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M
ichelle Mone prefers beetles 
to acorns. At her regular 
London haunt – the Dorch-
ester Hotel in the capital – 
Scottish entrepreneur Mone 

opts for the French-inspired suites, which are 
characterised by a picture of a beetle on the 
back of the chairs, rather than the English-
themed rooms and their acorn symbols.

But with her leopard print blouse, peep-
toe heels and tight jeans, Mone’s on-trend 
style seems at odds with the more traditional, 
country-themed suite and its pastel blue and 
cream colour palette. 

Style is important to Mone. She meets 
Drapers fresh from a visit to high-end  
hairdresser Charles Worthington and plays 
hostess while applying her make-up. Still, 
when you’re in the public eye as much as 
Mone is, it pays to look good.

Mone, who set up lingerie business MJM 
International with her husband in 1996, has 
been busy opening 10 shop-in-shops for 
Ultimo in department store group 
Debenhams, and insists on being present  
at every launch. “My team tell me it’s not  
necessary for me to be at every single 
opening, but it has been a dream of mine to 
open shops so I want to be there, even though 
it means travelling the country in such a 
short space of time,” she explains.

Lingerie label Ultimo, which accounts for 
60% of MJM International’s business, is 
fronted by celebrities including Girls Aloud 
singer Sarah Harding and former Hollyoaks 
actress Gemma Atkinson, and represents 
Mone’s first foray into retailing. “I want 
Ultimo to become the Victoria’s Secret of the 
UK,” she says, referring to the US lingerie 
retailer. “That’s why we launched conces-
sions. I totally respect Victoria’s Secret, 
particularly for its marketing, and Ultimo  
has all the same qualities except for the  
shops – until now.” 

Mone hopes to roll out the shop-in-shop 
concept – the last of the initial 10 opened at 
the end of December – to as many 
Debenhams stores as possible. “We’re 
currently looking at 60,” she says. “After the 
first five shop-in-shops opened, Debenhams 
said sales of Ultimo were up 200%.” 

But her plans for Ultimo do not end  
there. Mone’s retail ambitions for the brand 
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include standalone high street stores, which 
she hopes to open within the next two years.

“I’m not a retailer, so I’m looking for a 
partner to open the shops,” she admits. “We 
know how to design bras but I’m not going to 
sit here and say I know how to do it all. I’ve 
discussed the possibility [of opening shops] 
with Debenhams and depending on how well 
the concessions strategy goes, who knows?” 

On the design front, Mone is confident she 
can grow Ultimo further and last month 
launched a new Ultimo sub-brand called 
Ultimo Extreme Shapewear, designed to 
smooth bulges and lift and shape the bottom 
to reduce the appearance of cellulite. The 
new range could allow Mone to capitalise on 
the growing shapewear market, trumpeted 
by the likes of TV stylists Gok Wan, Trinny 
Woodall and Susannah Constantine.

She is also working on a new Ultimo  
sub-brand to take on high street rival La 
Senza in spring 2009. The idea came from  
a conversation with her 15-year-old daughter. 
She is discussing with her daughter potential 
names for the sub-brand and potential celeb-
rities who could front the campaign.

“My daughter told me that she and her 
friends can only afford to buy lingerie from 
La Senza, but they don’t like the product,”  

she says. “Ultimo can offer product that is 
streets ahead of La Senza but at the same 
price – about £16 for a bra. With our amazing 
PR and marketing, I think the range will be 
very successful.”

She also believes she could take on yet 
another brand. “I’d love to develop a brand 
for a retailer,” she says. “We’re very good at 
launching and managing brands.”  

Mone has never shied away from the 
media and promotional activities, and is 
arguably one of the lingerie industry’s most 
well-known figures, but her self-promotion is 
not welcomed by everyone.

One lingerie rival says Mone is famous  
for her exaggeration. “You read and hear 
about Michelle more than anyone else in  
the business, but she exaggerates so much 
that you can’t believe everything she says. 
She’s particularly liberal with figures,”  
she explains. “It’s a shame because she’s a 
great self-publicist, which can only be good 
for the industry.”

But Mone is quick to defend herself. She 
estimates that Ultimo is worth £45 million, 
but prefers not to comment on the business 
as a whole. As for the publicity, she admits 
that she “PRs the hell” out of her company, 
but keeps her personal life private. 

Who are your fashion 
mentors? Debenhams 
chief executive Rob 
Templeman and divisional 
trading director for 
womenswear Suzanne 
Harlow. Debenhams works 
more like an entrepreneur 
than a plc. It has a “can do” 
mindset. But entrepreneur 
Sir Tom Hunter is my icon. 
He has achieved so much 
and is a great ambassador 
for Scotland.
What is your favourite 
retailer? Karen Millen.  
I’m quite tall but everything 
fits me there – the suits are 

great, there are longer-length 
trousers and the tops are 
really glamourous. You don’t 
get a lot of glamour on the 
high street. I also love 
Designers at Debenhams 
and George kidswear is great 
value for money.
What has been the  
best-selling product you 
have ever worked on?
That would be the Ultimo 
frontless and backless bra, 
which we launched four years 
ago. It always sells through 
really well and celebrities love 

it. The girls from pop group 
Girls Aloud always wear  
them to awards ceremonies. 
It’s a must-have for any 
woman’s wardrobe.
What has been your 
proudest achievement?
Opening the first Ultimo 
shop-in-shop, which 
launched at the Silverburn 
Centre in Glasgow. It had 
been my dream for 10 years. 
Debenhams also asked me 
to open the department store 
itself on the same day, so I 
opened Debenhams at 
10.15am, then ran to the 
other end of the store to open 
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the Ultimo shop at 
10.30am. It was a really 
proud moment for me. It’s 
difficult to run a fashion 
brand out of Scotland, but 
we’re doing it.
What would be your 
dream job?
I was asked to go on 
Question Time and I’m 
getting more interested in 
politics, so I’d like to be  
an MP. I’ve also always 
wanted to be the female 
Richard Branson – I love 
inventing new things.
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2007 Expands Ultimo 
D-G and opens 
10 shop-in-shops 
in Debenhams

2006 Creates the Adore 
Moi brand with 
Debenhams

2004 Launches Michelle 
for George at 
Asda lingerie

1999 Launches Ultimo
1996 Founds MJM 

International 
1994 Head of sales and 

marketing for 
Scotland, Labatt 
Breweries 


