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profile

short story

This is an article about continued
success, about expansion and forward
thinking in the interiors industry, about
positives. We think this market needs
to hear stories such as this right now. If
you’re one of those pessimists
currently tying yourself to the mast until
the storm passes, you should read
this.

t’s a good seven years or so since we spoke with Modus CEO Toby

Benzecry. A lot has changed in those years, although one thing that
has remained entirely constant is the continued success of the Group.
Toby would be the first to agree that one of the chief reasons behind
the on-going rise of Modus is the quality of the team that has built
around him.

One of those integral figures 1s Group Director Matthew Short.
We met with Matthew at the Group’s Victoria headquarters — where
further expansion work is currently taking place to house the ever-
growing Modus flock — and, while we’re on the subject of
progression, thought we’d begin by asking about his own career rise.
‘I started out training as an architect, over a seven year period,
Matthew recalls. ‘I trained at the South Bank Poly — as it was. I never
got round to doing Part 3.1 did the degree and then the year out,
and then I went to EPR. I was Director there at 29, and spent 10 or
11 years there. That was where I met Ash (Davies) and then Toby?

After working successfully as part of a design and build team with
Modus in 1992, Matthew joined the two co-founders of Modus as a
Group Board Director with responsibility for design. “When I first
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met them they had just taken space in Edgware Road, where they
had built and then blagged a marketing suite, which they then
showed people around.

“We moved into this space in 1994, so I designed this unit. One
day I was working on a 450,000 sq ft fit-out, and the next day my
phone had stopped ringing and I found myself designing a reception
desk! It was a huge difference. At EPR Design I started doing
shopping centre design. My first project back in 1984 was for Slough
Shopping Centre — which won a British Council of Shopping
Centres Award. Land Securities were also a big client and I won the
job to design their new offices at 5 Strand. That was the first client
focused interiors project I really worked on, and I really enjoyed
that, working with the end users and seeing how the whole thing
came together. We were very successful”

Not that Matthew has any regrets about joining Modus. He has
overseen the development of all in-house design within Modus and
established a strong design led approach to the design and fit-out of
corporate offices. Today Matthew has overall responsibility for the
‘Workspace division of Modus. ‘T could have stuck with EPR
Matthew muses. ‘I was doing pretty well there and had a decent size
team working for me — or I could make a change, a life-changing
move and chuck myself in with these guys.

‘T've never been anti-D&B, although I wasn’t really actively
seeking a move to D&B. I trusted Ash and Toby because I knew
them pretty well by then. I wouldn’t have done it any other way.
would have stayed in architecture — apart from the personalities of
these guys and knowing that there was a better way to get stuft built.

‘A lot of architects and designers are anti-D&B, but, for me, if it’s
done properly, it’s a seamless way of building. I've always taken the
view that what we build here is going to be the same quality for the
client as it would be if they went down the traditional route — but
delivered to a tighter programme and a better budget.

“There are some real sharks out there, but we all come from a
professional background and are all used to earning money on a fee
basis rather than selling stuff. This sector has improved an awful lot
over the past few years, I think it has got an awful lot more
professional and is now an extremely competitive business.

“What I like about D&B is the immediacy of it; we pitched a job
two days before breaking up for Christmas, we were awarded it the
next day, we were on site, following the holidays, three weeks later
and we handed over last month. It’s impossible to do that
traditionally. We juggled all the balls in the air, got the thing done,
and created a really nice space. I get quite a buzz from that type of
project. We’ve now got a very professional team here. This means for
projects such as this, things can come together very quickly.

“When we started here, a lot of the projects we worked on were
quite small — we reached a threshold above which things couldn’t go
D&B — whereas now /£5-6 million jobs can go to D&B. Clients no
longer have the same hang-ups they once did about this.

‘T think we’ve now got the respect of a lot of people out there
and we now work alongside architects on larger projects. They can
see the quality of people we’ve got here. I think some architects and
designers still see that end of D&B as a rip-off industry, producing
shoddy jobs with poor design — and you still can see some very poor
examples out there. That’s not the route we ever look to take and I
think people realise this.

‘A few years ago, the biggest problem we had was enticing quality
designers away from an architectural background. They liked what
they saw here, but there was a stigma attached to it. They’d rather be
in a team of 10 doing joinery details, not meeting the client, not

actually reaching their full potential because there is still a hierarchy
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within architectural practices — whereas here they could be pitching a
10-12,000 sq ft job almost immediately, meeting the clients and
opening up a number of new avenues. I don’t think anyone’s come
to this company from architecture and regretted it.

Modus continues to grow and to flourish under the forward-
thinking approach of Matthew and his fellow Directors. Once again
the Group appears in the The Sunday Times Profit Track 100 list of
fastest growing companies — sitting above, amongst others, Aston
Martin. So, what is it, other than the aforementioned design integrity
that sets the Group apart? “We’ve got long-term stability here — other
companies’ people come and go, whereas we have a surprisingly high
number of people who have been with us for 10 years or more,
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Matthew tells us. “The company’s grown from quite tight beginnings
and people have then come in to help us continue to grow
organically.

“We’ve not taken companies over, or bought a small team and
simply bolted it on. People have great opportunities here to move
sideways into new areas of work and can also move up the ladder.
There are no real boundaries to what people can do here. That
encourages a team approach to everything we do, and therefore our
teams do care about the work theyre producing. They genuinely
want the job to turn out well.

We ask Matthew about his day-to-day schedules and work
patterns. ‘I still go to pitches on key accounts, I still run jobs, so I'll
walk sites with clients, go to contracts meetings, have meetings with
potential clients, sales meetings, design meetings. I like to get involved
in the whole thing still — as well as the overall management of the
‘Workspace Division, of course’

Matthew tells us he has three major client meetings coming up in
what is now just about half a week. Depressed market? Who’s
depressed?

We continue to chat about the future and the many possibilities
that lie ahead for the Group, including impending expansion here at
Greencoat House (for the imminent influx of new staft), new
markets — both in the UK and abroad, thanks largely to new project
work with existing Modus clients, and even Matthew’s love of that
enigmatic Manc stalwart Mark E Smith and his band The Fall.

And so it’s time for the dubious Fall pun: it’s great to see that,
despite the continued success of the Group, Matthew continues to
keep his feet on the ground. No-one can accuse him of being the
man whose head expanded! Look it up, it’s a fine record



