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Staying

Power
The history of hairdressing in Malaysia is riddled with the remnants of has-beens and faded
echoes of the past. Amid these sombre stories, one brand stands out a shining beacon even
after 38 years in the industry. That brand is none other than A Cut Above. In an exclusive
interview with Homefinder, Datin Winnie Loo, the maestro behind the brand, shares a few
candid insights on how hairdressing is the best industry for her to be in and why she won’t
be putting her scissors down any time soon.
Text: YT Chew

I

t was Chap Goh Mei, the last
day of Chinese New Year 2016.

cherished season of festivity.
“Chinese New Year has always

with a bang in January this year
surrounded by her nearest and

been bittersweet for me,” said

dearest. As someone who easily

pastel pink attire, Datin Winnie Loo,

Winnie. Thirty years ago, her father

looks at least a decade and a half

walked into the well-appointed

died unexpectedly on the 7th day

younger, she could have kept people

hair dressing private room with

after a bout of severe food poisoning

guessing about her age like most

a bemused smile. So perfectly

from consuming raw fish in a Yee

women would. “I honestly don’t

composed and coiffed was she for

Sang dish. “He was in his 70s but it

see why I should hide my age. It’s a

the interview that I did not realise

was still a deep shock to me. It’s why

blessing that I can celebrate it. Every

that she was battling with some

I refrain from consuming raw fish.

year after I turn 60 is a bonus and

very bad news she received a few

But it also taught me to embrace

a milestone,” she smiled. “That is

hours ago. “The husband of a very

every single day as we do not know

the secret behind my glow and the

dear friend passed away suddenly

which day would be our last,” she

twinkle in my eye. I want to live life

this morning at the gym during

said.

and live it well.”

Dressed head to toe in a demure

When Winnie celebrated

their island holiday,” she shared
quietly. We spent a few moments

Celebrating Each Moment

her 26 years in the hairdressing

ruminating on the fragility of life

True to her philosophy to celebrate

business, she decided to write a

and how death takes us by surprise

each of life’s moment big or small,

book documenting her interesting

especially when it occurs during a

Winnie celebrated her 60th birthday

life experiences. Lo and behold, a
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being a fluent English speaker. I

“

was told to wait till next year to

I honestly don’t see why I should hide
my age. It’s a blessing that I can celebrate
it. Every year after I turn 60 is a bonus and
a milestone.rest.

”

sit for the English entrance exam
paper,” recalled Winnie. When one
door closes, another window of
opportunity opened. In this case, it
was the door towards her ultimate
passion - hairdressing. “Rather
than wait a year doing nothing, I
suggested going to London to study
hairdressing under Vidal Sassoon.”
Her father agreed and the rest, as
they say, is history. “Imagine if I had

publisher knocked on her door soon
after. “She said that she liked my
story and wanted to publish my
biography as an entrepreneur - both
the good and bad,” said Winnie. “I’m
more convinced than ever that it’s
important to have a vision and a
plan. And watch how God will open
doors for you.” The book, which
took about a year to complete, had
Winnie compile her recollections
about her early days until she
became a celebrity hairdresser
sought-after by the top guns from
various industries.
A Window of Opportunity Opens
“I’ve wanted to become a
hairdresser when I was 15 years old.
I guess I loved the creativity behind
the process more than sitting down
in a typical office job,” she enthused.
But based on the limited career
choices available to her in the 70s,
she ended up making the so-called
practical choice of enrolling in a
Chartered Secretarial course in
Wellington, New Zealand.
But fate had other plans for her.
Her application to the institution
was rejected because she did
not sit for the mandatory English
language entrance exam. “I thought
that I did not need to sit for it,
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went through with my initial plan to

being buried in Ipoh. He said, ‘Just

mentor young hairdressers to run

qualify as a Chartered Secretary so

let her go’,” she reminisced. After her

my saloons and most are still with

that I can be a personal assistant

stint in Singapore, she established

me today, which is awesome. They

(PA) to a top manager - I would

the first ‘A Cut Above’ outlet in

are the future of my business. If we

probably be the chattiest PA

Wisma MPI (now Wisma HLA) in

do not give them a chance, how

around!” she laughed.

Kuala Lumpur in 1979. Today, Winnie

will they grow? This is the secret of

runs five A Cut Above salons and

remaining relevant and keeping up

to start her hairdressing career in

four Restyle+ salons in the Klang

with the times.”

Singapore, her mother insisted

Valley.

When she returned from London

Since 2004, she runs A Cut
Above Academy at Bandar Sunway

that she remain in her hometown
Ipoh. “My forward-thinking and

Remaining Relevant

and later co-founded School of

supportive father told my mother

Her achievements are nothing

Charisma, a training centre focused

that in my industry, I would end up

short of impressive considering that

on personal branding, etiquette

hairdressing was not looked upon

and communications. “Unlike a

favourably as a viable career option

pure academic professor who

back in the 80s. “People perceived

merely possess the theory, I use my

hairdressers to be uneducated and

extensive experience as an industry

a path taken by those who have

practitioner to impart information

no other alternatives,” said Winnie.

that will transform the perspectives

“Unfortunately, they were not wrong.

of my students. Running the

Even today, most hairdressers do

Academy - where I teach and

not push their boundaries and

mentor the young ones - is my

become the best that they could be.”

contribution to better the industry,”

Over the years, she has seen many

explained Winnie. “Had I been

hairdressers who rose in popularity

selfish 38 years ago, thinking I’m the

only to disappear from the horizon

best and the star of the salon, and

within a decade or so. The fact

refusing to mentor anybody, I’ll never

that A Cut Above has thrived even

be where I am today.”

after 38 years speaks volumes of

Now, she could take a month

the brand’s sustainability. “I’m not

off and the business can run as

a graduate myself, but I constantly

per normal. “I’m not an important

push myself to learn, grow and

factor anymore in terms of salon

adapt. I continuously groom and

sales contribution. To me, this

“

What does one do after a certain age?
Eat, sleep, have gossips over high tea? Sorry,
I’m not interested in that kind of lifestyle.
Retirement is only for people with hopes
and dreams. When you have hope, as I do,
you don’t retire.

”
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“

Hairdressing is a sunrise industry, in good
and bad economic cycles, people will still
need to wash, cut and style their hair. It’s
great to be in such an industry!

”

is a successful and sustainable
business model,” she said. “The
business has grown beyond
Winnie Loo. I’m not chained to the
business, I don’t even need to come
into the office anymore.”
Retirement is not in the Books
Nevertheless, Winnie is not about
the hang up her scissors any time
soon. A lot of people have told her
that at her age and level of success,
it’s time to slow down. But she’s not
having any of it. “What does one do
after a certain age? Eat, sleep, have
gossips over high tea? Sorry, I’m not
interested in that kind of lifestyle.
Retirement is only for people with
hopes and dreams. When you have
hope, as I do, you don’t retire,” said
the feisty entrepreneur.
“I’m still involved because I love
the business. I embrace the advent
of smart devices and social media
and am still learning and improving
day by day. I am not a Millennial but
I’m certainly not a Lazy Boomer!”
she laughed. “I’m in a business
where I need to create waves. It’s
nice to remind the world that I still
exist. This year itself I’m on the
cover of a number of magazines
and newspapers. When you are
newsworthy, you are sustainable.
When people are not keen to write
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a winner. You’ll push yourself to
acquire the necessary skills and
knowledge to succeed. You’ll never
give up in the face of numerous
challenges and trials.”
Success never comes by
accident, according to Winnie,
but in making the most of every
opportunity that comes our way.
“I never let good opportunities slip
through my fingers. And I’ll never
stop making headlines.”

about you, it means that it’s time
to hang up your scissors and sleep.

Q&A with Datin Winnie Loo:

I’m not ready for that. I still have so

Question (Q): You work very well with your husband and remain happily

much hope and energy to bring the

married all these years. What’s your secret to successful partnerships?

company to another level.”
“With age and experience,
comes wisdom. My story is
worth another book. As such, I’ve
collaborated with my partner and
a writer to publish a second book,”

Answer (A): It’s all about respecting each other’s boundaries. We are both
experts in different areas - he’s great in management and interior design, and
I specialise in hairdressing, branding and etiquette - and we wouldn’t dream
of giving unwanted advice in the areas outside our expertise. Also, timing is
very important. If the other half is upset, then it’s best to be quiet. When he’s
in the mood to listen - you know when these ‘golden moments’ occur - that’s
when I voice out my grievances.

said Winnie. The book is slated for
publication this month and will

Q: What inspires you to continuously push forward?

cover salient aspects of personal

A: I’m lucky to be able to do something that I’m passionate about. To me,

branding. With an impish grin,

hairdressing is a sunrise industry, in good and bad economic cycles, people

she revealed that the cover will

will still need to wash, cut and style their hair. It’s great to be in such an

definitely be an eye-catching one

industry! I also model after big establishments and successful people that I

and embodies her philosophy of

admire. I do not belittle myself. See, if you think you are just a hairdresser, you

not being afraid to stand out from
the crowd.
A Winning Attitude
Naturally, many hairdressers
aspire to be like Winnie, who is a

will always remain just a hairdresser. When you push yourself to do things
that successful people abroad are doing, then you’ll be successful. So, find a
good mentor.
Q: Which country or place inspire you the most when it comes to home
decor?

celebrated national icon. “In fact,

A: My husband and I are inspired by Italian settings. They are so creative in

parents of potential students have

many different aspects. Our new home, which will be ready next year, will

told me, ‘I don’t want my child to

contain many Italian decor pieces as they are of great quality and lovely too

study hairdressing, but when I look

look at. Having said that, we are not really dictated by a piece’s country of

at you, I don’t see the harm in letting

origin. We’ve acquired key pieces of decor in our travels such as handmade

them do it. But can you teach them

bowls from Cappadocia, carpet from Turkey and beautiful lacquer art pieces

to be like you?’ To that, I reply that

from Vietnam.

I can teach skills but I can’t teach
attitude,” Winnie said. “If you have
the right attitude, you are naturally
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