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these days Jacqui’s getting a palpable buzz at Nethercoats, of which
more a little later. When it comes to selling design at the top end

of the market this effervescent dynamo has few peers – and she’s got
the track record to prove it. Although Jacqui’s not always been
involved in sales, it didn’t take very long to find her vocation.

‘I was born and bred in Leeds. Mum was an auxiliary nurse at St.
James Hospital. My parents divorced when I was six, but I can
remember going to help my Dad who was a market trader. Standing
on a box, hollering: a little blonde girl selling fruit and vegetables!
I’m one of four brothers and sisters; we didn’t have a privileged
background. The others are more intellectual than I am; I’ve always
been more streetwise and self-confident. When we were kids, if there
was a problem they’d stand behind me and I’d sort it out. The black
sheep of the family!

‘I studied Textile Design at Jacob Kramer Art School in Leeds, and
having got my HND was offered a placement at Manchester Poly to
do a BA in Textile Design. Much to the disgust of my mother and
eldest brother (who was mentoring me to follow his academic path)
I dropped out of the course just as it was about to start. I’d met a guy
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who was manufacturing carpets in Scotland and dropped my studies
to go and work for him – it was real work paying real money. Even
with mum working all the overtime she could get, there wasn’t a lot
of money at home.

‘So I went to Irvine, which is a new town west of Glasgow. I had
no car and was living away from home for the first time so I can’t say
I enjoyed every minute of it, but the experience was really important
for what turned out to be my career path. We were designing
bespoke carpets for wealthy clients. It wasn’t long until, at the age of
20, I told the Managing Director that I wasn’t happy with the way
the salesmen were trying to sell my designs. They weren’t interested
in the integrity of the design. They didn’t understand that our
designs were all about taking something in one form and creating
something else. All these years later it’s that concept, that design
integrity that I’m still involved with at Nethercoats – and I still get
the same huge buzz. Anyway, the boss in Irvine said ‘Let’s put you on
the road and see how you get on.’ It was something of a dichotomy
for me – am I a designer or am I a salesperson? It turned out that I
love selling.

‘I’m someone who thinks about fate and chance, taking the
opportunities presented to you. It’s often about whom you meet in
life isn’t it? A while later, at one of the early networking events, I met
a salesman from Pioneer, the hi-fi company. After exchanging leads
(they had wealthy clients too) it got to the point where they offered
me a sales and merchandising job. At the time it was unusual for a
Japanese company to employ a woman in such a role, so they must
have seen something in me. 

‘Soon I was covering the whole country, going to independent
retailers with merchandising material, advising and putting on
promotions…it was a soft sell, but still a sell. I had a fantastic time for
five years. The girl from Leeds living the bright lights of London and
travelling the country at Pioneer’s expense – it was one of the best
times of my life. After five years though, I got fed up with driving
with an AtoZ upside down on the steering wheel – typical woman! I
wanted to get back to Yorkshire and saw a job in the paper for a
Sales and Marketing Manager for the UK franchise of Budget car
rental company. I thought I’d better learn about marketing – I’ve got
a certificate! At Budget I also learned about how to employ people
and manage a team – I thought I’d better go on a management-
training course. I’ve got a certificate for that too!

‘My five years at Budget in the mid- to late-eighties went well –
but I suppose one stand-out aspect of that period in my life was
understanding the power of PR. We were sponsors of the Olympic
swimming star Adrian Moorhouse which meant that I dealt with the
press a lot. Adrian’s profile went through the roof – we had people
ringing up thinking I was his PR consultant.

‘One day a customer came in who was involved in recruitment.
One conversation led to another until he understood I had a design
background – and before long he placed me at Muraspec. I was
leaving a team that I had recruited and trained and going back to
being a salesperson, but the pull of returning to my design roots was
too strong. I think also that I thought it was meant to be, fate if you
like. I was with Muraspec from 1990 to 1996 and really enjoyed
selling design. During that period Halifax Building Society specified
my fabrics for thousands of chairs and screens for their Leeds office –
and told me to work with Total Office Group to make the project
happen. It wasn’t long after meeting Paul Welch (who ran TOG) that
he asked me to join them. I said no at first, but if you know Paul,
you’ll know he doesn’t give in easily! 

‘So there I was in Leeds at the height of the whole
TOG/Bristow/Vitalis explosive growth period…until the whole
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����������thing imploded – which is a whole story of its own. From the ashes
in October 1999 an ex-colleague and I created Work Inc in Leeds.
I’m proud of what we did. As Managing Director of Work Inc’s
interiors business I developed top clients like Argos, DLA, Arthur
Andersen, Royal Mail and Yorkshire Building Society until at our
peak we were contributing two thirds of the group’s £21 million
turnover. It was a fantastic success story but the catalyst for change
was when we lost the FM contract for GE to a bigger specialist FM
company. We looked at all the options, including a buy-out, but in
the end I realised I had to split from Work Inc – and I think it was
the best thing to have happened to me. It was a difficult period that
made me look hard again at the values I’ve always held, such as
integrity and honesty. In a funny way it reaffirmed the importance of
those values to me.

‘So here I am at Nethercoats as Operations Director. Jon Stanger,
an enterprising MD who has been involved in elevating the
company to its present position, convinced me that my skills would
complement the mix – and I’m so happy with the way it’s turning
out. I’m back to my design roots in the best sense: taking an
architect’s idea, ‘designing’ it for them and making it work. For me,
making an idea real is an amazing feeling. Nethercoats is going
through a metamorphosis – we’re not really a joinery company, we
work with all sorts of materials such as coloured glass, Corian,
marble, stone, metal and wood. The diversity is about
experimentation, exploration, looking for what’s unique and being
interpretative and flexible. Ultimately it’s about delivery, solving the
customer’s problem with imagination.

‘It’s funny but sometimes I’m not sure some of the guys realise
how much fun this is! We’ve got all this experience and talent and
we put it in a mixer and out comes this fantastic…this is Masterchef
and we’re all involved in the tasting. I just say ‘wow’ – this is
dynamite. My wonderful challenge is to capture that, because there is
nothing, absolutely nothing like this in our industry!’

We’ve focused extensively on Jacqui’s professional career as one of
the foremost deliverers of design solutions in the interiors industry.
This is someone with an unusual clarity of thought which helps her
to have an understanding of what it is that her customers really need
allied to a work ethic, integrity and a get-up-and-go attitude that’s
been ingrained since the beginning. Yet this is not a one-dimensional
workaholic, Jacqui’s a multi-faceted person – and we’re sure that this
is what has made her so successful for so long.

‘For me it’s about work/life balance. It’s sad but so many in our
industry get so stressed. For the last three years I’ve been studying
NVQs in Pilates, Aerobics, Nutrition and other health-related
subjects, and I also teach Pilates and Aerobics classes three times a
week. I’ve also held a motorcycle licence for 10 years, and although I
don’t have my ZX6R any more (it’s too dangerous for the insurers), I
do still have my leathers! My husband, Bill, has also been a huge
influence on my life, helping me to put things in perspective. He
coaches me on the way I present myself and helps me see through
the complexities of situations I find myself in. Another big influence
has been a guy called David Baines who chaired a group I was
involved in for a few years with a company called Vistage – it moved
me from thinking like a Sales Director to thinking and acting like a
Managing Director.’

Erudite, straightforward and with a sharp sense of humour, Jacqui
Withnell is good company. We’d already gone way over time and a
drive over the Pennines was beckoning, so it was time to go.
Motoring along the M62 a short while later, the thought came about
how this piece on such a personality should kick off. ‘Top banana’,
we thought
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