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T H E  E S T É E  L A U D E R  C O M P A N I E S 
offices in Hong Kong, strategically towering over the iconic Victoria Harbor, 

are the epitome of the skincare company’s push into the Asian market – 

especially China. As the president for Asia Pacific for the past six years, 

FABRICE WEBER has been in charge of developing the group and its more 

than 25 brands in a market where having a radiant, healthy-looking and 

youthful skin may be more important than anywhere else in the world. 

Weber, a European of Franco-German ancestry, spent a nomadic child-

hood between Madrid and Brussels before graduating from HEC, one of 
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France’s top business schools. He started his career in Europe with L’Oréal 

in 1986 and joined Chanel’s beauty and fragrance division in Southeast Asia 

and then Japan a decade later. He joined Estée Lauder in 2001, first based in 

the New York headquarters, then Hong Kong.

His upbringing, which Weber said helped him become adaptable and 

quick to embrace foreign cultures, helped make him the most suitable man-

ager to lead Estée Lauder’s development in Asia, where women are ready and 

willing to devote a huge part of their income to premium beauty products.

In 2011, China became the biggest market in Asia for Estée Lauder and 

the third-biggest worldwide, with 5.4 percent of the group’s global busi-

ness in the 2012 fiscal year (excluding Asia’s significant travel retail busi-

ness). The group launched Osiao, a new brand that draws from the precepts 

of traditional Chinese medicine, in November 2012. The idea grew out of 

Estée Lauder’s recently enhanced Asia Innovation Center in Shanghai, and 

the busy tourist hub that is Hong Kong is serving as a launching pad to test 

whether the brand is ready for a wider regional rollout.

Fabrice Weber, along with Figin Seng, the skincare company’s regional 

director for organizational and talent development in Asia Pacific, recently 

sat with Pushp Deep Gupta, leadership and talent consultant at Korn/Ferry 

International, and Hélène Franchineau, a contributor to Briefings on  Talent 

& Leadership. Weber shared his thoughts on the diversity and complexity 

that define the Asian markets and on the challenge of developing talent and 

retaining leaders loyal to the company.
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QYou once said about Estée Lauder 
employees that you hoped “we make 

them understand we are building them up 
and grooming them.” Can you tell us more 
about how Estée Lauder develops staff 
loyalty in Asia?

WEBER: The biggest battle in Asia Pacific is 
not for consumers but for talent. Everybody 
knows that in certain markets, there is a gap 
between the talent the business requires and 
the pool of talent available. At Estée Lauder 
Companies, our key assets are the brand and 
the people. We need substantially more peo-
ple just to cope with our own internal, or-
ganic growth; and then we have the issue 
that there is a lot of temptation for our best 
employees to move on because they are of-
fered opportunities elsewhere.

China is probably the epitome of that prob-
lem. There is a lot more demand for talent 
than you have talent available.

From our engagement surveys, we realize 
that what people want is not necessarily al-
ways and only more money and title; what 
they want is more opportunities to learn. 
There is an enormous appetite for recogni-
tion as well, because it reflects well on the 
high hard-work-ethics prevailing in Asia. We 
want people to say: I am going to join Es-
tée Lauder Companies when I finish my stud-
ies because I think I could learn best-in-class 
marketing, retail management, the business 
of luxury and high-end service and so on. We 
want them to think of us as a place where 
they can have a long and rewarding career.

FIGIN SENG (regional director, organizational 
and talent development in Asia Pacific): We 
have recently introduced a very structured in-
ternship program where students work on 

business cases, and we want to use this op-
portunity to identify the best emerging tal-
ent. At the same time we brand ourselves in 
business schools and top universities in key 
countries and hopefully, by word of mouth, 
people will start to recognize us and career 
centers will start to connect with us.

WEBER: We also have a Presidential Man-
agement Associate program. We select Asian 
candidates who have at least five years of 
work experience and who graduated with an 
M.B.A. from a top-tier American business 
school such as Harvard or Wharton, and we 
put them through a process of a two-year 
job rotation (four assignments of six months 
each). We allow them to better hone what 
they want to do in this company, and it al-
lows us to test them on different functions, 
different brands and different corporate po-
sitions across continents, before they are as-
signed to a core position within the company. 

In September 2010 we also launched the 
Transformative Leadership Program, which is 

the first program created specifically for the 
Asia Pacific region. Our goal was to raise the 
level of leadership for a group of people who 
are already seniors. In two years, 160 people 
already went through it and another 40 peo-
ple are ongoing. Estée Lauder Companies 
along with Korn/Ferry designed the program.

People from different backgrounds work in 
multidisciplinary groups over a period of nine 
months. Through this journey, they have to 
learn to work together on things that they 
usually don’t master at all. They have a senior 
leader sponsor who helps them, and at the 
end, they have to present a project to a group 
of senior management, in competition with 
another group. And yes, some of the ideas are 
implemented by the brands in the region or 
even globally.

QYou have been based in Hong Kong 
since 2007, and you have seen how 

Asian leaders operate. What are some 
of the gaps in Asian leadership that you 
wished could be filled?

FABRICE WEBER PRESIDENT ASIA PACIFIC, 
ESTÉE LAUDER COMPANIES
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WEBER: We are a global business in a very 
fast-moving environment, and the age of dig-
ital has amplified communication and multi-
level interactions. All of that is happening at 
the speed of light, and I think successful lead-
ers need to learn to navigate that increasingly 
complex jungle. That complexity and the am-
biguity it carries along quite often is where I 
see Asian leaders struggle the most, but this 
is also the area where I have seen the most 
progress. To me, it stems from education and 
culture, nothing else.

The other thing is also understanding who 
you are as a leader rather than trying to fit in 
a template. People have strengths that they 
should leverage, and we as a company want 
to make it clear that we don’t want you to be 
perfect, because it is not realistic, but there 
are certain things that you know or do better 
than others and we want to leverage that. 

QWhat advice would you give to other 
high-performing organizations trying 

to grow in this region?

WEBER: I don’t think there is a single model 
that you can copy and paste, but everybody 
should be aligned on the company’s direction, 
priorities and choices. 

Then you need to celebrate success and find 
the time to do it because, in this region, we 
are actually running a marathon at the speed 
of a sprint! People and their family mean 
something to us, and therefore letting people 
have a family life and a balanced life should 
be an obsession. I don’t think we are always 
delivering on that. I would encourage any 
company that is too self-centered to take a 
moment to step back and reflect on what 
they are doing to create a leveled working en-
vironment for their employees. 
 

QDo you have a message to other 
CEO’s in the region?

WEBER: Never assume that the best prod-
uct alone will make you the most success-
ful player in town. You will need to invest in 
the relevant emerging areas and have the 
right talents for today and tomorrow because 
three years from now may come in 12 months. 
Investing in people is as important as invest-
ing in consumers to buy your products. 

My other piece of advice is about creating 
passion, because passion leads to energy. It is 
about challenging yourself every day. In this 
part of the world, you don’t take anything 
for granted for very long, because consum-
ers and the environment are changing so fast. 
You need to be open to the assumption that 
nothing you know is applicable to certain ar-
eas of emerging opportunities. You need to 
reinvent yourself constantly.

QEstée Lauder wants to make China 
its “second home.” How do you see 

the business expanding within China in the 
coming years?

WEBER: China is the greatest opportunity 
for the beauty industry in general and for the 
prestige beauty industry in particular.

We have to learn quickly to adapt to what is 
probably the fastest-emerging but also the 
fastest-learning consumer in the world. 

In many areas, the Chinese not only learned 
significantly faster but also leapfrogged other 
consumers around the world. They are also 
probably the most digitally minded consum-
ers in the world.

One priority is the expansion of the distribu-
tion: China is in its infancy in terms of distri-
bution rollout. We are in 66 cities today, and 
when you compare to the United States or 
Japan, this is not a lot.

We sell to consumers in more than 350 cit-
ies through the Internet, so we already know 
that there is a demand, as we estimate that 
150 to 200 million consumers are potentially 
in the scope of luxury products. 
 

QOsiao was launched last October in 
two locations in Hong Kong and will 

be introduced in Mainland China in 2014. 
What was the logic behind creating an en-
tirely new brand, and what is the initial 
feedback from consumers? 

WEBER: We launched, with Osiao, a truly 
Asia-centric initiative. We thought we 
needed to come up with an answer to ad-
dress the issue of being able, as a leading 
company in the beauty business, to appeal 
to many women whose perception is: “Not 

made for my skin? Not made for me.” So we 
created Osiao in our Shanghai-based Innova-
tion and Development center, and the con-
cept is supposed to be premium and very 
high-touch in terms of service. From what we 
gathered in our two Hong Kong locations, 
there have been a lot of visitors from many 
Asian markets—including China, Japan, Ko-
rea or Taiwan. 

With Osiao, we wanted to create a brand 
that is claiming to help you treat your beauty 
concerns from the inside and from the out-
side at the same time. It is not totally uncom-
mon, but at the high end of the market we 
are probably the only one trying to do that.

So far the feedback is incredibly encourag-
ing. We saw people who are willing to sit 
down for 45 minutes and go through what is 
unique to the brand – the skin constitution 
diagnostic tool, which gives you a diagnostic 
based on your lifestyle and your skin type at 
the same time. Our retention rate is also ex-
tremely high for a brand that is still very new 
in the market. 

I want to stress that Osiao is not a China 
brand. We were partially inspired by tradi-
tional Chinese medicine culture, but it is not 
a “traditional Chinese medicine” brand. It is 
meant for Asia in the broader definition. One 
of the key strategies behind this product is 
that if it becomes big in Asia, we will be able 
to leverage it in Paris, London or New York 
because Asians travel a lot these days and 
shop abroad. We know that for every dollar 
Chinese consumers buy within China, we sell 
two dollars to them outside of China.

QHow difficult was it to push for some-
thing homegrown in Asia, in an orga-

nization like the Estée Lauder group?

WEBER: Surprisingly enough it was quite 
easy because of one key reason: We started 
this project in 2008, a year before Fabrizio 
Freda, our current CEO and president, came 
on board. Six months after he joined, he was 
visiting China, and we took a shot at it and 
had the person who came up with the con-
cept and her team articulate the vision behind 
this highly innovative new beauty brand. He 
said, “Let’s go for it.” He had the appetite for 
it, and he has been very supportive ever since.
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QThe Asian continent may be the most 
diverse market in the world. How 

does Estée Lauder approach this, and how is 
the premium skincare market segmented?

WEBER: In the Oceania market (Australia and 
New Zealand), consumer behaviors are not 
far from those of the United Kingdom or the 
United States. Japan is as big as the whole of 
Western Europe in terms of prestige skincare 
and makeup. Korea is very meaningful be-
cause over the last decade it has grown signif-
icantly. In Korea, women have a daily beauty 
regime and apply between six to ten products 
on their skin daily. We are talking about peo-
ple who have an obsession and a high level of 
education at the same time: They know what 
works, they want high performance, and they 
don’t mind paying for pricey products if they 
think that they are going to deliver.

The “greater China core” is at different stages 
of development. The consumer from Hong 
Kong or Taiwan is very knowledgeable. If you 
take Mainland Chinese people in tier one cities 
such as Beijing or Shanghai, the level of sophis-
tication is similar to other developed markets. 
The real growth of this region comes from 
here. Fragrances and makeup are still relatively 
small because people are in the prestige cat-
egory for skin treatment, not yet for makeup 
so much, but this is only a matter of time. 

Southeast Asia is more complicated: Singa-
pore, Malaysia and Thailand are more devel-
oped; they get more tourism and have retail 
environments that make “high touch” gener-
ally more understood. Indonesia, the Philip-
pines and Vietnam are emerging very rapidly. 
The consumers there are moving from lower-
middle class to middle-middle class, and 
this allows them to start shopping for 
affordable luxury products. 

QHow do you balance this diversity 
from a management and resource-

allocation perspective?

WEBER: We have to be very clear about 
what we go after but also about what we 
don’t try to do. From an investment perspec-
tive, you have to prioritize the areas with 
the greatest expansion rate, such as  skincare 
and innovative product, packaging, service 
or retail formats. The digital realm, such as 
e-commerce or engagement on the social 
media platforms, is also where we think we 
need to be. But all those choices were made 
some time ago.

We also need to be clear on how we work to-
gether, horizontally and vertically, and focus 
on the quality of communication. The trick is 
to make sure that the organization is aligned 
on the main key goals, market by market, re-
gion by region, brand by brand and function 
by function.

I think this is starting to pay off. Is it perfect? 
No. I think we still have room for streamlining 
because we have engaged a huge amount of ini-
tiatives in the region. Every year we try to revisit 
all of these and make sure to take out what we 
cannot digest or what is not working.

QIs there any innovation that was 
taken from the Asia Pacific market 

and later implemented elsewhere?

WEBER: Yes, in many areas. In learning 
and talent development, we have come up 
with a fair number of initiatives that were 
not only supported by global resources in 
their conception, but also have de facto 
been adopted. 

What sets Asia apart is the focus on execu-

tion, the sense of detail and the level of plan-
ning. The region has exported a lot of that.

The era of the top-down organization, where 
things get crafted in the New York headquar-
ters and then executed here, is over. Best 
practices can come from anywhere. We think 
that being closer to the consumer and closer 
to the local business stakeholders will gener-
ate the best ideas and practices. 

QWhat have you drawn from your past 
experiences in different parts of the 

world that has helped you succeed in Asia?

WEBER: I am very adaptable because I 
moved many times during my childhood. I 
don’t think of new things as scary. I don’t 
have any apprehension with regard to other 
cultures, languages and behaviors. I was sent 
to Asia to lead our business priorities and 
create a set of regional capabilities, here in 
Hong Kong. I have worked in our headquar-
ters in New York not long ago, and that was 
very helpful to understand the complex dy-
namics of our organization. From this experi-
ence, I developed a capacity to acknowledge 
that it is difficult to make everyone work to-
gether with so much change and that my 
role is to facilitate that. 
 

QDo you speak any Asian language?

WEBER: I speak Japanese like a 4-year-old! 
I don’t speak Chinese, but I would love to 
learn. It is ironic because my wife is from Sin-
gapore and speaks Mandarin to our children. 
I hear Mandarin at home all the time, so I am 
actually able to grasp a conversation in Man-
darin without necessarily understanding the 
specific details. I am able to grab the gist of 
what people are talking about.

QDid you have a mentor, somebody 
who had a strong influence on you? 

WEBER: My grandfather was a great men-
tor. He used to work for the Swedish com-
pany Ericsson. He was a strong figure and a 
very successful one in his own right. He was 
very tough but also incredibly human. He 
could be very demanding on one side and 
very kind on the other. He was somebody 
I always looked up to.  K/F/B

You will need to invest in the 
relevant emerging areas and have 

the right talents for today and 
tomorrow because three years from 

now may come in 12 months.”


