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DIY Luxury Style:
Emerging Custom
Furniture Designer
Finds His Niche
Design It Yourself designs and builds custom
furniture for commercial and residential spaces
and provides a wide selection of table tops, table
legs and accessories for amateur and professional
furniture builders.
Words by Emily Clingman
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ometimes a side hustle really pays
off like it did for Donnie Criswell.
The owner of Design It Yourself
Custom Furniture has turned what
started out as a whim into a milliondollar company.
Design It Yourself designs and builds custom furniture for commercial and residential
spaces and provides a wide selection of table
tops, table legs and accessories for amateur
and professional furniture builders. Additionally, the company’s DesignBy app provides
three-dimensional rendering services to help
architects, interior designers, retailers and the
public create customized pieces for any space
or lifestyle. The company offers a one-stop
shop for people wanting Design It Yourself to
build and deliver their ideal piece. Craftsmen,
hobbyists and amateur furniture makers also
can work with Design It Yourself to bring their
own designs to life.
“I have always loved interior design and
furniture, nice houses and interiors,” Criswell
says. “So, seven years ago, I started designing
and building furniture to make extra money.”
From picking out materials and building
furniture to marketing the pieces, interacting with customers, and, of course, taking the
payments, Criswell fell in love with the whole
process of designing. He didn’t have any particular plans back then. As sales increased, he
just kind of went with it.
Design It Yourself has a growing roster of
clients, including retailers such as Martha
Stewart Living, Ann Taylor, Touch of Modern,
Urban Outfitters and John Varvatos, plus private companies like TeamSnap, McKinsey &
Company, Facebook, Google and Shopify. This
past summer, Design It Yourself celebrated the
opening of a 5,000-square-foot showroom and
workshop in Denver, a hotbed for cutting-edge
interior design.
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Costa Rican Guanacaste tree slabs are ideal for tabletops because of their large trunk size – as big as five to eight feet in diameter. Very old trees are harvested before they fall and cause damage or injury in their surroundings. Guanacaste has a unique
appearance, texture and natural edges, resulting in a gorgeous gathering piece in the office or home.
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“There’s no question that Denver is currently
going through a renaissance,” Criswell says.
“For many years before, Denver was known as
a small city, a cow town, one road in one road
out.”
A surge of growth happening in areas such
as downtown, Cherry Creek and the Highlands
has captured the eye of commercial office
manufacturers and large architectural firms
like Gensler.
“So many companies are moving to Denver
and bringing with them an appetite for well-designed spaces, seeking out professional groups
to have the best workspace design,” Criswell
says. “There is so much attention to design
aimed to attract a talented, youthful, creative
workforce that there is tremendous demand
for office furniture dealers. Everybody is looking to achieve a special space.”
Criswell acknowledges that he’s a small fish
in the ocean of furniture giants like Knoll,
Herman Miller, Steelcase or Haworth, but his
company fills a different need.
“Rather than competing with these worldwide manufacturers, Design It Yourself is there
when the organization wants a very special
board room piece, or a one-of-a kind reception
piece, lobby space or break room,” Criswell
says.
Design It Yourself creates very high-end
furniture pieces, made with the highest quality
elements. The company incorporates the use
of reclaimed materials that add character, history and individuality to its finished products
— translating ideas into signature pieces that
last forever.
“Creating pieces that have a story that relates
with the organization; that’s the essence of our
company,” Criswell says. “We want to give customers the opportunity to design pieces that
matter to them for whatever reason.”
Geared toward designers and architects, too,
Design It Yourself solves the dilemma of where
to get something.
“You have this idea in your mind, but you’ve
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shopped around, you don’t really know where
to find it. We want the market to know, we are
that place,” Criswell says.
Basta, an Italian restaurant in Boulder, Colorado, turned to Design It Yourself for one-ofa-kind tables that tied into the flavors coming
out of its wood-fired oven. Criswell and his
team created custom tables using reclaimed
oak wood.
“The name of our restaurant is Basta, and it
means ‘enough’ in Italian,” owner Kelly Whitaker says. “It’s based on making simple food and
not over-complicating the experience. This is
not easy. Chefs want to make … over-dressed
food because they believe this is what the
guest wants. There is a place and time for this,
but, it is not the path we take. I think Donnie
and his team approach furniture the same
way. I was drawn to how simple the furniture is
but how much it adds to our dining room.”
Not every piece has gone the way Whitaker envisioned, he admits. Once he wanted a
rough texture on a tabletop, and Criswell did
exactly what was asked. When the tables arrived, it turned out they didn’t not work in a
commercial setting. They went back to the
drawing board. Whitaker says he’s always been
pleased because Criswell never fails to make
it work, the end product is always made right,
and most of the time it is better than what
Whitaker envisions.
“Bringing in custom work says a lot about
who you are as a company,” he says. “I want
to know who grows our vegetables, makes our
aprons and crafts our furniture. It says you
care about relationships and tells the public
and employees that you are thoughtful about
how you conduct your business. Every space is
different and a piece of furniture should function for that space. Having custom furniture allows you to maximize your space while adding
a creative element to the room.”
Whitaker appreciates the professionalism
and impeccable customer service from Design
It Yourself.
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Pink Bench-art by Michael Gadlin
Criswell designed a funky, bright bench to add color to the Design It Yourself showroom.
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“Our business, like most, is based on deadlines,” he says. “No matter how much I push a
deadline, Donnie will give me honest and real
answers about where I am at in the process.
This is super important to my business and my
stress level.”
Criswell is proud of a piece he designed for
an oil and gas company remodeling the 58th
floor of Republic Plaza in Downtown Denver.
The company wanted a boardroom table that
tied into its industry. Criswell designed one
made of marble, “similar to the digging component and natural elements they worked with,”
he says. The base is a round pipe, resembling
an oil pipeline.
“It was incredibly non-traditional,” Criswell
says. “It’s hard to find things like that in a
Steelcase furniture catalog … maybe it’s the
materials that mean something to the owners,
or maybe they want a piece made locally, or
the feel of a hand-crafted piece. They want a
story for the people that gather around it.”
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Into the future
Criswell’s goal for 2017 is to improve Design’s
customer furniture design application. Currently, customers can use the company’s DesignBy
app to create custom furniture pieces.
This tool allows anyone to mix and match
tabletops, legs and bases with custom colors,
and to size each piece according to the end
user’s space. DesignBy also allows designers to
show clients professional 3-D renderings and
for retailers to sell custom furniture without
the need for a lot of inventory or valuable floor
space.
Designed and developed by Goosetail Labs,
the app is useful in exploring different design
options, but Criswell is looking forward to giving it a boost.
“We’re going to load in as many popular
designs, materials and colors that have been
commonly requested,” he says. “Items will be
priced per square foot or inch so customers
can see their purchase price.”
Traditionally, a request for a custom quote
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Donnie Criswell sits in the Design It Yourself showroom among several of the chairs he designed.

requires time to source materials and production costs. It might take a week or two to get a
price.
“By that time, it’s likely they’ve found another
solution,” Criswell says.
The app will include the ability to design an
existing space, like your office, board room or
living room. Customers will be able to upload a
photo of the room they are designing, specify
color schemes, specific dimensions and window location, then pull in furniture pieces.
“We want to make process quick and fun,”
Criswell says.
Nurturing spaces
When asked about his take on the emerging
trend of designing corporate spaces attractive
to millennials or geared toward better employee productivity and wellness, Criswell sees the
value.
“Commercial work environments are becoming more like residences,” he says. “Materials
selected are different from 10 years ago, more

warmth in the wood, low-lighting schemes. We
are all working longer days, more hours. We
want to be in a space that nurtures us.”
Criswell pegs the tech industry as a driver of
contemporary commercial design.
“These young kids creating really cool technology got funded and all of the sudden had a
building to design and furniture to purchase,”
he says. “Ping-pong tables for instance — they
basically built their office spaces around fun
and that has stuck.”
In Colorado, Criswell sees other thriving industries, like health care and marketing firms,
creating inspiring spaces.
“Beer taps in break rooms — there’s a way
to encourage workers to stick around in the
space and have fun, have a beer and continue
to be creative,” he says. “It’s driven a lot by
youth, I can even see the banking industry incorporating some of this, maybe not as casual
as a tech firm, but there’s a shift happening.”
BoF
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