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“I don’t feel 
any sense of 
guilt...There is 
nothing wrong 
about it. This is 
a point people 
have diffi culty 
understanding 
because, in 
speculating in the 
fi nancial markets, 
I do so according 
to the rules that 
prevail.”
— Billionaire fi nancier George Soros in 
remarks to China Central Television while 
in Shanghai on June 14. Soros credited 
the Hong Kong government with success-
fully intervening in its stock and futures 
markets during the Asian fi nancial crisis but 
remained unapologetic about his actions. 
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Like most women, I love fashion — 
whether it’s just to admire (the Marchesa 
gown on my wishlist), or the pure thrill 
of retail therapy (did I max out my credit 
card again?) But beyond the frivolity, one 

woman and her trailblazing company is an in-
spiration to me. Not only has she defi ed dotcom 
busts, she has also ventured into prêt-a-porter 
luxury fashion online, where most major fash-
ion houses fear to go. Nathalie Massenet is the 
founder and chairman of Net-A-Porter.com, the 
world’s most successful premier online luxury 
fashion retailer and winner of CNBC’s European 
Business Leaders Award for Entrepreneur of the 
Year 2008. 

What’s so great about Massenet? From the 
chic web design featuring many up-and-com-
ing contemporary fashion designers (Stella 
McCartney, Philip Lim, Proenza Schoueler and 
Zac Posen, to name a few) to the unsurpassed 
24-hour customer service (DHL forms for free 
return deliveries included) and the elegant 
choice of luxury packaging for instant inter-
national delivery, it’s the ultimate fashionista’s 
dream. I am a regular client on her website 
and sometimes, it’s just to browse. 

But really, it’s her unique business model 
that had me hooked. Massenet launched Net-
A-Porter.com in 2000 and hasn’t looked back 
since. According to Vogue UK, “Net-A-Porter.
com has revolutionised the way we buy designer 
clothes”. It’s the amazing care to detail and 
the trust she inspires among her consumers 
that make her business model such a success. 
Most fashion soothsayers say luxury can’t be 
sold on a “mass” price-sensitive distribution 
channel like the Internet, but she created a 
niche market and proved them wrong. She 
even has designers creating capsule collections 
exclusively for her website, which is unheard 
of. To date, Massenet has nearly 250 fashion 
designers, and over 1.8 million women visiting 
her site each month. 

In an exclusive interview, I had the oppor-
tunity to ask this fascinating fashionpreneur 
what makes her tick.

What inspired you to become an entrepre-
neur?
I didn’t wake up one day and decide I was go-
ing to be an entrepreneur. From the moment I 
discovered the Internet, I just knew I wanted to 
create Net-A-Porter.com. To me, it was obvious 
that it needed to exist and I had this faith that 
I could make the idea into a reality. Once I had 
established the concept for Net-A-Porter.com 
(the name came to me while I was looking 
through a fashion dictionary, and thought of 
the play on words of prêt-a-porter online), I 
really wanted to make it a great place to work 
with great people — a place where every indi-
vidual could feel valued, empowered and take 
pride in what he or she does. It wasn’t until 
fairly recently that I realised that I have some 
of the characteristics that entrepreneurs are 
believed to possess. I am an optimist through 
and through, but I also surround myself with 
smart individuals. I truly believe that without 
a lot of positive thinking and such an amaz-
ing, talented team, Net-A-Porter would not be 
where it is today.

How did the idea come about for Net-A-
Porter.com?
I logged on to the Internet one day in 1999 and 
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it was like a mind explosion. As a fashion editor, 
I longed to provide women with a publication 
they could really shop from. [Editor’s note: 
Massenet was a fashion editor for Tatler, W
magazine and Women’s Wear Daily.] Women 
love reading fashion magazines and they love 
shopping for that elusive, heart-pounding must-
have. With the Internet, I saw the potential 
to merge content and commerce and build 
a destination that would allow them to buy 
designer fashion straight from the page. For 
the two million monthly visitors to the site, 
Net-A-Porter.com is a defi nitive 21st century 
fashion entertainment destination as much 
as it is a luxury retailer stocking over 200 top 
designer brands. 

You were voted in CNBC Europe’s European 
Business Leaders Award as Entrepreneur 
of the Year 2008. How did you feel about 
such an accolade from your peers? What 
do you think made you stand out from the 
competition?
I can honestly say it was one of the most ex-
traordinary nights of my life. Net-A-Porter.com 
has been so fortunate to receive recognition 
from the fashion press, so it was extremely 
validating that with the CNBC EBLA award, 
our business model was recognised and taken 
seriously by the business industry. I am sure 
being a woman played a part. There are still 
very few women in leadership roles — and 
those who are don’t get the recognition they 
deserve. Hopefully, the perspective is shifting 
and awards like this will serve to inspire and 
go some way towards revealing the hard work 
of women in similar positions.

Did you ever think Net-A-Porter.com would 
be such an amazing success?
I was always confi dent about its potential. But 
it’s not a ‘success’ in our eyes yet — there is 
so much left to do. While everyone at Net-A-
Porter.com can acknowledge his or her personal 
role in the achievements of the business, it’s 
not in our nature to dwell on this and rest 
on our laurels. The goal posts for success 
are always shifting. Just when we think that 
epoch-making event has happened, we are on 
to the next thing. We are constantly striving 
to exceed expectations in whatever we do, 
whether it is through our customer service, 
editorial content or edited product offering. 
We continue to raise the bar for ourselves. 
The day we brand ourselves a ‘success’ is 
the day we stop growing.

What is your secret?
I would say that you need to remain focused 
and never deviate from what you set out to 
do. Sometimes, to move forward, you have to 
look back, and I continually remind myself 
of Net-A-Porter’s initial proposition. I’m not 
afraid of hard work and I truly believe that if 
you lead by example, then others will follow. 

Finally, always control expenses. In the 
beginning, we didn’t have a lot of money and 
although we turned a profi t after four years, 
and have continued to do so since, we always 
keep an eye on the bottom line. 

Is Asia, and in particular Malaysia and 
Singapore, an important market for you? 
If so, why?
Asia is a fast growing market for us and is re-

ally important to 
Net-A-Porter.com. 
Particularly popu-
lar brands among our 
Malaysian and Sin-
gaporean customers 
are Bottega Veneta, 
Chloé, Christian Lou-
boutin, Miu Miu and Fendi. 
Our customer base in both 
countries continues to grow expo-
nentially year on year. These women 
are extremely sophisticated fashion 
consumers who don’t have access to 
the shops and brands that customers 

Massenet’s success 
with Net-A-Porter.
com has made her 
an icon of Internet 
entrepreneurship
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in Europe or the US have. Net-A-Porter.com 
provides the perfect solution for them.

Three words that best describe you?
Optimistic. Stubborn. Instinctive.

What advice would you give to budding 
entrepreneurs?
Only start a business if you are knowledge-
able about what you are going to trade in. 
Be prepared to make things happen with 
your own Rolodex. Make the best of every 
situation (the best you can do will always be 
better than doing nothing). It is a tried and 
true adage that you must walk before you 
can run so don’t get frustrated if things take 
longer than you anticipated. If you have to 
compromise, always look to create win-win 
situations for your business. Throw yourself 
into it 100%. This means a lot of sacrifi ce 
but when it works, it is so rewarding.

Thank you, Nathalie, for these inspiring 
words, and for all of you out there dreaming 
of making your business a reality — take a 
leaf out of Ms Massenet’s stylish book.   

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the Sultan of 
Selangor, has worked in London, Paris, Bar-
celona and Kuala Lumpur. As international 
corporate communications manager at L’Oréal 
in Paris from 2005 to end-2008, she was in 
charge of sustainable development, HR, cor-
porate and fi nancial media communications. 
She is in the process of launching a venture in 
Malaysia together with her husband, Aubry 
Rahim Mennesson (http://frogandprincess.
wordpress.com).


