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Lindy Smith runs Lindy’s Cakes Ltd 
(www.lindyscakes.co.uk), selling all you need 

to bake and decorate unique cakes and cookies. 
She has written 15 books about cakes and cake 
decoration and conducts frequent workshops 

around the world on all aspects of sugarcraft. For 
the last ten years she has exhibited at the Cake 
International Show at the NEC in Birmingham 
and other sugarcraft exhibitions and has won 

many prestigious awards for her work. 

SMALL BUSINESS ESSENTIALS

INTERVIEW

Lindy SmiTh

http://www.lindyscakes.co.uk


Back in 1991, I was inspired by my own wedding cake to take evening classes 

in cake decorating. I was hooked right from my very first lesson. I have tried many 

crafts over the years but sugarcraft is the one that I love the most: it combines my 

love of baking, art, design and colour – what could be more perfect? Originally I 

experimented in my own kitchen, using techniques I had picked up along the way. 

Once I had children I made and decorated their birthday cakes; then a friend 

asked me if I could teach her; a friend of hers asked me to make something for 

her… after that, it took off by word of mouth.

Sole trader versus  
limited company
Once I started earning enough, I set 

myself up as a sole trader. That means 

I was registered with HMRC, as it now 

is, as self-employed; I was officially 

a business, but the business was 

owned and run by one person – me. 

When you are a sole trader, there is 

no legal distinction between you and 

the business: you own all its assets, 

acquire all its benefits and take all its 

risks. As your business grows, it makes 

sense to become a limited company 

– the ‘limited’ means you have limited 

liability for the company’s debts, so you 

personally don’t go bankrupt and lose 

your house if things go horribly wrong. 

I’ve always had an accountant to deal 

with my business affairs and I became a 

limited company when he advised me to.

As a limited company you pay 

corporation tax rather than income tax; 

when I started this was an advantage, 

as corporation tax was set at a lower 

rate than income tax, but that isn’t true 

any more. You also have to have a 

separate bank account and make sure 

that you keep all your business dealings 

separate from personal expenses. I 

actually think that this simplifies things, 

as you know where you are with the 

business. Today I employ a book-

keeper as well as my accountant and 

Lindy SmiTh
Sugarcraft combines my love of 
baking, art, design and colour –  
what could be more perfect? 



use specialist accounting software. I 

obviously have to pay for these services, 

but it’s worth every penny as far as I’m 

concerned: it gives me more time to 

concentrate on the creative side, which 

I love.

moving out 
of the attic
Lots of people start their business 

working from home, as I did, whether 

it’s in the kitchen, the attic or the spare 

bedroom. But there comes a time when 

you simply have to have more space. 

It’s a matter of fine judgement when 

you take on larger premises, because 

you almost always have to do it before 

you can really afford it. Running any 

business is difficult to start with – you are 

constantly juggling costs and cash flow, 

and taking on an office or a workshop 

when you are used to working at home 

vastly increases your overheads. It’s 

one of the inevitable growing pains. 

My advice is that you have to have 

confidence in yourself and what you are 

doing, but you also have to be sure you 

can pay the rent and rates. So do take 

a risk, but not too much of a risk!

Be warned, though: most small 

businesses fail because they run out 

of money. It really helps to have a 

sound business plan: people like 

Business Link, local business advisers 

and your bank can help with this. You 

need to have a good, strong, well-

thought-out idea before you make any 

Value added tax
the other thing you have to consider when your 
business expands is Vat. In the uK at the moment, 
if your turnover is more than £77,000 you are 
legally obliged to be Vat-registered, which means 
you charge Vat on your products and claim any 
Vat that you pay out on your purchases back from 
the government.

Smaller business may choose to register for Vat 
even though their turnover is below the threshold: 
it has the advantage that if you sell zero-rated 
products such as books and some foods (including 
cakes), you can still claim back the Vat you spend 
when you buy, say, cake tins or piping bags. 
again, it adds to the book-keeping, but that’s an 
unavoidable part of being in business.

It’s a matter of fine judgement when you take 
on larger premises, because you almost always 
have to do it before you can really afford it.



approaches – you can’t just say, ‘I love 

decorating cakes and I want to do it 

for a living.’ Research what the different 

organizations and companies offer and 

find one that suits you and your budget: 

some may be free for small or start-up 

businesses. They will help you develop 

your idea – and that includes an 

understanding of managing cash flow.

When I began to expand, the first 

person I employed was my sister-in-law, 

who came in once a week to help with 

the book-keeping and admin. After that 

I took on friends, or friends of friends 

– I asked around and found people by 

word of mouth, or advertised locally. 

With a small business it’s important to 

find the right ‘fit’. You have to have 

people you get on with and who 

understand what you are trying to do: 

people who share your enthusiasm and 

your business ethos, if you like.

Lindy’s cakes today
Now I employ two people full-time and 

nine permanent part-timers, though I’m 

in the process of recruiting another. 

When I do workshops I have two more 

helpers and there are four students who 

come in during the holidays. The eleven 

permanent people break down into 

five dealing with mail order; one who 

focuses on workshops; three doing stock 

management; one dealing with the 

media; and one keeping the books and 

providing financial support. Because 

With a small business 
it’s important to find the 
right ‘fit’. You have to have 
people you get on with 
and who understand what 
you are trying to do.



our business is so multi-faceted, with 

sales, workshops, exhibitions and my 

other teaching and writing commitments, 

there’s no such thing as a typical day 

for me.

It’s my job to oversee everything 

and I have to make time to do that. 

Somehow I manage to maintain a 

balance between the creative side and 

being bogged down in spreadsheets. 

I make lots of lists – I love lists! In 

addition to all my day-to-day tasks, I 

have to think about the future and where 

the business is going. I’m almost always 

working on a book and designing new 

products for our online shop; I also 

contribute articles (and new designs 

for cakes) to a lot of magazines both 

in print and online, so I’m constantly 

coming up with new ideas. I run at 

least one workshop a month, sometimes 

as many as one a week, and that 

involves preparation. And of course 

social media, such as Facebook, Twitter 

and Pinterest, are very important to us 

– they are a fabulous way for us to 

keep in touch with our customers and 

to get feedback on what they want 

from us. What with that and the various 

exhibitions, you could say it was a much 

more than full-time job – it’s a way of life

it isn’t all sugar
I am passionate about sugarcraft and 

spend as much time as I can inspiring 

other people with my enthusiasm. I love 

having new ideas and passing them 

on. But running a business is hard 

work. If you aren’t prepared to put in 

the hours – lots and lots of hours – and 

are expecting to get rich overnight, you 

are going to be sadly disappointed! 

Particularly if you are giving up regular 

employment in order to spend more 

time on what used to be your hobby, 

you have to remember that you are no 

longer going to be paid if you aren’t 

working. No more paid holidays. No 

paid sick leave. It can be hard, too, to 

Somehow I manage to maintain a balance 
between the creative side and being bogged 
down in spreadsheets.



lose the status of being employed, 

not to have an easy answer to the 

question, ‘And what do you do?’ You 

have not only to be utterly committed 

to what you are doing, you have to 

have the drive to prove yourself or 

you’ll be lost.

It can be hard, too, 
to lose the status 
of being employed, 
not to have an 
easy answer to 
the question, ‘And 
what do you do?’.

My top tip
perhaps the most important thing i would say to anyone starting out 

in business is ‘Learn to say no.’ you’ll come across a lot of people 

who want something for nothing, and who are keen to promote their 

own business rather than yours. Do everything you can to learn about 

people and recognize whom you can trust.

on a practical level, buy some good business books and read them. 

you don’t need qualifications but you do need knowledge. Go to 

seminars and training workshops and network at every opportunity.

And finally, research things before you throw yourself into them. it’s a 

lot easier to get out of trouble if you haven’t gone in too deep!



Sue Taylor is the managing director of Craftwork 
Cards (www.craftworkcards.co.uk), a small 

Leeds-based manufacturing company making 
cards and craft kits for the retail trade. Starting 

in her attic in 1998, she has built the company up 
into a leading UK craft brand.

CRAFT BUSINESS RESOURCES 

INTERVIEW

Sue TayLor

http://www.craftworkcards.co.uk


Sue TayLor

I have a background in graphic design 

and I used to run a print and design 

company. It folded in the 1990s, so 

I started working freelance and as a 

result I had the opportunity to produce 

handmade cards, which I sold to local 

businesses. I got more and more orders, 

but making a lot of finished cards was 

very time-consuming. I obviously knew 

how to source all the materials that 

are used in card-making, in particular 

I knew a lot of paper suppliers, so I 

decided to do that as a business: rather 

than spend all that time making cards 

myself, I would sell the materials so that 

other people could make them. 

Starting out
At the time – it was 1998 – the only 

cards that were widely available 

were white and ivory. But I knew that 

there were lots of different colours and 

textures out there that could be used as 

the basis for a card. The idea of selling 

materials for card-making was a bit 

niche and a bit unusual back then, and 

that’s what I explored.

All this was before all the online 

shops and forums there are now. I 

started out with a black and white, 

photocopied catalogue. It was only 

about six pages, selling what we call 

‘cut and creased’ cards, but it had 

details of lots of different colours and 

textures of card. I advertised it in the 

back of Crafts Beautiful magazine and 

I got about 50 responses in five days. 

That was the start of my customer base. 

Over the next three or four years, the 

business steadily expanded and I took 

on some staff. One of the ways we 

built up business was to take a stand at 

consumer exhibitions around the country, 

from Scotland to the south coast. We 

did about 26 in a year. This was just at 

the time the internet was becoming more 

and more important, so we gathered 

email addresses from people we met at 

these shows, and before we knew it we 

had a database.

I started out with a black 
and white, photocopied 
catalogue. It was only 
about six pages, but it 
had details of lots of 
different colours and 
textures of card.



Today there are 17 of us here in Leeds: 

myself and a Business Development 

Manager, plus designers, admin staff, 

manufacturing staff and the packing team. 

Everything we make is manufactured on 

the premises. We can do anything to a 

piece of card. We buy it in big sheets 

– about the size of a dining-room table 

– and then we cut it, crease it, foil it, 

emboss it, print on it and sell it! 

Business resources
There’s a surprising amount of help out 

there for people starting up in business. 

One of the first organizations I joined 

was the Federation of Small Businesses, 

which provides legal and financial 

advice and other support. They put me 

on to Business Link, the government-

funded advice service, who had funding 

available for websites. They gave me 

the opportunity to meet an expert in web 

design and development, so I was able 

to set up a professional-looking website 

from an early stage.

I haven’t dealt with the Craft Council, 

because they are more geared towards 

people who are producing finished 

crafts, rather than those like us who are 

on the manufacturing side, but we have 

had help from CHA UK – the Craft and 

Hobby Association. This is primarily an 

American organization with a recent 

offshoot in the UK. They can advise 

on all sorts of craft-related business 

questions, such as finding suppliers, 

and the regulations surrounding exports; 

they can arrange preferential credit-

card rates and business insurance; and 

they have a team of legal experts. They 

provide similar services to the Federation 

of Small Businesses, but more focused 

on craft.

Craft Business magazine is also very 

useful: it’s a way of keeping in touch with 

what the competition’s doing. It reviews 

the trade shows and discusses new 

products that have appeared there, and 

it’s very good on up-and-coming trends.

As for networking, I use LinkedIn a lot, 

and I’m a member of the Get Mentoring 

We can do anything 
to a piece of card. We 
buy it in big sheets 
and then we cut 
it, crease it, foil it, 
emboss it, print on it 
and sell it! 



scheme: it isn’t specifically craft-related 

– any entrepreneur can go onto the 

website and be matched up with 

someone who can help them or who 

needs their help. 

exporting 
and expanding
We’ve started exporting in the last 

twelve months and we’ve had a lot of 

help from UK Trade and Investment, a 

fairly new government department. We 

enrolled on their one-year ‘Passport to 

Export’ programme and as a result one 

of my staff is about to go to Chicago 

for a week’s course on networking and 

building your business in the US. The 

Americans hold the biggest trade show 

in the world for our industry and we’ve 

exhibited there for the last three years. 

We now have two American distributors, 

but we’re hoping that the UKTI 

programme will help us move forward. 

It’s a slow process – we thought it might 

take off more quickly than it has – but 

we’re gradually getting there.

We’re also aiming to expand into 

Europe. We do a lot of business with 

the TV shopping channel QVC and 

we’re looking to build up a relationship 

with their German end. QVC are very 

open to taking on new businesses, so 

I’d advise anyone who was interested 

simply to approach their buying team. 

They have rigorous quality control, but if 

they thought your product was saleable 

and you could meet their quality and 

price specifications, they would set up 

a vendor contract with you. They have 

their own presenting team and at first 

they present your products alongside 

lots of others. Then it gradually builds 

up. We’ve been with them for three 

years now and it took two years to 

get our own slots, but we now have 

one-hour programmes entirely devoted 

We now have two American distributors, 
but we’re hoping that the UKTI 
programme will help us move forward. 
It’s a slow process but we’re gradually 
getting there.



to our products. It’s a wonderful form 

of advertising.

Through our website we sell to 

individuals and to retailers: we have a 

trade section so that craft shops can buy 

materials from us. We’ve no plans to 

open a shop of our own. There are just 

too many overheads and not enough 

footfall, so we’ll just have to keep 

expanding in other ways.

Be creative
The first thing I would say to anyone 

starting out in the craft business is, 

‘Be as innovative as possible.’ 

When I started, cards were 

a niche market, so the profit 

margin was high, but now 

it’s very competitive. Doing 

something different is vital.

I’ve learnt the hard way not 

to give too many of my ideas 

away. Keep your blueprint 

to yourself. It’s difficult, and 

expensive, to protect your 

intellectual property. So if 

someone does copy your designs (and 

I’ve had that happen), you just have to 

move on to the next thing. Don’t rely 

too heavily on one product – not just 

because of the risk of copying, but 

because the craft industry is very trend-

led and everything has a short shelf life. 

You have to keep reinventing yourself.

the practical side
Probably even more important that 

innovation is quality. I think, whatever 

you’re making, there are two facets to 

We’ve been with [QVC] for three years now 
and it took two years to get our own slots, but 
we now have one-hour programmes entirely 
devoted to our products.

Where do the IdeaS come from?
coming up with new ideas means more than just 
looking at the trends in crafts. We are looking 
around us all the time, at fashion, at interior design, 
at colourways that are used in other fields. We also 
take on board what our customers are saying and 
what they are asking for. We run competitions on 
the website to get customers involved, asking them 
to suggest their favourite colour combinations or to 
come up with a new-shaped card – anything to get 
the creative juices flowing. then we bounce ideas 
off each other. 



a final word
When my treatment was at its worst, I 

thought, ‘If I get out of here, I’m never 

going to do anything normal again. If 

I want to do something, I’m going to 

do it. Because this might happen again 

– to anyone.’ 

So I’d like to encourage people to 

think outside the box. As with my graffiti 

knitting, if you have a wild idea, it 

doesn’t mean that other people aren’t 

going to think it’s fantastic. So try new 

things and don’t be afraid. I obviously 

learnt it the hard way, by being ill, but 

I think people really need to believe 

in themselves. If you don’t believe 

in yourself, show your stuff to other 

people: they’ll be supportive and then 

you will believe. 

INTERNET MARkETINg

the craft market. People will either pay 

for quality, or they want something 

really cheap. So make sure that your 

quality is 100 per cent. And of course 

alongside that you have to offer a 

good service.

It’s also vital to know your product 

inside out. Know your competition. 

Have a good business plan and stick 

to it. Get your finances in place, don’t 

go silly with your spending and always 

make sure you can pay your bills.

There’s always going to be a 

demand for cards. There are lots of 

websites now where you can build 

your own and get someone to send it 

out for you, but I think there will always 

be people wanting to make cards as a 

hobby. They might want to use different 

styles or different materials, but they are 

always going to need the basic card 

stock. It’s still a growing market. 

 

don’t be too proud to ask for help
my last piece of advice is ‘Be true to yourself.’ don’t let other people influence your 
decisions too much. If you’re starting a business up and you’ve got a great idea, go for it. 

But don’t think you can do everything yourself. look for all the help you can get, go to 
all the seminars and the free courses that are out there. If you can pick up just one little 
bit of information from each one, it can pay dividends. Spend time doing these things. 
You might think that you aren’t going to learn anything and that you know it all, but you 
never know it all. there’s always something to learn.

 



Alison Stothard founded Pollyanna Patchwork 
(www.pollyanna-patchwork.co.uk) in Eccleshall, 

Staffordshire, in 2008. A self-confessed fabric 
addict, she now sources cotton fabrics from the 

country’s most respected distributors and supplies 
all the other ‘notions’ that patchworkers need too.

SUPPLIERS AND WHOLESALERS 

INTERVIEW

 aLiSon SToThard

http://www.pollyanna-patchwork.co.uk


 aLiSon SToThard

I started my business when my first child 

was only a few months old. I was a 

hobby quiltmaker and there was nobody 

locally selling fabric, so I used to go 

quite a long way to quilt shows to buy 

materials. The first time I went to a show 

after William was born I took him with 

me and had a terrible time, with people 

banging into his pushchair and reaching 

over him. I thought, ‘Well, I can’t do that 

any more’, went home, had a cry and 

decided I had to open my own business 

and sell fabrics myself. 

My husband was very supportive. 

Or at least he humoured me when I 

came home from a baby yoga class 

in the village hall and said I’d like to 

hold a fabric sale there. I got in touch 

with a distributor, went to visit them and 

came away with 300 bolts of fabric. I 

had nowhere to store it – I had to take 

over the spare bedroom – but I hired 

the village hall and had my first sale. 

one thing 
led to another
I held three or four fabric sales and 

people always asked me if I had a 

shop. Of course I didn’t, but I was 

acquiring and storing more and more 

products. I set out to rent a self-storage 

unit – I was expecting my second child 

by this time and we were going to 

need that spare room! Then I found 

that for what it would cost to hire the 

space I needed, I could have a shop 

in the High Street. My husband and I 

had been saving up for a deposit on 

a house, so with his agreement, I took 

our life savings and ploughed them into 

a fabric shop. It meant we carried on 

renting for a couple more years, but we 

do have our own home now.

It was quite a mindshift from running a 

home to running a business: emotionally 

and mentally it’s quite draining. I find it 

difficult to switch off – I really am living 

and breathing patchwork. Which is 

nice: it’s wonderful to be able to earn 

your living from your hobby. But I do 

much less sewing for myself now. I used 

to occasionally take on commissions, 

but I didn’t enjoy making things to order. 

It turned my passion into a job, so I 

stopped doing it.

I got in touch 
with a distributor, 
went to visit 
them and came 
away with 300 
bolts of fabric.



online Presence
An online presence has been important 

from the word go. I went to a company 

that offers a ‘hosted cart’, and they 

handled the check-out process for me. 

All I had to do was put my products up 

there. It was the easiest and cheapest 

way to get started. I still have that, but 

I have my own website too. A domain 

name, something ending in .co.uk, costs 

only about £5 for two years and it’s a 

really worthwhile investment. It gives 

your brand gravitas – makes it look 

professional.

Promotion
For my first fabric sale, I sent 50 letters 

to local Women’s Institutes and got a 

great response. When I was just quilting 

for myself I’d been very private about 

it, hardly ever showing my work to 

anyone. But now I started to join local 

quilt groups and once people found 

out I had a business, they flocked to my 

sales. I became aware of this whole 

underworld of quilters that existed in 

my area. So word of mouth has been 

really important. I don’t do any print 

advertising – it’s all social media, which 

of course is free.

Finding stock
I deal only with patchwork and quilting, 

but in addition to fabric I sell thread 

and all the various ‘notions’, as we call 

them, that a quilter might need: scissors, 

books, patterns, wadding and so on. 

I do most of my research online. I 

tend to look for the manufacturers of 

fabric that I like and see if they have a 

local distributor. The best fabrics come 

from Japan and Korea, but they are 

imported into the US, where patchwork 

and quilting are big business, and I buy 

either from there or from a UK distributor 

for the American company. 

When I started buying fabric, all I 

had to do was ring up a distributor or 

send a query through their website, 

asking to see their products: most 

companies are happy to send a 

representative out with armfuls of 

fabric for you to look at. Some insist 

on a minimum order; others ask 

for proof that you are a business 

rather than a private customer. I’ve 

I find it difficult to 
switch off – I really am 
living and breathing 
patchwork.



sometimes had to send out a photo 

of my shop to prove that I’m ‘real’. 

Prices and 
quantities
I’m less concerned about price than 

a lot of people: as a quilter myself, I 

always have in the back of my mind 

how much I’d be prepared to pay for 

fabric, but for my business, quality is 

more important. So is the company’s 

ability to deliver. I’m aware that as a 

small customer I may not take priority, 

so I have to be confident that if they 

do have the fabric, they can ship it to 

me within a reasonable time. Also, of 

course, I’m at a disadvantage when it 

comes to negotiating on price: some 

companies charge a premium on small 

quantities, so I may have buy a larger 

quantity to get the normal, lower price.

But I do find that my customers 

understand quality and are willing to 

pay for it. I’m gradually educating them 

as well! It’s all part of the service.  

And how do I judge how much 

to buy? To be perfectly honest, I still 

haven’t figured that one out. I always 

buy what I like. The shop is a reflection 

of me. It’s my stash – it’s just that my 

stash has overflowed into a retail store.

 

I always have in the back of my 
mind how much I’d be prepared to 
pay for fabric, but for my business, 
quality is more important.

I do find that 
my customers 
understand 
quality and are 
willing to pay 
for it.



insist on quality
Another important piece of advice is 

‘Always buy your stock from the physical 

product.’ I was caught out one time 

when I bought a known brand from 

a photograph of the fabric, not the 

fabric itself. When the order arrived, I 

really wasn’t happy with the quality. In 

hindsight, I should have sent it straight 

back, but I didn’t: I felt obliged to keep 

it because I had ordered it. It was in my 

very early days and finding the money to 

pay for something I didn’t want to put on 

my shelves was difficult. It taught me a 

lesson. I now have a rule that I never buy 

fabric, or ribbon, or anything else that 

has a ‘feel’ to it, without feeling it myself. 

Selling online versus in the shop
there’s an interesting difference here. most people, when they come into the shop, 
are looking for something to match a fabric they already have. they’re not too 
bothered about the brand as long as the quality and the colour are right. But online, 
they tend to go for a brand they know and trust.

for example, when I was looking for a range of solids – fabrics in a single colour 
rather than a pattern – for the shop, I discovered the Kona cotton Solids range. 
they’re excellent quality, so I decided to take them and now I am one of their 
biggest stockists: there are over 225 colours available and I usually stock about a 
hundred at any one time. It wasn’t until I started to get lots of orders online that I 
realised what a following the Kona name already had.

I now have a rule 
that I never buy 
fabric, or ribbon, 
or anything else 
that has a ‘feel’ to 
it, without feeling 
it myself.



Customer service
With a business like mine, you have 

to remember that you’re not selling a 

product, you’re solving a problem. I 

email my customers four or five times a 

week, because I’ve come to realise that 

although I have 500 or 600 fabrics to 

choose from, unless I am fresh in their 

minds, I won’t be the first person they 

contact when they have a problem. 

When I am buying stock, I always ask 

myself, ‘What problem is this going to 

solve for my customers?’ You may think 

that a ruler is just a ruler, for example, 

but to a customer it’s a way of helping 

them cut out a fabric safely and 

accurately. 

When I email I send hints, tips, news 

of something that’s been happening in 

the quilting world. That way I establish a 

relationship, particularly with my online 

customers, that I wouldn’t otherwise 

have. It makes them more likely to buy 

from me rather than anyone else.

My focus is not on doing better than 

any of my competitors, but on doing 

what I do as well as I can and doing 

the very best for my customers. I could 

waste a lot of time trying to copy 

what other people are doing, but that 

wouldn’t be helpful for anybody.

My top tip
the first thing i would say to anyone 

starting up a business like mine is that 

managing your cash flow is absolutely 

paramount. Certainly at the beginning, it’s 

much more important than making a profit: 

you have to be able to pay your suppliers.

My focus is on doing 
what I do as well as I can 
and doing the very best 
for my customers.

With a business 
like mine, you 
have to remember 
that you’re not 
selling a product, 
you’re solving 
a problem.



Claire Crompton is a cross-stitch and knitwear 
designer (www.clairecrompton.co.uk) and author 

of numerous books on both subjects. She has 
online shops selling her patterns on Etsy, Folksy 

and Ravelry. She also runs workshops on knitting 
and crochet. 

 ONLINE MARkETPLACES 

INTERVIEW

CLaire CromPTon

www.clairecrompton.co.uk


I worked in the knitwear industry for a few years, then went freelance because 

the time felt right. Online stores were just starting up, so they weren’t part of my 

business to start with, but as they grew I began to put my patterns online and 

sell them.

If you were starting out now, when there are so many online outlets, I’d advise 

doing plenty of research. All these sites are very easy to use: they’re designed to 

encourage people to place their products on there. But you need to decide what 

is best for you. Working as I do in knitting and crochet, Ravelry is the biggest site 

for me: everyone who’s on Ravelry is interested in using yarn in some way. Etsy 

has a very good reputation for original craft work and Folksy is the up-and-coming 

UK version. 

Check what your competitors are doing on 

each site, how they are displaying their products 

and what their photography and their prices are 

like. Also read the terms and conditions and the 

policies of the site, to make sure they fit with your 

ethos and how you want to promote yourself.

making yourself 
stand out
Once you’re on a site, raising and 

maintaining your profile does take a 

lot of work. It’s easy just to put products 

up and think, ‘Well, people will find 

me eventually’. But you need to keep 

promoting yourself.

One way to do that is to keep 

‘renewing’ your products. On Etsy, 

for example, there are a lot of people 

selling knitting patterns and if you search 

for ‘knitting patterns’ the newer ones are 

listed first. So every day you should go 

into your shop, add new things if you 

can, renew others and constantly remind 

people that you are there.

It’s also important to put personality 

into your shop. A blog is a good way 

of doing this; or you can link your online 

shop to your Facebook page. That way, 

every time you put a new product on, it 

shows up on Facebook too.

The sites I’m talking about aren’t 

curated – you just register and put up 

what you like. But you then have to do 

CLaire CromPTon
All these sites are very 
easy to use: they’re 
designed to encourage 
people to place their 
products on there.



quality control on yourself, ask yourself 

what you want people to see. 

There are a number of curated sites, 

where you have to apply and meet their 

standards, but I haven’t used them so 

far. I need a bigger range of products 

before I go on to something like that 

– they’re the next level up, if you like, so 

I want to establish myself on the non-

curated sites first. 

Whatever sites you’re on, it’s good 

to have a number of different products. 

People won’t engage as much with a 

shop that has only two or three things 

as they will with one that has 20 or 25, 

where they can see that the owner is 

enthusiastic about their work and their site, 

and is there putting in the effort. Having 

said that, you shouldn’t put any old thing 

up just to fill the spaces – remember to 

think about your quality as well.

The secrets 
of a successful 
online shop
Photography is very important. 

Obviously online customers can’t pick 

the thing up and look at it and feel it: 

they rely on the photos. You can have 

the best product in the world, but if you 

don’t take a good photo, no one is 

going to know that. Look at successful 

sellers on your site, then look at the 

style of photograph they use. On Etsy 

there are tutorials to help you take 

good photographs. You don’t need an 

expensive camera, but you do need 

a plain background and a good light 

source, preferably natural light.

If you’re writing something about 

yourself, try to tell a story. Explain why 

you’re making what you’re making and 

try to convey your enthusiasm. Buying 

online can be a cold experience – you 

just click on a product and send your 

money off. Lots of people like the idea 

that their money’s going to a designer 

they feel they know. 

Pricing your wares
Research again! When I started selling 

knitting patterns online, I looked at my 

People won’t 
engage as much 
with a shop that 
has only two or 
three things as 
they will with one 
that has 20 or 25.



competitors. All the yarn companies 

produce patterns; so do knitting 

magazines, book publishers, other 

designers like me. There’s also a huge 

number of free patterns available. I’m 

competing against all of that. I have 

to produce a pattern that’s unusual, 

that people can’t get for free, and then 

I have to price it between the yarn 

companies (who are a lot cheaper 

than me) and some of the bigger name 

designers. I settled on a price that 

covered my costs and gave me a profit, 

that wasn’t so high people wouldn’t 

pay it, but wasn’t so low they would 

think the pattern wasn’t worth anything. 

It took a lot of research to get it right.

When you’re making things for sale, 

you have to look closely at what it has 

cost you. not just materials, but your time 

and all your overheads – light, heat, 

going out in the car to source materials, 

everything. Then you add a profit, and 

remember that you have to pay tax 

and National Insurance on that profit. 

If something costs you £4 to make and 

you sell it for £5, you make £1 profit, 

but quite a chunk of that will go in tax. 

Look at the price of similar products in 

the marketplace. Don’t compare yourself 

to mass-market producers; look at smaller 

craftspeople and don’t sell your work too 

cheaply. A lot of craftspeople are hesitant 

about putting a realistic price on their 

work. They feel they can’t ask £200 for 

a patchwork quilt, even though they’ve 

spent six months making it, so they sell 

it for £50 and make a loss. But people 

will pay for beautiful handmade things. If 

you are producing something they can’t 

find anywhere else, using good-quality 

materials and very good workmanship, 

and they can connect to you and see 

the story behind the product, then they 

will recognize its value and pay for it. 

 

You can have the 
best product in 
the world, but if 
you don’t take a 
good photo, no 
one is going to 
know that.

Don’t compare yourself 
to mass-market 
producers; look at smaller 
craftspeople and don’t sell 
your work too cheaply.



making a living
I’d never advise anyone to look at their 

craft as a paid hobby. Look at it as 

part of your work. You can’t just put a 

few things up on Etsy and see what 

happens: you have to commit to it, 

but you also have to realise that it isn’t 

going to pay all the bills. Not many 

people make a good living out of selling 

crafts: a lot of craft workers have a part-

time job and they may run workshops as 

well, so that the making and selling of 

products is only a part of their income. 

It means that if ever one aspect of 

their work isn’t going well, they have 

something else to fall back on.

running a business
When you start making money from your 

craft, you have to fill in a self-assessment 

tax return, so that you pay tax on your extra 

income. You can also claim tax relief on 

business expenses such as materials and 

overheads. Phone your local tax office 

– hey’re always very helpful – and get this 

sorted out right from the start, because then 

you can get on with the creative side. 

Set up a simple accounting system. 

From everything I earn I put some aside 

to cover tax and NI. I make sure that bills 

are paid on time and I have a credit card 

I use only for business expenses. I use an 

exercise book to list my incomings and 

outgoings and with any luck at the bottom 

of the page there is a nice plus sign with 

my profit at the end of the month. 

It really doesn’t have to be complicated, 

but if you’re nervous about this sort of 

thing, you can get help from organizations 

such as Business Link. Local arts groups 

often run inexpensive one-day workshops 

on ‘accounting for arts and crafts people’ 

and the HMRC website will give you 

tips on the basics of accounting. A lot of 

craft people tend to ignore the business 

side because they want to concentrate on 

their craft, but you do have to think, ‘I am 

making these things and selling them to 

make money.’

under-promISe 
and oVer-delIVer
a top tip for any sort of business: 
don’t promise anything you can’t 
deliver. If someone’s buying a product 
that is made to order, don’t say you 
can deliver it in a week if it is going to 
take you three. tell them it’s going to 
take four weeks, then when you do it 
in three they’ll think they’ve got it early 
and be pleased. 



a final word
I really do think that the main thing is 
to enjoy it. You become self-employed 
to do something you want to do. If you 
dread getting up on a Monday morning 
to do it, then there’s no point. You 
either have to change the products you 
make, or change the way you make 
them or the way you sell them, or think 
to yourself, ‘Well, it was good as a 
hobby, but as a business it’s not for me.’



Emma Curtis and Liz Parnell are the 
co-founders of Hamble and Jemima 

(www.hambleandjemima.co.uk), a direct-to-
consumer website selling sewing kits, fabric and 
bespoke handmade items. They also run a shop 

in Cockington Court Craft Centre, Torquay.

E-COMMERCE PLATFORMS 

INTERVIEW

 emma CurTiS and  
Liz ParneLL

www.hambleandjemima.co.uk


We met while we were both working for David & Charles Publishers – Emma as 

a product manager and Liz as a freelance graphic designer – and one Christmas 

we decided to make all our own presents, from jams and chutneys to sock puppets 

and bags. Everyone loved the bags, so we made some more. One thing led 

to another: we had a market stall for a while but we couldn’t keep up with the 

demand and we decided that instead of producing finished bags, we would put 

together kits so that people could make their own. Between us, with our different 

backgrounds, we came up with some really nice designs. One of the reasons our 

partnership has worked so well is that we have similar ideas, but come at them 

from different angles.  

The craft market has changed enormously in the last few years. Liz has an eleven-

year-old daughter and all her friends love our products. Teenage girls also seem 

much more tuned in to beautiful fabrics and beautiful objects than we ever were. So 

although our kits have a broad appeal, we certainly have a young following and 

we give a lot of thought to presentation. Obviously what’s inside is important, but 

we’ve always looked at the package as a whole.

our online shop
From the start, we knew that an online 

shop was going to be important. 

Our first website was designed from 

scratch, but it turned out to be difficult 

to maintain and to add to. We needed 

a quick solution (we had a huge order 

from John Lewis and we were about to 

send out literally thousands of kits with 

our web address on). So we went to 

a website provider, create.net. They 

supplied the template and then we put 

our own stamp on it. With Liz and her 

husband’s design skills we were able to 

make it look very bespoke, even though 

it isn’t a bespoke site. It’s worked really 

well for us. 

 emma CurTiS and  
Liz ParneLL

Although our kits have a broad appeal, 
we certainly have a young following and 
we give a lot of thought to presentation.

create.net


The most important thing about 

the site is the shop that came with 

it: it makes it easy for customers to 

place an order, the payment is dealt 

with automatically and we receive 

a notification. It is as simple as that 

and it costs us less than £10 a month. 

Obviously website providers offer 

different packages – you don’t have to 

have a shop if you don’t need one, but 

for us it’s been crucial.

The other key thing is to be able to 

log people’s interest, so you can build 

up a database of potential customers. 

By far the best response we have to 

any initiative is when we send an email 

newsletter advertising new products or 

offering a discount to people who have 

signed up on the site – it’s much more 

productive than putting an advertisement 

in a magazine. We have loyal 

customers who come back again and 

again and spend perhaps £50 or £60 

at a time on kits.

Once you have your template, you 

need to make your site look professional 

and individual. You need a strong 

home page, the right logo and good 

images. If you don’t have a background 

in graphic design, it’s well worth 

employing someone who does. 

Briefing a designer
To brief a designer effectively, you 

need to be very clear about what your 

product is, who your target audience is 

and what age range you are aiming at. 

Try pulling pages out of magazines and 

creating a mood board, to say, ‘I like 

the feel of this.’ Look at other websites 

and find a company that you would 

like to have a similar feel or image to. 

Give the designer a tight enough brief 

that they know what you want, but not 

so tight that they feel they can’t suggest 

anything – after all, you are employing 

them for their ideas and, assuming that 

they are good at their job, you have to 

trust them. 

The most important thing 
about the site is the shop 
that came with it.

We have loyal customers who come back again 
and again and spend perhaps £50 or £60 at a 
time on kits.



Functionality
In addition to the shop and the data 

collection, we’ve found it important to 

be able to run competitions from the 

site. People like interaction on websites. 

They like to be able to express opinions 

and if there is the possibility of winning 

something, so much the better. For this 

we went to wufoo.com: you design 

a page the way you want it, then 

Wufoo changes it into Javascript and 

you drop it into your site. That was very 

straightforward too.

We also have the facility to offer 

discounts, so that people can enter a 

code into a box and get money off. 

Our handbags and phone cases are 

probably our best-selling items, but we 

get a good response on almost anything 

if we feature it in the newsletter and 

offer a discount: anything we promote 

shoots to the top of our best-seller list. 

We don’t hold a huge amount of stock, 

so any time we find we’ve got lots of 

an item, that’s what we do: reduce it in 

price and steer our customers towards it.

inspiring photos
Our gallery is very important to us, 

too: we have lovely images to inspire 

people. All our kits are inspirational 

and that makes us different from a lot of 

crafts. People do cross stitch because 

they like cross stitch, for instance, but 

our products are more about wanting 

the finished item than they are about 

the process. Our customers like to think 

that they are buying individual, unique 

things: something they buy on the High 

Street may be cheap, but it’s mass-

market; whereas with us they feel they’re 

getting something special, something 

that somebody’s put some thought into. 

It seems wholesome, compared with 

something you might pay two quid for 

and then throw away the next day. 

All our kits are 
inspirational and 
that makes us 
different from a 
lot of crafts.

wufoo.com


maintaining 
the shop
Up to a point, our website looks after 

itself, so it’s easy to neglect it when 

we’re busy. But there are always things 

that can be improved upon; new ideas 

and things we can add. In an ideal 

world, we’d be doing this once a week.

The amount of maintenance you 

need to do depends on the number of 

products you have and how quickly 

they turn over. If you have hundreds of 

products, then obviously you have to 

spend more time making sure the site’s 

up to date. We have about 20–30 kits, 

and we also sell fabric, buttons, ribbons 

and so on separately, so it isn’t that hard 

to maintain. What does take time is 

advertising a bespoke bag, because we 

have to take a good photograph and 

write something about it, just as we do 

with the other products. Then we sell it 

and it’s gone – so that was quite a lot of 

work for a one-off piece.

Try not to overload your website with 

too many products. Some websites are 

a bit like going to a restaurant where 

the menu is pages and pages long – it’s 

easy to be overwhelmed and think, 

‘Oh, I can’t be bothered.’ But when 

a menu has a few select, beautiful-

sounding things, you’re much more likely 

to pick something you fancy and to 

enjoy the whole experience. So select 

the key items for your site carefully, take 

some lovely photographs and put them 

on your home page.

Bricks and mortar
Our shop is really more like a 

showroom/studio. Because we aren’t 

on a High Street the footfall isn’t huge, 

but we can store a lot of stuff there and 

we can work on new ideas in a lovely 

environment. We can sell samples of 

any finished pieces that we make; we 

can talk to other craft people and get 

feedback on products from anyone who 

comes in. So it’s very useful in all sorts 

of ways, but the vast majority of our 

business is online. 

KeepIng In touch
the one thing you don’t want to do is 
bombard people with emails and offers 
– partly because it cheapens your product 
and partly because no one wants their 
inbox to be even fuller than it is already. 
also, of course, nowadays a lot of people 
get information from social media, so they 
don’t need many emails. We don’t send a 
newsletter more than once a month, unless 
we have something genuinely new and 
interesting to say. It’s a fine balance between 
overkill and making sure our customers 
remember us and know what’s going on.



 

a final tip
The whole idea of starting a website 

can be daunting, because there is so 

much information out there. People 

often come up to us and talk about 

technical things they’ve done. But it 

doesn’t have to be technical. If you 

sign up to one of the companies that 

provide everything built in and give 

you all the functionality that you need, 

all you have to do is maintain it: for 

anything from £2 to £10 a month, that 

is well worth the moneyAnd whatever 

else you do, get the look right: get 

the photography right, get your logo 

and your home page right. There’s 

nothing more important than that.
 



Dorothy Wood is a craft author and designer 
(www.dorothywood.co.uk), working mainly 

for David & Charles Publishers and for 
many national craft magazines. She has also 
recently become the first UK Ambassador for 

Swarovski Elements.

PRINT AND PUBLICITY RESOURCES 

INTERVIEW

doroThy Wood

www.dorothywood.co.uk


I trained as a dress and design teacher and then did an advanced course in 

embroidery and textiles, but I never did much with these qualifications until I was 

in my late thirties. My sister worked in publishing, and one day she phoned and 

asked if I could make a christening robe for a baby book. That’s how I got started. 

After I’d done that one project, the publisher asked, ‘What else can you do?’ and it 

built up from there. 

I obviously benefited from a bit of nepotism, but at the beginning it is often a 

matter of who you know. Otherwise, approaching magazines is a good way to 

start. Craft editors are always desperate for people to do work for them, as long 

as those people are good, can move with the times, do something contemporary 

and stand out just a little bit from the crowd. I’d advise putting together a portfolio 

to show your style and the range of your work. The words will come later and there 

are editors to help you, but the craft has to be distinctively your own. 

I made my first approaches through the 

Internet, but if you want to meet people, 

trade fairs and big craft fairs can be a 

good opportunity to introduce yourself to 

editors: most of the magazines have stands 

there. Nowadays you don’t even need to 

carry a physical portfolio, as long as you 

have good pictures on your smartphone.  

 I’m lucky in that I am versatile – it’s in 

the genes, all the women in my family 

have done all sorts of different arts and 

crafts – so when an editor came to me 

and said, ‘We want to do something 

about… Can you do…?’, I learnt to 

say yes. If you can only do one thing 

– particularly if it is something not very 

mainstream that goes in and out of 

fashion, like quilling – you’re going to 

have very intermittent work. You have to 

be adaptable.  

doroThy Wood

The words will come later and there are 
editors to help you, but the craft has to 
be distinctively your own.



Working to a brief
When you’re commissioned by a 

magazine, you have to do what they 

ask. When an editor sends you a brief, 

read it carefully before you start – and 

then reread it before you send the piece 

off. Even now, after working in this field 

for many years, I sometimes find that 

I’ve overlooked something basic: I might 

be making a series of cards and realise 

that I’ve ignored the instruction to put 

‘Greetings’ on each one. Checking the 

brief again at the last minute stops you 

making this sort of elementary mistake. 

I do my best work with a tight brief, 

because then I have a better chance of 

producing exactly what the company is 

looking for. If an editor says something 

vague like, ‘I’m looking for a layered 

necklace’, I do a bit of research 

and email her perhaps half a dozen 

photographs to say, ‘Is this the sort of 

thing you’re looking for?’. Very often, 

she’ll like one specific picture out of 

those six. Then I can go ahead and 

make something that I am confident will 

please her. Editors do know what they 

want, but they aren’t always able to put 

it into words. So my job is very much 

that of a problem solver. I use art to 

solve editors’ problems.

Writing the words
In addition to producing the craft work, 

a magazine will expect you to provide 

instructions on how to make it and they’re 

likely to ask you for a specific number 

of ‘steps’. Read the individual magazine 

and study its style. How have they 

written about other projects? How do 

they express the measurements? (Some 

people say 2cm, others 2 centimetres, 

others might want it in inches as well.) 

Do they say ‘foam pad’ or ‘sticky fixer’? 

If you look for this sort of thing, you can 

gear your writing to their needs.

If you can only do one 
thing you’re going to 
have very intermittent 
work. You have to 
be adaptable.



Book ideas
I’ve rarely taken a book idea to a 

publisher – they tend to come to me. 

Craft publishing is very sales led, so 

publishers come up with ideas they think 

will sell. If they think that jewellery is 

going to be the next big thing, they’ll go 

looking for someone who can write a 

book on jewellery. 

But they may ask me to develop 

their general idea. Initially that might 

mean a single A4 sheet, just a list of 

contents, but after they’ve approved 

that I bulk it up with images and more 

detailed suggestions. I’m not making 

the projects at this stage; I’m 

doing research and finding 

ideas and colours that would 

pull together to make a nice 

book. I often assemble a mood 

board of ideas taken from 

magazines or printed off the 

internet, to show the publisher 

what they’ll be getting, so that 

there are no nasty surprises 

later on.

If you do want to approach 

a publisher, go to a bookshop 

and see who is publishing 

craft books in your field; then visit 

their website, get in touch with the 

Commissioning Editor and ask if you 

can send them a portfolio – again, with 

different things you can do, showing 

that you aren’t a one-hit wonder. It’s 

unlikely that they will want to publish a 

care aBout qualItY
people often think that they can make 
projects for books and magazines half-
heartedly, so the piece arrives not quite 
stuck together finished. photographers 
have a lot of horror stories about projects 
falling to bits when they’re trying to 
photograph them. I would always 
advise finishing things to a professional 
standard. You really don’t know if a bag 
or a necklace or anything else is going to 
work unless you finish it properly. 

I often assemble a mood 
board to show the publisher 
what they’ll be getting, 
so that there are no nasty 
surprises later on.



book that you have come up with, but 

they may be taken by your style and 

your ideas and ask you to contribute to 

a book they already have in mind. 

The book-making 
process
There’s a lot more involved in making a 

book that many people realise. Not only 

do you have to produce the work and 

write the words to go with it, you have 

to write to a deadline. I remember the 

first big book I did: I was very pleased 

because I had nearly all the projects 

done and my deadline was two weeks 

away. But I hadn’t started writing and 

I realised that if I wrote 1500 words a 

day (which is quite a lot), it would take 

me 42 days to finish and I had 14! 

That’s a common mistake in craft work: 

it’s easy to concentrate on the craft and 

forget to allocate time for the words.  

On the other hand, people are 

often frightened at the idea of writing, 

say, 20,000 words, but there’s no 

need to be. Once it’s broken down 

into 300 words of introduction, and a 

hundred words at the beginning of each 

chapter and perhaps 50 to introduce 

each project and then the various steps 

– before you know it, you’ll find that 

you’re nearly there.

Once you’ve sent everything in to 

the publisher, the editor may ask you 

questions to clarify anything that isn’t 

clear. Then you’ll see page proofs and 

you’ll be asked to look for specific 

things. For example, you need to check 

that all the photographs are in the right 

order. Sometimes with step photography 

two stages can look quite similar, and 

It’s easy to concentrate 
on the craft and 
forget to allocate 
time for the words.

Sometimes with 
step photography 
two stages can 
look quite similar, 
and because 
you’re the author, 
you’re the person 
who knows which 
picture should 
be where.



because you’re the author, you’re the 

person who knows which picture should 

be where. You’re likely to see several 

stages of proofs, with the last ones 

being in colour. The further through the 

process you get, the more expensive 

it is to make changes, so you have 

to take time to check carefully at the 

appropriate time. 

SeLf-proMotion
i haven’t often been interviewed about my books, but i do promote myself as much as 

possible. i have a website which often brings in work. i have a business facebook page 

and i encourage people to ‘like’ it. i tweet and i use instagram; and pinterest is an excellent 

site for crafters because it’s all about creating mood boards and showing people your style.

A few years ago i wrote a jewellery book that meant i worked quite closely with Swarovski 

elements. i knew they had Ambassadors in the United States who promoted their crystals 

and i mentioned to their UK sales manager that i liked this idea. next time i went to see 

her i took a number of pieces from the book with me. they liked the fact that i had used 

a range not many people use – so again, i was being a little bit different. A few days 

later the sales manager phoned me and asked if i would like to become their first UK 

Ambassador. this didn’t come out of the blue – i had been quite proactive, in a quiet way!

copYrIght
a lot of people are scared of showing 
other people their designs because they 
think they’re going to be stolen. this 
would be important if you were working 
in commercial design, but with books or 
magazines you’re doing it specifically 
so that other people can copy your 
designs, or be inspired by them. It’s an 
anxiety that holds a lot of people back 
and really it shouldn’t.



Lauren o’Farrell

Lauren O’Farrell runs Stitch London, the UK’s 
biggest craft community (www.stitchldn.com). 

She is also an author, fibre artist and graffiti 
artist under the pseudonym Deadly Knitshade. 

She tweets under several guises including 
@deadlyknitshade and @cooeythepigeon 

(fibre-feathered star of the Stitch London book). 
www.whodunnknit.com
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Lauren o’Farrell

I had never picked up a knitting needle until 2004, when I was diagnosed with 

Hodgkin’s lymphoma. When I started going to hospital for chemotherapy and 

radiotherapy there was a lot of hanging around; it was all pretty miserable and 

I needed something to do. I’d seen Debbie Stoller’s book Stitch ’n’ Bitch, where 

she suggests going to the pub with some friends and knitting. I’d never thought of 

knitting as something you could be creative with, but Debbie’s book had lots of cool 

items, like covers for your mobile phone. So I asked a couple of friends to teach me 

to knit, and out we went. 

That was effectively the first meeting of Stitch and Bitch London – we were very 

British and insisted on the ‘and’ instead of ‘n’. Knitting became really meaningful 

to me because it had nothing to do with my cancer. It was as if I had replaced 

the needles I was having in the hospital every day with knitting needles. That may 

sound odd, but it made a huge difference during my treatment.

As my friends and I talked to other people about knitting, more and more 

wanted to come along, so I started sending out emails saying, ‘We’re going to 

such and such a place.’ I’d always wanted to be a writer, so the emails quickly 

turned into a newsletter with information about what was going on in craft in 

London and links to patterns online. I taught myself about HTML and Photoshop so I 

could put in illustrations and graphics. Friends forwarded it to friends and it started 

popping up on online forums with people saying, ‘You have to read this.’ So the 

group grew and grew, both in the flesh and online. 

our first big event
The day I got out of hospital was 

the day ‘graffiti knitting’ was born. 

Deadly Knitshade, my knitting alter 

ego, appeared in my head and I had 

the idea of knitting a scarf for one 

of the lions in Trafalgar Square, as a 

celebration of my being better. When I 

mentioned it in the newsletter, so many 

people wanted to be involved – and 

knit on behalf of other people they knew 

who were fighting cancer, or in memory 

of people who hadn’t survived – that 

we ended up with over 150 metres of 

scarf and joined all four lions up. I’d 

thought I would run up in the night, put 



the scarf round a lion and run away 

again. Instead I was interviewed by the 

BBC, and cancer survivors came up to 

me and said, ‘This is wonderful. You’ve 

made something funny and lovely out 

of a horrible thing.’ I thought, ‘Oh my 

God. I’m taking over the world. With 

knitting.’ And we raised thousands of 

pounds for Cancer Research, all thanks 

to an online newsletter. 

It was about this time that we 

changed the name from Stitch and 

Bitch to Stitch London, because we 

had moved such a long way from just 

knitting in the pub. I felt we could do 

great things with this. 

Social media
I’ve never really seen this side of things 

as a job, because it just makes sense to 

me. All the time I’ve been running Stitch 

London, I’ve been talking to people 

online about it. For me it was never just 

a knitting group, it was a community: 

we all care about each other, support 

each other, and that for me is every bit 

as important as the knitting. There are 

Stitch Londoners in 52 countries now, 

including someone who joined recently 

from Ethiopia. Social media means that 

we can reach out all over the world 

and we just keep growing. Without 

that, once all the knitters in London had 

joined – well, that would have been it!

I find that big businesses don’t really 

understand social media yet. Any 

Facebook post that I make, or anything 

I tweet, is going to go out to thousands 

of people. If I recommend a new yarn, 

those people will try it because they trust 

me. A lot of businesses would kill for 

that sort of direct marketing, but they just 

can’t get there.

I’ve never advertised, but I have 

done a lot of press, because people 

want to talk to me. I’ve accidentally 

created this monster – I call it the 

Woolly Godzilla – and they want to 

know how it happened. So it’s got lots 

of publicity through its own momentum. 

Oh my God.  
I’m taking over the 
world. With knitting.



advice for 
beginners
I’d advise anyone starting a craft 

business to get online in as many ways 

as possible. A website is essential, 

because it allows anyone you talk to to 

look at what you’re doing in more detail 

and in their own time. If you aren’t 

technologically expert, go and learn. 

If you do craft, you already know that 

your brain’s capable of learning new 

things, so look at YouTube – it will teach 

you how to do almost anything. If you’re 

not very good at writing the copy for 

your site, find someone who is and get 

them to do you a favour in return for 

something you can do for them. 

Learning to be a little bit techy really 

isn’t hard. It might look it, but it isn’t. All 

the information is out there, and people 

will help you: people who are online 

will help you be online. 

once you’re there
It’s important to talk about what you do. 

A lot of people seem to think that it’s 

better just to promote the ‘brand’, that 

it looks more professional that way. But 

actually people want to know what’s 

going on behind the scenes, to see that 

there’s a real person there. They are 

more willing to trust and do business 

with someone they feel they know. 

All this breaks down the barrier 

between you and your customer 

– although you need to have a dividing 

line between your online self and the 

person who actually wanders round 

your house. That can be quite hard. 

I have a number of Twitter accounts 

– a personal one, a Deadly Knitshade 

let the SIteS do the marKetIng
Instagram is a brilliant community. It’s twitter for 
people with cameras. I went on there, looked at how 
other people were using it successfully and learnt from 
them how to use it for myself. now I can put a picture 
of cooey, my knitted pigeon, on facebook and say, 
‘If you like this, you can find the pattern in my Stitch 
London book.’ So Instagram and facebook are doing 
marketing for my book, targeting people who I know 
are interested in what I’m doing, while I’m having fun 
making a bike out of buttons for my pigeon. 

If you aren’t having fun with social media, you 
aren’t doing it right, because it is the most fun place 
in the world: it’s like being at a cocktail party all day. 
there’s always something crazy going on. 

Learning to be  
a little bit techy  
really isn’t hard.



You need to look at how 
other people are doing 
things successfully and 
do it too. 

one, a Stitch London one, and so on. I 

have different Facebook pages too, and 

I’ve had some people who comment on 

every single thing I write on every single 

site. I’ve just had to discourage them 

gently. On Twitter people often ask me to 

follow them, but I will only follow people 

I know: otherwise I would feel that I had 

5,000 voices shouting at me all the time. 

You have to retain some sort of privacy. 

making the 
most of the media
Because all these media change so fast, 

you have to keep up. If people start 

talking about the new thing, get on it. 

The latest for me is Pinterest, which is 

wonderful for craft because it’s so visual, 

but no doubt there’ll be something else 

along in a minute. 

Anywhere that you post pictures, 

make sure they are good ones. It’s 

worth investing in a good camera and 

learning how to use it. I have seen 

people make amazing stuff and then put 

up the worst, blurriest photos. Not only 

does that make your work look bad, 

it makes you look unprofessional. You 

need to look at how other people are 

doing things successfully and do it too. 

Twitter is also the best market 

research tool in the world. You put 

up a photo and people have to press 

perhaps five keys to tell you whether 

they love it or hate it. It’s a lot easier 

than asking anyone to fill in a form.



a final word
When my treatment was at its worst, I 

thought, ‘If I get out of here, I’m never 

going to do anything normal again. If 

I want to do something, I’m going to 

do it. Because this might happen again 

– to anyone.’ 

So I’d like to encourage people to 

think outside the box. As with my graffiti 

knitting, if you have a wild idea, it 

doesn’t mean that other people aren’t 

going to think it’s fantastic. So try new 

things and don’t be afraid. I obviously 

learnt it the hard way, by being ill, but 

I think people really need to believe 

in themselves. If you don’t believe 

in yourself, show your stuff to other 

people: they’ll be supportive and then 

you will believe. 



Poppy Treffry is a textile designer 
(www.poppytreffry.co.uk) who produces and 

sells a range of quirky gifts in her shop in 
St Ives, Cornwall, through her own online store 

and around the world. She is the author of 
two books on freehand machine embroidery, 

the hallmark of her work. 

CRAFT FAIRS AND SHOWS 

INTERVIEW

PoPPy TreFFry

www.poppytreffry.co.uk


I’ve always tried to make high quality 

products, but when I first started selling 

them, I was really nervous about asking 

shops and galleries to stock them. A 

friend made the initial approaches for 

me – I think other people had more 

faith in me than I did. But once I had a 

positive response, I knew that I was on 

to something. 

I used to make everything myself, but 

now there are seven of us in the shop 

and office and I employ three people as 

stitchers. For every new product, I make 

the prototype, work out the colours and 

produce a template. Once I’m happy 

with that, Sarah cuts out all the base 

pieces, Freya cuts out the appliqué 

pieces, and then my stitchers take boxes 

of fabric home, sew it all up and bring it 

back finished. 

We do three big retail shows each 

year: the Contemporary Craft Fair 

in Bovey Tracey, Devon in June, the 

Cornwall Design Fair in August and 

the Country Living Show in London in 

November. We also tend to go to one 

trade show in the spring and another 

in the autumn. And of course we have 

to keep the ‘bricks and mortar’ shop 

stocked. We can be thrown a bit off-

balance if we get a big order and the 

customer wants it within a fortnight when 

we already have a full order book, but 

most of the time we cope. Me stitching 

into the night and stitching all weekend, 

which used to be my life, happens a lot 

less often now. 

First steps
My first step towards setting up my 

own business was to go to a trade 

show, where I sold to various shops 

and galleries. In Cornwall there is a 

lot of support for people starting out 

in arts and crafts. Thanks to the local 

Craft Developments Officer I had a 

loan from the Prince’s Trust – it wasn’t a 

huge amount, but it helped me to put 

a display together for that first show. 

Through the same Craft Developments 

Officer, I met a lot of other people in 

the craft world, so I was able to talk to 

them and discuss what had worked for 

them and what hadn’t. I also created 

my first website, which functioned as an 

online shop. 

All these things had come together by 

the time I did my first show. The fact that 

I had a website meant that people I saw 

there were able to go home and look 

me up, and I had quite a lot of follow-up 

business afterwards. 

PoPPy TreFFry



First shows
I’d advise anyone starting out and 

wanting to attend a show to go along 

to it first and get a feel for it. Have a 

look at what sort of thing is on offer, 

what seems to be selling and what 

the clientele is like. You can read the 

website, of course, but everything it 

says is going to be positive: much 

better to go and see for yourself, chat 

to other exhibitors and see what they 

think. You’ll also find out things that 

you wouldn’t learn from the website, 

like the layout of the venue – there 

may be a front area that gets much 

more traffic than the back one. So it 

may be worth negotiating with the 

organizers, and possibly paying a bit 

more to get a bigger stall in a better 

position. You wouldn’t know that sort 

of thing if you didn’t go and look. 

Having decided on a show you’d like 

to exhibit at, look at the website: it may 

ask you to contact the organizer or to fill 

in an application form. You also have 

to send up to six high quality images 

of your work. These are the things that 

will clinch whether you get in or not. 

The people who are doing the selecting 

obviously don’t have you or your work 

in front of you, so the quality of the 

images is really important. 

once you’re in
There are two types of show: trade 

shows and retail shows. With trade 

shows, I take only one sample of each 

item, because we’re showing them to 

IS It Worth It?
Before you apply to exhibit at a show, 
ask other exhibitors what they think 
works and doesn’t work and how 
much money you can expect to make, 
so you can decide whether it will be 
worth your while. after all, the big 
shows are going to cost quite a lot of 
money. not everyone is prepared to 
share this sort of information, but a lot 
of people are.

The people 
who are doing 
the selecting 
obviously don’t 
have you or your 
work in front 
of you, so the 
quality of the 
images is really 
important.



people from shops and galleries and 

hoping that they will want to stock 

our products. We take orders and 

supply those orders normally four to six 

weeks later. 

With retail shows, you are selling the 

products there and then, so the first big 

decision is how much to take. At first 

I always took far too much, but now I 

discipline myself keep a record of how 

many of each item I sold at a particular 

show last year and base my decisions 

on that. In theory everything is priced 

beforehand, though in practice I always 

find that I am still putting price tags out 

as we open on the first day.

As for what’s going to sell and what 

isn’t, my experience is absolutely that 

whatever I take least of, I could have 

sold most of. My colleague Freya and 

I also have a rule of thumb about our 

products: if we really like it, it won’t sell. 

She and I have quite quirky taste: we 

both love a badge I made that has an 

illustration of a pea and the word ‘pea’ 

written on it, but we’ve come to realise 

that peas just don’t sell very well. If I 

like an idea for an item I tend to make 

it anyway, but I’ve learnt not to produce 

too many. 

Apart from the products themselves, 

I keep a check list of what I have to 

take to each show. For trade shows that 

means trade price lists, order forms and 

information about minimum orders and 

lead time. For retail shows, it’s publicity 

material – leaflets, business cards, 

postcards, something that people can 

take away to remind them of me later. 

I discipline myself 
keep a record  
of how many of 
each item I sold  
at a particular 
show last year 
and base my  
decisions on that.

If I like an idea for an 
item I tend to make it 
anyway, but I’ve learnt 
not to produce too many.



Practicalities
What you need to take in order to set 

up your stand varies from show to show, 

because a ‘show’ can be anything 

from the huge Country Living Fair at the 

Business Design Centre in London to a 

table in a marquee in a field. But they 

should all send out information about 

what is included in the price, what 

else you can have if you pay for it and 

what you have to bring for yourself. 

It’s important to know this, because 

you don’t want to fill your car up with 

furniture if you don’t have to; on the 

other hand you don’t want to turn up 

and find a table isn’t provided.

I always take a credit card machine, 

because people expect to be able to 

pay by card. It’s important to make sure 

it’s working – I once had a machine die 

on me for an hour and I could see that 

I was losing money with every second 

that ticked by. I’ve been to rural shows 

where there isn’t a very good signal and 

if people see that you are having trouble 

with your card payments they pass by. 

They may plan to come back later, but 

they just don’t. Some shows offer a 

central paying service, so you give your 

customers a slip which they can take to 

the till and the payments are credited to 

your bank account a few weeks later. 

I’ve sometimes found that quite useful, 

although of course it means you have to 

wait for your money. Another possibility 

is to rent a terminal for the event; that’s 

quite expensive, but in the beginning 

it might be worth trying either of these 

options before you commit yourself to a 

contract on a machine.

I once had a 
machine die on 
me for an hour 
and I could see 
that I was losing 
money with 
every second 
that ticked by.

a cautIonarY tale
If I was giving one piece of advice 
to someone going to shows for the 
first time, it would be, ‘read all the 
information you are sent.’ I once went 
to a four-day show that I thought was 
a three-day show and everything I had 
done was geared towards my being 
there for only three days. I’d booked the 
hotel for three nights instead of four, I’d 
even bought my assistant’s train ticket 
home for the third day. nightmare.



top tipS
to summarize: the first thing you have to do is get 

‘out there’ and get feedback. find out if your stuff 

is any good and if there is a market for it.

And, from the word go, work out your costs. i’ve always been 

aware of how much materials cost and how long things 

took me to make, so when i did start to sell things i already 

had a realistic idea of what my costs were. if something is 

expensive to make and you aren’t pricing it right, you may 

be selling lot of them, but in fact you’re making a loss. 

 

 



Gillian Harris owns Gilliangladrag Ltd 
(gilliangladrag.co.uk), selling felt-making 

kits, felting and knitting supplies, yarns and 
haberdashery online, through some of the 
UK’s major retailers and in her own shop, 
The Fluff-a-torium, in Dorking, Surrey. She 
teaches workshops and courses in felting, 

and Gilliangladrag provides courses in other 
crafts too. 

BRICkS AND MORTAR SHOPS 

INTERVIEW

GiLLian harriS

gilliangladrag.co.uk


I used to be a graphic designer but 

I gave it up when I had my second 

daughter. We were quite an arty family 

– my grandfather was a tailor – and I 

knew I wanted to go back to textiles. 

I tried lots of things and fell into felt-

making: found out about it, started to do 

it, become totally obsessed with it, and 

Gilliangladrag grew organically from 

there. I never set out to be a felt-maker, 

but I am quite entrepreneurial and have 

a good business sense, so it all came 

along at the right time in my life, when 

I was looking for a way to reinvent 

myself, if you like.

Selling wholesale
We sell online, in our shop and into 

other shops – again that happened 

organically, but is now definitely part 

of a plan. When you’re running a 

business, you need to look at all the 

different aspects of it.

We’ve never had to deal with the 

problem of approaching big businesses, 

such as John Lewis, and asking them 

to stock our products, because they 

approached us. We were exhibiting at 

a trade show, they saw what we were 

doing and liked it. It may be cheaper 

to approach large retailers directly, 

because then you aren’t spending 

money on a stand at a show and 

gambling as to whether or not someone 

will be interested. But it is terribly 

difficult. To be frank, it’s sometimes hard 

to get hold of the right person in a big 

company even when they’ve placed 

an order, so approaching them cold 

would be even harder. All you can do 

is send in your product and hope that 

they like it. If they do they do and if they 

don’t they don’t: you can’t perform any 

magic to persuade them. But you have 

to believe in what you’re doing. Yes, 

you have to market it, you have to do 

PR and advertising and all the rest, but 

if you have a great product, it will be 

successful. 

 Negotiating on price and payment 

terms and so on with big companies 

can be difficult. I was quite hard-

GiLLian harriS

When you’re running a business, you need 
to look at all the different aspects of it.

All you can do is send in 
your product and hope 
that they like it.



nosed about it, probably naively so, 

when we first started, but over the 

years I’ve come to learn that they 

pretty much call the shots. You have 

to look at it from different angles, 

though. If you’re supplying a big store, 

it’s almost like a PR and marketing 

exercise. They’re giving you a massive 

advertising space that you could never 

have bought. Although obviously the 

primary objective is to make money, 

your being there really improves brand 

awareness.  

We manufacture all our kits ourselves, 

so in my mind – though my staff 

probably wouldn’t agree with me 

– supplying big orders is the easy bit! 

It’s all the rest of it, getting the orders 

in the first place, that’s tricky. When it 

comes to making things and getting 

them out the door, my attitude is, ‘If you 

need that many, you make that many. If 

you need more people to make them, 

you find more people.’ We export large 

numbers of kits now, and that can be 

hard – because of course you’re still 

dealing with everything else and you 

can’t shut the shop or ignore the website 

just because you’re trying to fulfil a big 

order. But most of the time it is doable.

As for nurturing clients, we keep them 

up-to date with newsletters and we tend 

to launch new products roughly once 

a year. We also advertise in the trade 

and the retail press, in different sorts of 

publications, which feed off one another 

and create further business.

our range
We’re currently the UK distributor for 

some Australian knitting products and for 

an American range of handspun yarns, 

but everything else we sell – everything 

in our own range – comes from what I 

like and what I think is going to work. 

When it comes 
to making things 
and getting them 
out the door, my 
attitude is, ‘If 
you need that 
many, you make 
that many. If 
you need more 
people to make 
them, you find 
more people.’ 



If someone suggested I make a red 

handbag with blue spots, I wouldn’t 

listen, because that’s not the way I 

operate. The only time that changes is 

when I’m ordering, say, knitting wools 

for the shop – then I can’t just do what 

I like, I have to have a range that will 

please everyone. 

Of course if a big customer came to 

me and said, ‘Will you make us a red 

handbag with blue spots?’ and wanted 

enough of them, that would be different. 

But I’d have to design it so that I was 

happy with the red and blue and happy 

with the shape – it would still have to 

have my look about it. My branding is 

hugely important, and I won’t have it 

compromised in any way. 

events in the shop
The events we hold are really important 

to us: people have flown in from France 

and the Netherlands to come to one 

of my felting courses. The fact that 

I’ve written a couple of books helps: if 

people have read your book, they’re 

more likely to want to come on one 

of your courses. Again, it all feeds off 

itself. Each different facet of the business 

is like a little cog in the bigger machine. 

People are very keen on workshops 

and courses at the moment – that’s 

something that has grown partly from 

the recession, from the ‘Make Do 

and Mend’ mentality. Most of what 

Gilliangladrag sells is for you to make 

your own things and I think a 

lot of people are moving away 

from the whole mass-produced 

thing, towards something 

they feel is more sustainable 

and ‘worthwhile’. It’s (rightly) 

seen as more worthwhile to 

buy something that’s been 

handmade in Britain than a 

mass-produced piece from 

halfway round the world. And 

there’s the question of longevity 

– if you’ve bought something 

rIght place, rIght tIme
Some of our smaller kits have been 
hugely successful, in particular a needle-
felting kit called chirpy chappy that we 
launched in the spring. needle felting is 
popular at the moment, there’s a lot of 
interest in birds, the product looks right 
– it’s sweet and quirky – and it’s a good 
price. all those things came together at 
the right time and made it our fastest 
selling kit ever. 



for a pound, you’re happy to throw it 

away next week and buy another. If 

you’ve bought something handmade, 

or if someone else has made it for you, 

you’re hopefully going to cherish it for 

much longer.

running 
the business
I’ve got 13 people working for me 

part-time, making up kits, sending out 

website orders, working in the shop, 

and it’s a huge juggling act all the time. 

I feel lucky that I’m able to work in this 

environment, doing what I want to do 

and being surrounded by things that I 

like, but it is incredibly hard work and 

I’m never truly away from it. 

It’s really, really difficult to make 

proper money out of craft unless you 

have a good business head. I can’t 

stress that enough – so many people 

try to turn their hobby into a business 

without thinking about the costs involved 

in making things and what they need 

to charge a make a proper profit. I say 

this all the time to people who come on 

my courses: add up your cost of sales 

and your overheads, even if you’re 

working at home, so that you can work 

out what your prices should be and 

how much you need to earn in order 

to make a living. If you’ve given up a 

£20,000-a-year job to do this, how 

many brooches, bracelets, bags and 

key rings do you have to sell to make 

£20,000 a year? Quite a few. And 

that’s £20,000 profit, so you probably 

need to be turning over in excess of 

£40,000. It’s all very well making 

two or three things and charging £5 

for them at the local craft fair, and it’s 

terribly flattering when somebody buys 

something you’ve made – but what if 

they ask you to make 40 more? How 

long is that going to take? Are you still 

going to charge £5?

If you’ve given up 
a £20,000-a-year 
job to do this, how 
many brooches, 
bracelets, bags, 
key rings do you 
have to sell to 
make £20,000 a 
year? Quite a few.



My husband always says, ‘Turnover 

is vanity, but profit is sanity’ and he’s 

right. When you remove yourself from 

the fluffy loveliness and the colours and 

the gorgeousness of it all, you have to 

look at the balance sheet and it has to 

work out.

That would be my top tip to anyone 

wanting to turn a hobby into a business: 

you have to think about the financial 

aspect of it. Although people will pay 

for handmade, they will only pay so 

much. You are up against a lot of chains 

selling things made cheaply in the Far 

East and it can be tough out there. Try 

not to let those thoughts ruin your plans 

– but always keep it in mind!



Amanda Waring founded Mama Jewels 
(www.mamajewels.co.uk) after her first child 

started pulling and breaking her jewellery. She 
produces nursing necklaces, teething necklaces 
and other jewellery that is reliably strong, non-

toxic, can be washed after the baby has chewed 
it and still looks glamorous. 

gRANTS AND FUNDINg 

INTERVIEW

 amanda WarinG

www.mamajewels.co.uk


I had a proper job before my children were born, but I made jewellery as a side 

line. I went to craft fairs and held jewellery parties – it was a hobby business. Then 

my first son was born and he would tug and break whatever I was wearing – not 

just things I had made, but jewellery I’d bought. I searched high and low, mainly 

on the internet, for baby-proof jewellery, but I couldn’t find anything. There were 

some necklaces that were more like toys, designed for the baby to interact with it, 

but nothing that you’d want to wear on a fashion level.

I talked to a lot of other mums and found that they were in the same position as I 

was  – looking for beautiful things to wear that wouldn’t harm their babies and that 

their babies wouldn’t destroy. So I thought, ‘There’s a gap here. I can do something 

about it.’ As it happens the recession hit while I was on maternity leave and I was 

made redundant. I had no money, I had nothing to lose and I decided to go for it. 

 Coincidentally, the local Sure Start 

Centre was offering a short course on 

‘Do you think you’re the right kind of 

person to start your own business?’ I 

went on that, found that it was run by 

Business Link, approached them and 

got a fantastic advisor who guided me 

through putting together a business plan. 

With his help I approached my local 

council and the bank for funding. The 

bank turned me down straight away. 

That was a slightly Catch-22 situation in 

that I didn’t have any income, so they 

weren’t going to lend me any money to 

help me generate an income. But both 

Business Link and the council agreed 

to give me some funding, as long as I 

matched it 50/50.

Preparing a 
business plan
This is quite tricky, because when you’re 

starting a business you’re looking at an 

unknown entity, especially if you have 
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I talked to a lot of other mums and found 
that they were in the same position as I was. 
So I thought, ‘There’s a gap here. I can do 
something about it.’



a new product, as I did. Business Link 

and the council were looking for all 

sorts of information that I hadn’t even 

considered. They wanted to know 

how much I thought I would sell, how 

much profit I would make, where I 

would advertise, where I would find 

my customers, where I would source 

my materials – everything, really, about 

putting the structure of the business 

together. It was incredibly helpful to 

me, because there were loads of 

things I hadn’t a clue about. Particularly 

marketing and PR: I’d never done 

anything like that and just sitting down 

and thinking about how I was going 

to get customers to find out about my 

products was a very useful exercise. 

By this time I was determined to start 

the company whether I got funding or 

not, but being given that money did 

make a difference to the quality of what 

I was doing. The main thing was the 

website: I was able to pay someone to 

design a really professional site, rather 

than having to spend my own time on it 

when I needed to be concentrating on 

the business. 

Putting 
yourself forward
This is another area where Business 

Link helped me: at a very early stage 

my advisor asked if I had thought of 

entering myself for any awards. My 

first reaction was, ‘Hold on a minute 

– I’ve just started! What can I win?’ But 

actually it was helpful in a lot of ways. 

When you start a business it’s good 

to have something like that to motivate 

you and to push you forward. If you’re 

working on your own, you don’t have 

anyone saying, ‘Well done, you’ve 

done a good job.’ You can pat yourself 

on the back, but it’s not the same! Quite 

often you win because customers have 

recommended you, and that does make 

you feel good.

When you’re starting a business you’re 
looking at an unknown entity, especially if 
you have a new product ... It was incredibly 
helpful to me, because there were loads of 
things I hadn’t a clue about.



Also, if you win something, you get a 

badge to put on your website that says, 

‘These people think my product’s good’. 

It’s difficult to assess how much all this 

has helped, because I don’t know any 

different – right from the beginning I was 

led in that PR direction to promote my 

business, so I’ve always had this sort of 

accolade. But although I don’t think it 

automatically brings in lots of new custom 

straight away, it does mean that people 

visiting my website see that I’ve been 

endorsed by Mumsnet and Mumpreneur 

UK and other people they have heard of, 

and that all adds to my credibility.

repeat business
My business is a strange one, because 

my jewellery is aimed exclusively at the 

mothers of young babies. Obviously 

mums who are at home with their 

babies don’t tend to have a lot of 

money, so they might buy one thing in 

the course of a year and then come 

back and buy another for Christmas. But 

then they buy presents for their friends 

too. I do get a lot of repeat business. 

The flip side is that once the babies 

are older, the mums go back to wearing 

regular jewellery. Which leaves me with 

the problem of having to look constantly 

for new business. That’s the crux of what 

I do, day in, day out – many ways of 

trying to generate new business. 

running 
the business
At the moment we have 160 designs, 

so we tend to keep a small level of stock 

of each item – we’ve got a workshop 

to house it all – and then we do a stock 

take each week and spend the next week 

making up the designs we’re short of.

I also have to keep an eye on all 

the designs and make sure I’m happy 

with them. Often I look at a design and 

decide to rejig it slightly. Then I have to 

maKIng planS
I still design everything I sell, but I outsource the 
making of it to a number of local mums. they’ve been 
with me from the beginning, because I simply haven’t 
been able to do everything myself, particularly now 
that I have three children. But they do everything to my 
specification and that helps me to maintain quality. 

a year ago I had plans for expansion, but then I 
found out that baby number three was coming. Since 
then we’ve been consolidating: making sure customer 
service is good, fulfilling orders. But the plan for 
the future is definitely to expand – to get into more 
retailers and to build a bigger online presence.



draw my customers’ attention to it. I have 

a blog on the website and I recently 

rejigged a very popular design, so I 

wrote a blog about it, ‘introducing’ the 

new improved version. Or I may have 

to redevelop a design because I can no 

longer get the materials. Everything we 

use is washable, non-toxic and smooth, 

with no sharp edges, so my designs tend 

to be based round what the suppliers 

can come up with. If that changes and 

I can no longer source a particular 

material, it can be very frustrating! 

Some of my designs are perhaps 

too expensive for some, but that’s 

because they are produced in the UK 

and packaged really well. The higher 

priced items take a little longer to make, 

so they have to be priced accordingly: 

you’re not in business to lose money. I 

have a range of items, some cheaper, 

some more expensive and some mid-

range, and that seems to work.

mistakeS i wouldn’t 
make again
At the beginning I was approached by 

various magazines, asking me to advertise 

in them. It’s flattering when someone from 

a well-known magazine phones you and 

says, ‘We’ve seen this fantastic this and 

fantastic that that you’re doing.’ I did 

sometimes fall for it and paid out quite a 

bit of money for an ad that I have no idea 

whether it was successful or not. 

I wouldn’t recommend anyone to 

advertise when they first start, because 

I don’t think it’s very effective, but if you 

do, put a code in the advert that will tell 

you who’s seen it and who’s responding 

to it, so you can assess if it was worth 

it. But my real advice would be, rather 

than spending money on advertising, 

look at employing someone to provide 

you with PR services. That way you get 

someone else’s recommendation, rather 

than paying to recommend yourself. 

But my real advice would be, rather than 
spending money on advertising, look at 
employing someone to provide you with PR 
services. That way you get someone else’s 
recommendation, rather than paying to 
recommend yourself.



a final word
When my treatment was at its worst, I 

thought, ‘If I get out of here, I’m never 

going to do anything normal again. If 

I want to do something, I’m going to 

do it. Because this might happen again 

– to anyone.’ 

So I’d like to encourage people to 

think outside the box. As with my graffiti 

knitting, if you have a wild idea, it 

doesn’t mean that other people aren’t 

going to think it’s fantastic. So try new 

things and don’t be afraid. I obviously 

learnt it the hard way, by being ill, but 

I think people really need to believe 

in themselves. If you don’t believe 

in yourself, show your stuff to other 

people: they’ll be supportive and then 

you will believe. 

INTERNET MARkETINg

a final word
The other thing I would recommend is 

finding a niche for what you do. Find 

out what people are looking for and 

tailor what you produce to that. But if 

you really believe in your idea, go for 

it. It is hard, there’s no doubt about it. 

Anyone who thinks that starting their 

own business is an easy option is so, 

so wrong. But it is also so rewarding.
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