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UPFRONT: NYC
Market Gets First

Look
Held last Wednesday at the
New York Design Center,
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event successfully blended
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introductions from the office
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Custom Designs
Growing in Value
as Trend Shifts Toward
Authenticity
Companies in all industries
are shifting toward a more
authentic and comfortable
workplace, and makers are
zeroing in on the window of
opportunity.
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For those in the New York
metro market, it is one of
the most important events
of the year, a chance to
get designers into their
showrooms to see new
products and, hopefully,
connect them to some
of the massive Big Apple
projects.
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not released, but Stir will
continue to operate as an
independent company,
unaffiliated with Steelcase,
according to company
founder J.P. Labrosse.
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Custom Designs Growing in Value as
Trend Shifts Toward Authenticity
Companies in all industries are shifting toward a more
authentic and comfortable workplace, and makers are
zeroing in on the window of opportunity.
Words by Emily Clingman
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Panel discussion - “Craft and Customization: Highlighting Denver’s Maker Movement” Denver Design
Week, July 18, 2017. From left to right: Mike Blea of Raw Creative, Breton Lujan of Raw Creative, Jordan
Vaughn of Vonmod Ltd., Donnie Criswell of Design It Yourself, Phillip Mann of Phillip Man Studios.
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he Maker Movement is
emerging as a key influencer in interior design. Small-scale furniture
businesses are finding space
among the corporate giants,
answering the call from clients wanting custom pieces
for their own businesses.
At this point, it doesn’t matter whether the
chicken or the egg came first. Companies in all
industries are shifting toward a more authentic and comfortable workplace, and makers
are zeroing in on the window of opportunity.
“In a corporate space, people want comfortable things that remind them of home,” says
Donnie Criswell, owner of Design It Yourself
furniture company. “This huge trend is presenting opportunities for custom work in
corporate spaces. There’s a lot of demand for
this.”
Criswell, joined by four others in the furniture design field, shared some insight and
tips with an audience at Denver Design Week
(July 15-21) in a panel discussion: “Craft and
Customization, Highlighting Denver’s Maker
Movement.” Breton Lujan, co-founder of Raw
Creative, talked about helping clients make
affordable design choices that include custom
furniture pieces.
“A lot of it is budget driven,” Lujan says
“Sometimes they can’t afford to have all custom pieces, so I suggest they find affordable
products wherever they can to outfit the
entire space, but have two or three pieces
custom-made so they have that element of
customization.”
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There have always been makers since the
beginning of mankind so the movement itself
isn’t a new concept, but a culture shift in the
past decade has turned a light on artisans of
all genres because of people’s need to live and
work in a healthier, greener, meaningful space.
Quality is becoming the priority over quantity
and consumerism is becoming a dirty word.
Homes, offices and public spaces are increasingly turning to makers and innovative thinkers
to design spaces, and the furniture in those
spaces, unique to the client or the community.
By ignoring the lure of mass production and
emphasizing the craft and authenticity, Denver’s professional maker community has found
its niche.
The makers of today have some advantages
over the carpenters and cobblers in the days
of old. The immediate access of knowledge is a
game changer. From videos to articles, makers
can find information to develop their craft. On
that same note, access to resources is also immediate. Somebody somewhere in the world
is selling the materials makers need at an affordable price. Technology has revolutionized
how products are produced, resulting in more
efficiency and new designs. Almost anything is
possible.
Jordan Vaughn, founder of Vonmod Ltd., a
manufacturing company specializing in custom
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cabinetry for commercial and residential spaces talked about vicinity during the Design Week
panel discussion.
“Hyper-locality, can be a local resource and
keep costs down,” Vaughn says, adding the
shop local movement leverages the maker
movement.

“Re-inventing the wheel is a
horrible business model.”
Criswell says Denver has the best economy
in the country (the state consistently ranks first
or close to first in various surveys and reports),
with an abundance of buyers.
“It’s a good market,” Criswell says.
All panelists agreed Denver is becoming a
hotbed for design.
“It’s a great place to be right now,” Vaughn
says. “We’re riding the wave, trying to hang on.”
Though makers are positioned for great success, there are still challenges.
Denver, and the Northern Colorado Front
Range is experiencing a boom in commercial
construction and because of a simultaneous population increase, real estate is being
gobbled up fast. Small companies are being
pushed farther and farther out of town. Additionally, things are happening fast, and just
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when designers have adapted to a trend, the
trend shifts.
“Every time we figure something out, that’s
the last piece of its kind that we make,” Raw
Creative’s Lujan says.
He’s learned it helps to stay focused.
“Not too narrow,” Lujan says. “But focused
enough to be efficient.”
Phillip Mann of Phillip Mann Studios, which
provides design, fabrication and consultation
services to clients from around the country,
built upon that thought.
“Re-inventing the wheel is a horrible business
model,” Mann says. “Take time to reflect on
what your objectives are and review them regularly. After each project, look at your notes,
your time sheets. Figure out what you did well
and where you didn’t do well. Re-assess, move
forward.”
Vaughn adds it’s important to hold on to core
beliefs as the technologies and trends shift
over time.
“Specialize in a few things and do those
things really well,” he says. “Offer options but
have a structured process. Keep focused. And
don’t offer too many options — that leads us
in all different directions. Have enough structure to repeat a good process, but still deliver
something unique.”

Finding a sweet spot between one-offs and
mass production is a challenge for makers.
“You have to have a channel firing all day to
pay the rent and keep the lights on,” Criswell
says. “Then you add in custom work that is
more profitable.”
It’s good to have some stock, in Criswell’s
opinion.
“People today want their stuff now,” he says.
“We have to learn how to settle into this new
landscape. If we don’t other designers will.”
On that same note, Mike Blea, also co-founder of Raw Creative, says he realized, at one
point his team was putting a lot of brainpower
into one-offs.
“Maybe there’s an opportunity to use elements of custom work to build on foundational
elements so we’re not starting from scratch
with everything,” Blea says. “Consumers are
very used to purchasing something they can
see, versus not designed yet.”
The panel members were all enthusiastic about the future of the maker industry.
As workplace and society culture longs for
uniquely designed furniture and accessories
for interior spaces, makers will settle into that
space to provide one-of-a-kind statement
pieces that reveal a hint of the company ethos
the piece was inspired by. BoF
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