
st
yle

focus
Interview

in product research and development. “The soul 
of the research, the soul of the product creation 
is my mother,” he says. Mother and son work 
closely with the Sisley research team to discover 
and understand new plant actives and their func-
tions on the skin. The personal investment of 
time and energy that goes into producing every 
product is designed to make sure that Sisley is 
offering something unique.  

And it pays dividends. “Once a client uses our 
products and sees their effectiveness, they will 
remain faithful to the product and the brand,” 
says D’Ornano. “We only want to launch prod-
ucts that we are convinced are really superior to 
others in the market. When you take the time to 
really get the best, optimal formulation, then you 
can produce products which have a pointed dif-
ference, even in a very competitive market.” 

Being a family-owned and -run business, 
Sisley has the luxury of taking as long as it needs 
to develop a new product. Products are created 
through new scientific discoveries on the human 
skin, or from the discovery of the existence of a 
new plant active. Time and money are put at the 
disposal of the researchers. “That’s why products 
that were launched five years ago, 10 years ago, 
are still bestsellers,” explains D’Ornano. “Because 
when you hit the right formulation, you get a 
product which makes a difference.”  

D’Ornano draws our attention to the differ-
ence between family businesses and non-fam-
ily businesses: “There was a study made on the 
European stock markets, and also in Japan, on the 
performance of family businesses quoted on the 
stock exchange. The family businesses outper-
formed the non-family businesses by more than 
50 per cent.”  

His father is both his role model and men-
tor: “He’s always been a businessman, not just in 
cosmetics, but he’s always had the state of mind 
of a businessman. He is a creator and he’s great at 
anticipating the market; he’s an entrepreneur and 
a risk-taker; he created two successful companies 
from scratch; he’s also a great manager of people, 
which is very important because obviously you 
can’t create success on your own.” 

On top of being able to travel the world 
promoting the brand’s products, there is another 
perk to D’Ornano’s job. “We have this wonderful 
job which is to make women beautiful,” he says. 
And as the doting husband of former actress and 
theatre director Mina d’Ornano and father to 
three daughters, beautiful women take centre 
stage at home, too. In fact, since joining the fam-
ily company his work and personal life have been, 
and continue to be, beautifully intertwined. 

D’Ornano is hoping to give his children as 
grounded and well-rounded an upbringing as his 
parents gave him. “It’s really about the balance 
of life. I think that if children are brought up in a 
family of affection and balance, they’ll get a much 
stronger and assured character.” 

Well, that can certainly be said of Philippe 
D’Ornano. And whether his children’s future 
involves working at Sisley or not, this is one fam-
ily that will always stand united.   
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 T
all and strikingly burly, 
Philippe d’Ornano, the president of 
Sisley, could be somewhat intimi-
dating at first sight, but his warm 
and gregarious has  a way of making 

people feel at ease. He seems delighted to take 
some time during his two-day visit to Hong Kong 
to tell us about his family and disclose the secrets 
behind one of the fastest growing luxury cosmet-
ic brands on the market. 

D’Ornano has a family tree to match his 
imposing stature with branches that stretch 
to the pinnacle of European aristocracy. His 
mother, Isabelle d’Ornano, is a countess and the 
daughter of Princess Radziwill, who was part of 
a famous Polish aristocratic family. “I don’t think 
my upbringing was really all that different,” says 
D’Ornano when asked about what it felt like 
growing up in such a family. “I would say more 
than being brought up in an aristocratic family 
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I was brought up in a united 
family.”  

Founded by his father, 
Hubert d’Ornano in 1976, Sisley 
has revolutionised the high-end 
cosmetics industry with its 
innovative scientific research. 
“As a child, I dreamed of 
becoming a chemist some day,” 
explains D’Ornano, who has 
been president of the company 
since 2004. “I was fascinated 
by all the biologists working 
in their white coats inside the 

Sisley laboratories.” He fondly remembers seeing 
little tubes of samples being tested at home by his 
parents. 

Becoming an international businessman was 
not something he had always planned to do. In 
fact, he trained to be an army general for the 
French army in the early 1980s, a time when 
military training and service was compulsory 
for young men in France. After completing 18 
months of training, D’Ornano went off to pursue 
a career as a journalist but just as he was offered 
a job in the US, he had to rush home to Paris due 
to the sudden death of his younger brother. “I 
asked my parents: ‘Do you want me to stay and 
work for you for a little while?’ So I came into the 
company not knowing how long I was going to 
stay. It’s been 25 years since then,” he laughs.  

D’Ornano’s visionary father was way ahead 
of his time. “Synthetic chemistry was the trend 
in cosmetics in the 1970s, but my father foresaw 
that the future of the cosmetic industry lay in 
natural actives,” he says. Thus Sisley and “phyto-
cosmetology,” the art and science of using plant 
extracts in beauty products, were born.

 “10 years ago, some brands were saying, 
‘Oh, natural actives are not as good.’ Now 
they’re all reformulating or getting interested 
in these actives.”  

Far from being silent owners of the company, 
both D’Ornano’s parents are still deeply involved 
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of�the�product�is�my�mother”

FAMILY TIES
clockwise 
from top The 
D’Ornano family; 
Sisley Ecological 
Compound 
emulsion; Sisley 
All Day All Year-
essential anti-
aging day care 
treatment

ANTI-AGING
from top 
Supremya At 
Night: The 
Supreme Anti-
Aging Skin Care 
serum; Sisleya 
Global Anti-Age 
day and night 
cream


