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Ciara Donlon always knew she wanted to be her own boss.  
A chance encounter in a shoe shop in her local area of 

Ranelagh set her on the path to establishing her award-
winning company, Theya Healthcare.

As head of online with Vodafone, 
Donlon was ascending rapidly in 
the corporate world but a chat 
with a solicitor turned shoeshop 
owner in Ranelagh, Dublin opened 
her eyes to the option of retail. 
As they discussed the flourishing 
businesses in the village, the shoe 
shop owner pointed out an empty 
premises and said the one thing 
Ranelagh was missing was a good 
lingerie shop. 

With a background in 
management and marketing in 
the corporate world, Donlon knew 
next to nothing about fashion and 
retail, but she did remember the 
women on her team in Vodafone 
having difficulty getting good 
maternity and nursing bras.

She and her best friend – now 
the marketing director at THEYA 
– surveyed women on the street in 
Ranelagh, 85% of whom identified 

a need for a lingerie shop. She 
took redundancy from Vodafone 
in 2009, AIB provided 50% of the 
startup funding and Cupcakes 
lingerie was born.

ÒCupcakes opened next door 
to AIB in Ranelagh at Christmas 
2010, it was minus 15 degrees and 
snowing outside, there was no 
traffic in the village because of the 
weather... but we were profitable 
in year one. It was enormously 
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successful. I didn't know the 
industry but I learned how to fit 
and got a reputation for fitting. 

ÒWe supplied maternity and 
nursing bras but I noticed we 
had an increasing number of 
post breast cancer customers 
coming in looking for comfortable 
bras – even for sleeping in at 
night – that were both pretty and 
functional.Ó

The offerings on the market 
at the time, she says, were either 
purely functional and downright 
ugly, or very lacy and sexy, not 
suitable for everyday wear. She 
found a designer, they produced 
five different iterations of samples, 
and they have traded as THEYA 
Healthcare since February 2015.

Ireland is a useful test 
market, says Donlon who now 
lives in France with her husband 
Laurent and their son Senan. 
She knew many of the relevant 
people because the lingerie 
business is small and the area of 
post-operative underwear is so 
specialist. Nurses and specialist 
shops jumped at the chance to 
stock a better product, and both 
Arnotts and hospitals came to her, 
rather than the other way around.

It's been a harder sell in the 
UK, where she knew the NHS 
supplier list was the only place 
to be. 

ÒI knew we needed to have 
serious USPs for that,Ó she explains.

THEYA's bras are unique 
because they are made from 
bamboo, which is renowned for its 
antibacterial properties as well as 
being comfortable on the skin. 

ÒWe did a clinical study in 
UCD and Claire Kelly, whoÕs an 
oncology nurse, did her research 
MSc on it. I knew we needed 
scientific proof in this market, so 
we have proof that our bras are 
highly antibacterial. 
We looked at 
the bacteria 
commonly 
found in 
breast 
wounds 
and our 
bras 
are 93% 
and 97% 
resistant 
to that.Ó The 
patent is pending.
They're nicely 
designed and are also noted 
for their comfort. As part of the 
process of the Ernst & Young 
Entrepreneur of the Year, Donlon 
contributed to the competition's TV 
show, in which she was amused to 
hear a customer describe the bra as 
Òlike an armchair for your boobsÓ.

ÒWe get amazing feedback. 
It's really important to us to make 
women feel better when they've 
gone through this major trauma,Ó 
she says.

As well as the EY process, she 
has been named Cartier Laureate 
for Europe at the 2017 Cartier 
Women's Initiative Awards.

While the company is also 
working on the French market, 
Donlon has turned her sights on 
the US. 

ÒWe are working on some 
strategic partnerships to scale 
very quickly – hopefully there will 
be big news on that over the next 
few months,Ó she hints.
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With six staff currently 
employed across Ireland, the UK 
and France and their head office 
in Dublin, THEYA is due to break 
even at the end of this year.

ÒWe are following a very 
normal scaling up path and 
we're on the verge of very fast 
growth,Ó she says. But she wants 
to grow sustainably. THEYA has 
a number of investors including 
the managing partner of a VC 
company who invested his own 

money, but Donlon doesn't want 
to give away any more equity if 
she can possibly avoid it. 

Her icon in business is 
Gabrielle Chanel, who, against 
all the odds, changed the way 
women dress forever. She points 
out that Chanel, an orphan, came 
a very long way in a world then 
entirely dominated by men. That 
aspect of the business world, 
however, hasn't changed as much 
as she would like.

ÒAs a head of function in 
Vodafone, there were a lot of 
women at my level but at the next 
level, director and board level, 
they really thinned out. I saw that 
everywhere I went but I couldn't 
understand it. They should be 
there... My personal view is that 
quotas will have to happen in 
our lifetime if we want to see any 
kind of equality. I'm absolutely 
a feminist; to me it just means 
equality.Ó

“Our bras are highly 
antibacterial. We 

looked at the bacteria 
commonly found in 

breast wounds and our 
bras are 93% and 97% 

resistant to that.”


