
Not knowing your niche 
Like the old saying goes, ‘A Jack 
of all trades and master of none.’ 
Identifying your business niche 
is imperative to a sustainable 
enterprise. If you do not 
understand the dynamic of  
your start-up, then how can  
you expect the market to? 

Misdirected marketing
If you fail to plan, you may be 
planning to fail. By not devising  
a marketing plan that targets  
your demographic specifically,  
you are wasting money and  
energy on a fruitless task. 

Praising your product
The ‘build it and they will come’ 
mantra has no place in start-up 
culture. The market is crowded, 
and competition is fierce. While 
a passion for your product is 
certainly important, the delusion 
that a great product alone will 
drive sales will not yield results. 

The ‘friends as employees’ trap
Many start-up founders hire their 
friends as their first employees. 
That’s great for rapport and 
camaraderie, but how disciplined 
and knowledgeable are these 
friends? Do they possess critical 
industry insight? Chances are, 
they don’t. 

Trip-ups  
for start-ups

Not all of us have the 
business savvy of  
Donald Trump or Steve 

Jobs. The design industry in 
particular throws up a number 
of challenges that even the most 
savvy of start-up entrepreneurs 
can find hard to combat. 
According to the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, in 2011 the 
number of start-up enterprises 
filing for bankruptcy jumped 
by 48 per cent over a 12 month 
period, and small business start-
ups overall fell by 95 per cent 
within the same time frame.

While these statistics are 
less than encouraging, start-up 
success is indeed within reach. 
Mitigating these risks begins not 
only with understanding the key 
to success, but recognising the 
key to failure. So what are the 
most common start-up mistakes? 
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Design Agent is a new 
enterprise, importing 
into Australia a carefully 

selected portfolio of products 
and brands that have not yet 
penetrated the local market. The 
design agent behind the name, 
Aaron nicholls, has long standing 
experience in architectural and 
design specification arenas paving 
the way for an astute entry into 
the importation, distribution and 
representation of select northern 
european brands.

nicholls is purposefully 
democratic in his mode of 
operation, echoing common 
business practices in the 
netherlands – where some of his 
leading products are designed and 
made. “Many manufacturers in 
Holland meet regularly, to ensure 
their products don’t compete 
with one another, and often share 
resources for manufacturing, 
logistics, PR and marketing, with 
the aim of promoting the Dutch 
design industry,” says nicholls.

As a result, “importers of Dutch 
product – even in Australia – tend 

not to compete with one another.” 
Following suit nicholls has forged 
relationships with contract and 
retail brands including new 
Duivendrecht and Kranen/gille. 
never before have these brands 
had direct representation in 
Australia, and for nicholls the 
synergies between his own 
business and theirs are strong. 
“Rather than become a keeper of 
many [brands] and a specialist of 
none, I want to do it a bit differently 
and be my brands first; hence our 
no-fuss company name,” he says 
of his unique portfolio.

Particularly with new 
Duivendrecht, a small 
Amsterdam-based studio with 
big potential, nicholls is their first 
international dealer. “I wanted to 
[engage with and support] those 
who are trying to make a go of it - 
like me,” he says. From a strategic 
perspective nicholls believes  the 
product translates “perfectly” into 
the Australian market – both in 
aesthetic and price point.

Another major catch is 
Memphis Milano (of the famed 

agent of change

Multiple start-ups have failed 
because they lacked the presence 
of a seasoned professional who 
has been there, done that, and  
can solve problems fast.

Knowing when to pull the plug
Always be mindful of the bottom 
line and be prepared for the worst 
case scenario. Accountability to 
your investors is paramount, and  
if your potential pay-off isn’t 
coming any time soon – after 
months or even years of investing, 
the best option may be to close, 
face the investors – and hopefully, 
try again.  

Statistical figures are from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
abs.gov.au; start-up tips sourced 
from Start-up Smart Australia, 
startupsmart.com.au

Top 5 Business 
Blunders

Clockwise from  
top left / Treetops by 

Ettore Sottsass for 
Memphis Milano; 

Aaron Nicholls; 
Attraverso GM2 by 
Giacomo Moor for 
Memphis Milano; 

Hensen lounge chair 
by Kranen/Gille for 
New Duivendrecht.  
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Frances Yeoland 
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Memphis Movement founded 
by ettore Sottsass in 1981), 
who nicholls has secured on 
the strength of his selective, 
relationship-focused business 
model. “Aside from the deep 
respect I have always held for  
the movement, I think they  
chose to work with me because 
there’s no way Memphis could 
stand alongside other big 
brands; it just couldn’t breathe,” 
says nicholls. “Many people 
have written off Memphis as a 
‘phase’ not realising that the 
company has continued [to] 
engage designers and architects 
to produce incredible new 
collections. ever since that first 
ground breaking one we saw rock 
the early 1980s.”

To date, the Memphis market 
in Australia has flourished within 
auction rooms; few people buy 
direct; but soon, with nicholls 
heading up Memphis Milano in 
Australia, a series of specialised 
distributors in major Australian 
cities will take the iconic brand  
to consumer markets.  
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