 For Shalini, joining the family business was no co-
incidence. After finishing her undergrad in marketing 
from Mahidol University, she did a year-long stint at the 
company getting her first taste of what would eventually 
become her career. “I wanted to do some hands-on work 
before I started my masters, that one year was a real 
learning curve for me,” she says. “My brother took me 
into all the meetings. My father always said that I should 
sit and learn, so I would listen, take notes, and absorb 
the information. They were very open-minded and if I 
had any ideas they would listen and let me express my 
opinions.” Once she returned from London with a degree 
in fashion marketing from the London College of Fashion, 
she took a permanent place in the family business.  
 Growing up in a family that is also a highly diversified 
conglomerate, it’s no surprise that Shalini had a bit more 
than a passing interest in the business. “Why fashion?” 
she exhales, “I grew up seeing this business and everyone 
in my family so involved in it. As a child I spent time 
in stores, doing homework in the stockroom while my 
mother was at the store front with customers. So it’s kind 
of instilled in me, as if it’s in our blood,” she says. 
  Currently Shalini oversees the accessories 
department for Jaspal, but she also has her pulse on the 
clothing department often sitting in designer’s meetings 
and model fittings, to come up with inspiration and ideas 
for her the next collection: “You always have to be alert 
of all the trends and then translate that to products and 
then communicate that to the consumers.” But it’s not 
just fashion she fixates on, she is also engaged in the 
marketing, communication, and branding of Jaspal, oft 
working alongside her older brother, Viseth. 
 Working with family members may seem dreary 
to some, but Shalini makes the workplace dynamics 
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“The women in our 
family are given 

equal opportunities 
in the business.”
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Being both sisters and colleagues, Purnima Pathela and Ratana Sachdev 
enjoy a workplace that feels like home. BY BRUCE SCOTT

study overseas. However my parents had faith that I wood 
be good. And because I was good she got to go,” Purnima 
adds with a laugh, pointing to her sister. 
 Ratana, younger than her sister by one year, also 
studied business at Richmond College and, after 
graduating, returned to Bangkok, got married to a 
Singaporean-Indian, moved to Japan — where her 
husband’s business took them — and eventually ended 
up in Singapore (again due to her husband’s professional 
career). She also had two children along the way, and in 
the late 90s the family returned to Bangkok where her 
professional career took on a new twist. 
 “My father was kind enough to offer me a job here as a 
credit manager,” she explains. “I’m in charge of overseeing 
all our foreign tour groups and operators and making sure 
all their payments come in on time. And also same thing 
for all the catering.” 
  She also got involved in the procurement and 
purchasing side of things, and has been instrumental in 
setting up not only the Sheraton Pattaya, but also the W 
Koh Samui and the Holiday Inn Express in Bangkok (all 
properties that fall under the Amburaya umbrella). 
 So with all these positive female role models in the 
business world, is it time to start getting flexible with 
the concept of daughters taking over the family business 
instead of the sons — especially in cases where the son’s 
dreams and aspirations lie far removed from the father’s 
established enterprise? 
 “I think it is happening,” says Ratana. “Not all 
children grow up to enjoy what their parents started.” 
 “There’s no harm,” adds Purnima philosophically. “If 
they are conservative then no, it will be passed on to the 
boy regardless of what he likes or does not like. But I think 
a lot of parents are giving their children more opportunity 
today. My sister-in-law has taken over her father’s 
company [Rasina Uberoi Bajaj of Media TransAsia].” 
 Both sisters recall that in decades past, getting 
married was the passport to freedom for an Indian woman. 
But today’s parents are letting the girls go out more and do 
what they want. 
 “A lot of the young women we see today are more 
career-oriented than the guys are even,” Purnima 
interjects. “They take their work more seriously, and they 
excel through perfection.” 
 “Parents are more strict on girls so they become the 
stronger ones and have a bit more drive than the sons do,” 
adds Ratana on a final note, making it clear that there are 
a lot more power women set to enter the workforce here 
in Thailand.

Sister Act
For sisters Purnima Pathela and Ratana Sachdev, 
everyday at the office is a family affair. The two women, 
as well as their younger brother, hold key positions at 
Amburaya — a multi-faceted company specialising in 
resorts, hotels, and residences — and not only is their 
father one of the owners, but Purnima’s father-in-law is 
her dad’s business partner. 
 Most of the company’s day-to-day operation 
takes place in the elegant Belaire Bangkok Hotel on 
Sukhumvit Soi 5, which is where the sisters have their 
executive offices and where they get together every 
day for lunch with their brother, and often their father 
too. But does all that family familiarity ever get a bit 
claustrophobic? 
 “We all work in separate sections so we don’t step on 
each other’s toes,” Purnima points out. “Everybody has 
their own department, but we also help each other out.” 
 Purnima is the elder of the two sisters, and as the 
mother of four girls herself she understands the new reality 
that sees more and more career-minded women entering 
the working world. Her eldest daughter works in finance, 
while the second-born is a teacher, the third works in a 
hotel in Singapore, and the baby of the brood works in 
the field of biomedicine. So it looks like only daughter 
number three is likely to one day join the family dynasty, 
although Purnima has two grandsons now, so who knows 
who the next hotel maverick will be. 
 But getting involved in the family business wasn’t 
always first and foremost on Purnima’s mind. However in 
her unique situation there was no pressure to be part of 
her husband’s business instead of her father’s. 
 “Belaire is a venture between my family and my 
husband’s family as well,” she explains. “So I work in the 
hotel representing both sides. I started out in purchasing, 
and somehow got into the food and catering business by 
the end of it, through our sister hotel in India (The Surya 
in New Delhi).” 
 Purnima’s educational background also reflects the 
way traditions have changed over the years. Back in 
the late 70s she became the first girl from Bangkok’s 
Thai-Indian community to study overseas in Europe. 
She attended Richmond College in England, where she 
studied business management, and she admits that it 
was a daunting experience. So why did her somewhat 
conservative parents decide on bucking tradition? 
 “My sister and my aunt pushed my parents,” she 
recalls. “At that time there was not much in the way 
of further schooling here in Thailand, but it was still 
something that was just not thought of, to let a girl go 
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“ A lot of the young women we see 
today are more career-oriented     
than the guys are.”
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Sonali Narula may not be a man, but she is well-equipped to take over the family 
enterprise. Meet the future of Narula Insurance Broker. BY GURLEEN KHANIJOUN

odd hours and we always discuss work at the dinner table. 
Sometimes it gets tiring, but because it is ultimately my 
family’s enterprise, I make it a point to make everything 
my business. When a good deal comes through, I’m very 
happy. But when something doesn’t work out, I need to 
know why.” With every job, some failure is inevitable, but 
as a go-getter, Sonali relentlessly holds on to her goal. “The 
good thing is that my father lets me make some of my own 
decisions,” she says. “I even keep a notebook to document 
approximately 10 to 15 day-to-day tasks. And I don’t always 
get through all my action items, but it prepares me for the 

next day.”   
       After two years, her 
performance has helped her attain 
her father’s trust and enabled her 
to progress towards her current 
role as a manager. And she 
addresses the elephant in the 
room. “I cannot deny the fact 
that I got here because I’m his 
daughter,” she admits. “And that 
actually puts more pressure on me 

because I want to do well and I want to see the business 
expand.” Her future aspirations are to open more offices 
of Narula Insurance Broker, preferably in the Sukhumvit 
area, and she also hopes to tap into the youth market. 
“It’s really challenging,” she says. “Many youngsters 
aren’t aware of the importance of insurance because most 
haven’t experienced life-changing incidents. I’m hoping 
to increase this awareness overtime.”  
 As one of the youngest in the team, Sonali says she 
still has a lot to learn – even from her own staff. “They’ve 
been here for at least 10 to 15 years, and they have a lot 
of experience from which I can benefit from,” she admits. 
She’s also never felt that her age restricts her. Instead, 
Sonali approaches the situation with dignity and follows 
her father’s ideologies. “I don’t assume my role as their 
boss,” she says honestly. “I try to be as polite as I can 
and before making any big decisions, I always take into 
account their perspectives.”  
        Sonali has always looked up to her father as a role 
model. After all, the growth of Narula Insurance Broker 
is a testament to the abilities of Sanit. And she hopes to 
carry on the family legacy with her younger sister Alisha, 
who is yet to join the firm. “If my father wants to retire 
soon, he can,” she laughs. “I’ve always wanted to one day 
take on his role. And I feel that it is no longer about your 
gender. You can do any line of work whether you’re male 
or female. It all depends on your sense of responsibility 
towards your family.”

Held to Account

“ It is no longer about your 
gender. You can do any line 
of work whether you’re  
male or female.”

While most of us 90’s kids were humming along with 
Aqua’s hit song “Barbie Girl,” Sonali Narula was learning 
words like catastrophe, risk, and management. “These 
are the norms I’ve grown up around,” she explains. This 
bubbly young 24 year-old is the heir of Sanit Vicky 
Narula, owner of Narula Insurance Broker. The family 
run company was founded by her grandfather, Harbans 
Lal Narula and has been around for more than 50 
years. Sonali has been exposed to the business since her 
childhood – eavesdropping on work-related conversations 
or attending conventions with the family. “I always knew 

that I wanted to help run the business,” she confides.   
 Since the beginning, this serious broker has held 
a sensible and pragmatic viewpoint. “Insurance isn’t 
something that is taught,” Sonali firmly says. “You learn 
it through experience because theories don’t work in real 
life. They are just figures.” After graduating from Franklin 
and Marshall College in Pennsylvania, with a bachelor’s 
degree in economics and political science, she began her 
career at LMG Insurance for a year prior to joining her 
father’s company. “I wanted discipline,” she explains. “I 
worked with my grandfather’s friend who’s had at least 
60 years of experience in the industry. He taught me 
everything from settling claims to giving presentations. 
I was fully equipped by the time I started working for 
my father.” Learning through experience has been the 
principle that validates her exceptional performance in  
an industry full of more experienced and often much  
older businessmen. 
 When she teamed up with her father, Sonali knew 
exactly what her strengths were. “I wanted to handle all 
the underwriting,” she explains. “I’m a very meticulous 
person and I enjoy looking at minor details.” She even 
adheres to the Dictionary of Insurance Terms – her bible – 
to ensure that clients have the best policy coverage based 
on a given risk.  
 However, her responsibilities don’t end there. “It’s 
surprisingly been a stressful experience since insurance 
doesn’t feel like a routine 9 to 5 job,” she says. “I get calls at 
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