
F or Richard Y. Lee, an entrepreneurial spirit
at a young age wasn’t just the catalyst for
his career as a financial advisor — it was a

matter of survival.

On his own
The 34-year MDRT member from Calgary,
Alberta, Canada, was born to parents stricken by
poverty in China. Lee’s father immigrated to
Canada to find work, and after his mother’s
death, Lee joined him. When Lee was 14, his
father was diagnosed with diabetes and returned
to China. Lee didn’t want to go back, so he was
on his own. He’d learned English in school, and
he worked taking orders in a Chinese restaurant.
Three years later — still a teenager — he was a
night manager at a restaurant. He had no money
for college, but a number of community business-
men began reaching out to him to offer the learn-
ing opportunities that would help him excel.

A manager from the department store next
door, the Bay, suggested he join the junior cham-
ber of commerce. There, he got his opportunity to
show his potential for success. Lee impressed the
manager, who offered to hire him. When Lee was
reluctant to leave his current job, the manager
applauded his loyalty and offered to double his
current salary. Thinking of his future, Lee happily
accepted.

A sales natural
Lee’s sales experience began at the Bay, where he

sold cameras. Unsatisfied with their inventory of
older-model cameras, Lee joined a local camera
club, where he learned about new cameras on the
market. He asked his boss for permission to travel
to a larger store to find out more about the newer
cameras it sold. Lee came up with a strategy and
convinced his boss to buy three demo cameras,
explaining it would help him sell more.

Lee gave three members of his club each a
demo camera and a roll of film, and asked them
to use the roll of film on two conditions: They
would pay for the film processing and report back
to Lee on what they liked and disliked about the
camera. The plan worked so well that 15 of the
club members signed up for credit cards with the
Bay to buy new cameras. “Just by using that idea,
I built up the camera department from 25,000 to
500,000 Canadian dollars in sales,” Lee said.

Realizing his success in sales, Lee grew unhap-
py with the potential for growth at his job. Lee
accepted when a new insurance company
approached him in 1968 to sell life insurance. He
started seeing prospects — including some he
had sold cameras to. After the first 29 interviews,
he still hadn’t made a sale and was starting to
think his career change was a mistake.

His wife, Rita, was supportive and asked him
to set a goal — if he met with 60 people and still
didn’t have a sale, then he should quit. “With the
next three prospects, I made three sales,” Lee
said. “Before the end of the first month, I made
enough to qualify for a company car.”

Lee began asking his clients why they bought
life insurance, and he used their answers to con-
vince new prospects to buy. At the end of the year
— after only seven months in the business —
Lee made enough to qualify for MDRT, only he
hadn’t heard of it yet. The next year, he again
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made enough to qualify, and this time someone
mentioned MDRT and encouraged him to join.
He became a member in 1970 and attended the
Annual Meeting in Honolulu, Hawaii.

MDRT memories
Lee has made friends through MDRT, but his
first new acquaintance was the legendary Ben
Feldman, the late 49-year MDRT member
from East Liverpool, Ohio. At the 1970 MDRT
Annual Meeting, Feldman met Lee on the hotel
elevator and asked him to join his group for
lunch. Lee had no idea who the man was, but
took him up on his offer. Feldman suggested
that, at future meetings, Lee should find first-
time attendees and take them out to lunch. The
next day, Lee was surprised to see his lunch
companion sharing sales ideas on Main
Platform.

Lee began volunteering at the MDRT
Annual Meetings in 1983 as a member of the
Program General Arrangements Committee.

Since then, he has volunteered most years, chal-
lenging himself as an Assistant Director, then
Director. Today, he serves as a member of the
Industry Relations Committee.

Lee believes getting to know other MDRT
members through these volunteer positions is
what eventually led him to qualify for Court of
the Table in 2005, then Top of the Table in
2006. “It’s through the relationships I made at
MDRT — their encouragement and getting
involved — that helped me see the light,” Lee
said, naming Michael D. Shumway, CFP,
CLU, a 16-year MDRT member from Corpus
Christi, Texas, and former 16-year MDRT
member Allen K. Chinoy of Darien, Illinois, as
contributors to his success.

Today, Lee’s practice, Leeland Financial
Group, focuses on comprehensive financial plan-
ning. He and three assistants continue to build
the business with client referrals. One widow has
been a client for 40 years, and her children and
grandchildren have all become his clients. KFK

W hen his three daughters were young,
Lee wanted to challenge them, so he

got some help with making sure his daugh-
ters did well in school.

Crediting an MDRT Annual Meeting pres-
entation for the idea, Lee put his mother-
in-law in charge of his daughters’ educa-
tion. He made a deal with his daughters
and his mother-in-law that if the girls did
well in school, she could travel with the
family when Lee had business trips. If a
daughter was doing poorly in a subject,

that daughter and the mother-in-law would
stay at home while the family traveled.  

“I never had to ask my children how
they were doing in school because
Grandma always asked them,” Lee said.
“Grandma encouraged them to do well.”

Today, Lee’s three daughters have found
success in their own careers. Sylvia, 37, is
an event organizer; Julia, 35, is a nurse;
and Anita, 32, is an interior designer.
They’ve also given him three grandchildren:
Grace, Jackson and Taylor.

FamilyTime Idea
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