
DENIS O’DRISCOLL
Co-owner of
Spice O’Life

HOW I
MADE IT

S
tarting small is all very
well as long as you don’t
intend to stay that way.
Teresa Murphy Moore
foundedher first business

designing floral displays for
celebrities in New York. The
Wicklow woman spent 15 years
there, with a clientele that included
Michael Jackson, Whitney Houston
andMadonna.
She was highly successful, yet on

the birth of her first child, she
realised she had really created a job,
not a business.
“And there’s only so much one

person can do,” said MurphyMoore.
It was amistake she wasn’t going

to repeat when she retrained as a
yoga teacher in India, and brought
the family back to live in Wicklow
before setting up Yoga Sacred Space
in 2008.
Again she started small, offering

classes from her living room. This
time she put structures in place to
ensure she was growing a business
— not just making a living.
She soon opened a professional

studio inWicklow Town, followed a
few years later by a second in Bray.
She now has eight teachers

catering to upwards of 300 cus-
tomers each week; a busy teacher-
training division; and an ancillary
revenue stream running weekend
residential yoga retreats across
Ireland and the UK.
That her interest in yoga could

lead to a scalable business surprised
people. “I openedmy first studio in a
business centrewith eight units and
was surrounded by architects and
printers and solicitors,” she said.
“Now all the other units are empty
andwe are still here.”
She believes the potential exists

to franchise out the Yoga Sacred
Space brand.
“This time I have a business that

cankeep onunfolding asnewoppor-
tunities arise,” saidMurphyMoore.
Limiting business potential by

being its sole asset is a common
trap, said Paula Fitzsimons, founder
of Going for Growth, a development
programme that helps business
owners become growth-oriented.
“From the outset, youmust consider
whether you are creating a business
or a job for yourself,” she added.
“Either is fine, as long as you are
clear about it.
“If work has to stop because you

are on holiday, sick or have family
commitments, then you have a job
and you’re unlikely to be able to earn
serious money from it. If you have
built a business, it can thrive
whether or not you are there.”
The choice between building a

business and creating a job is down
to scalability. “All businesses start

small,” said Fitzsimons. “It’s about
where you see your business going.
Bill Gates started in a garage. Lily
O’Brien started at the kitchen table.
They didn’t limit their ambition.”
A successful business will offer

greater rewards and security than
successful self-employment. “It is
something you should be able to sell
on at a later date, or leave to your
family,” added Fitzsimons. “More-
over, there is no more effort
involved in becoming a sole trader
than building a business.”
Many fear becoming an

employer. Fitzsimons said that the
block can be approached in a
number of ways, such as starting
out with a JobBridge intern or
building up a network of associates
withwhom you canwork.
This year Darragh Murphy, a

film-maker,made the leap fromfree-
lance industry worker to business

owner. Murphy, who worked in
New York and India for luminaries
such as Oscar-nominated director
James Ivory, returned to Ireland in
2009 for family reasons.
Since then he has worked on a

freelancebasis acrossa range of disci-
plines from directing to editing to
creatingmotion graphics.
In April he decided to set up

November Seven Films to offer a
range of creative and production
services. He participated on Don’t
Just Get a Job, Build a Business, a
Fas-funded course.
His outlook changed. “I’m not a

natural networker yet it’s actually
easier to walk into a room and start
talking about your business than
yourself,” he said.
“It is little things, learning to say

‘we’ instead of ‘I’, which sounds
muchmore professional.”
Murphy is still a one-man band

yet he believes he knows the type of
people he needs to grow the busi-
ness. He is already partnering with
individuals on an associate basis to
deliver projects.“I got used to the
freelance thing of being on a job for
three weeks and then back signing
on the dole for the next few weeks,”
he said. “Yet since June of this year
we’ve been flat out.”
Building a scalable business may

not be as hard as you think. “It’s not
rocket science but having a scalable
business is first about making sure
there is enough of a need or want for
your product or service,” said
JoanneHession of QED Training.
“Too many people get a few sales

and some traction in their first few
months and years and believe that,
if they keepworking hard, increased
sales will follow.”
This is not the case, said Hession.

“Before you start, you must do

quality market research and prove
as far as you can that there is a need
for your product or service.”
Once you start, you should con-

tinue researching the market and
adapt your business to suit.
It is a differentmindset.
A business owner works on the

business rather than in it. “The true
business owner has a plan for what
the business, however small at
inception, could become,” said Hes-
sion. “They are thinking about the
eventual nature of their business,
how it could grow, who might buy
it, or manage it, and how it would
be distinctive.”
For the self-employed, income is

the thing. “To the business owner,
profit — and positive cash flow — is
a resource for reinvesting in the
business and elsewhere,” she said.
For Hession, a business owner is

focused on “what is the job only I

can do in this business” and works
towards delegating everything else.
That’s how Mary McKenna

approachedher travel business from
the outset. She set up Tour America
two decades ago from her living
room. “I’ve never sold a holiday,”
she said. “Right from the beginning
I was working on the business,
calling airlines and suppliers to get
the best deal possible.
“My first hire came three months

in and did all the selling. I’ve always
beenworking on growth.”
The business now employs more

than 50 people and has a turnover in
excess of ¤20m. McKenna mentors
other businesses looking to scale up
through the Going For Growth net-
work. “So much is about confidence
and being prepared to work on the
business rather than in it,” she said.
Sheila Hackett last weekend

launched Just Add You, which

markets DIY invitation kits, at a
wedding fair in Kilkenny.
A graphic designer, Hackett lost

her newspaper production job
during the recession, and just com-
pleted theDon’t Just Get a Job, Build
a Business programme.
Her idea is to supply couples with

high-quality DIY stationery and
save them about 50% on traditional
costs.Hackett is targeting the 20,000
couples that wed in Ireland each
year. “I’m doing all the design, cut-
ting and printing myself but down
the line I expect to outsource many
of the functions so I can concentrate
onmarketing,” she said.
Hackett plans to make the bulk of

sales online to free up time to grow
the business. “The next step will be
theUK,where there are 250,000wed-
dings a year,” she said. “Once we
have the website up and running,
there are no limits to this business.”

Chemist spiced up his career by
making switch to sauce-making

WHEN Denis O’Driscoll became co-
owner of the food start-up Spice O’Life
in 2005, he was looking for more than
just variety.
The 59-year-old, from near Bantry in

west Cork, qualified as a chemist at Uni-
versityCollegeCork andbeganhis career
working for pharmaceutical companies,
such as Pfizer and Rowa, before moving
into the food industry with a quality-
control job at Bantry Bay Seafoods.
He worked his way up to the post of

chief operating officer, expanding sales
around theworld. He then started a sea-
food company based in Co Donegal
whose sole market was America. “There
was definitely a business there,
exporting ready meals to the US,” said
O’Driscoll. “We had the right product
and the right customers, but we
couldn’t cope with dramatic fluctua-
tions in the dollar exchange rate, which
erodedmargins.”
He wound up the business, headed

back to Cork and invested in Spice
O’Life. It had been set up a fewyears ear-
lier by Tom Kearney, a Dunmanway
man, who had been working as a spice
blender, supplying food producers with
industrial ingredients.
Kearney’s background was in food

science. He had worked for a luxury
spice-blending company in America
and travelled the historic spice route of
southeast Asia to build his knowledge.

O’Driscoll became Kearney’s business
partner.O’Driscoll’s background inman-
agement and marketing and Kearney’s
in new product development meant
they had complementary skills.
“Initially, the business suppliedmeat

factories and chicken processors with
seasonings and sauces that allowed
them to add value,” said O’Driscoll. “If
you bought a chicken chasseur, for
example, the chances are it used our
sauces.”
The volumes were huge, the margins

were not. “We knew we wanted to
expand into the retail sector and to
develop our own brand, which would
add value to our business,” he said.
They were already supplying season-

ings to butchers for use in-store and
they developed a range of flavoured
mayonnaises and marinades. The
company used the butcher network to
start selling directly to consumers,
under the Spice O’Life brand.
Three years ago, the pair developed

Insanely Good, a range of sauces aimed
at supermarkets. They have been

supplying SuperValu and Centra stores
in Co Cork and Co Kerry for the past two
years. “We wanted to test the market
first andwehadn’t anydifficulty getting
shelf space,” O’Driscoll said. “It was just
a question of knocking on doors.”
Consumer interest in buying locally

has been a plus. “We put ‘Made inWest
Cork’ on all our products,” he said.
The company employs 20 staff and is

set to take on at least two more to cope
with a new contract to supply 100
Dunnes Stores outlets.
Half of revenues come fromthe indus-

trial ingredients sector and half from
retail. The margins may be smaller on
the former, but the costs of making a
sale on the second are higher. For
example, marketing is done mainly via
in-store tastings, which are outsourced
but still costly.
“I don’t see them as a cost, mind you,

but as an investment,” said O’Driscoll.
“It really is the best way to promote a
food item.”
There are new products in the pipe-

line for the next year. “You have to

respond to consumer changes,” he said.
“Whether it’s reading foodmagazines or
going to ingredients exhibitions around
the world. There are definite trends in
flavours and, in Ireland, we tend to lag
behind the US by four or five years in
that regard.
“At the same time, butchers are

always looking for new flavours and
newproducts to sell to their customers.”
Butcher shops have enjoyed a surge

in popularity as a result of the horse-
meat contamination scare, he said,
boosting Spice O’Life’s sales figures.
Turnover is more than ¤2m, up more
than 20% on last year, “and that’s as a
result of an increase in sales across the
board, not just butchers”.
Twomonths ago, the company began

selling to butchers in Northern Ireland,
but O’Driscoll is cautious about
exporting: “TheUKwouldbe thenatural
next step for us and we have been
visiting supermarkets there to see about
prices, but it’s a market I’m wary of
because it is so price-sensitive.”
The company also supplies to a

discount supermarket in Ireland.
O’Driscoll’s advice to any artisanal

food producer looking for a supermarket
listing is to become fully familiar with
the market. “It is easy enough to get
products on shelves, provided you have
a good product, but where you can fall
down is in not factoring in the cost of
discounting and advertising. You have
to cover all that in your pricing,” he said.
Indeed, getting your pricing right is

as important as getting your product
right. “Going in low to get on shelves is a
fast route to failure, so don’t sell yourself
cheap,” he added. “Our ethos is, if we
don’t make a profit on a product, we
don’t supply it.”
Having a range of products helps to

give a supplier company more strength
at the supermarket negotiation table.
“The fact that we have so many strings
to our business is what gives us greater
independence,” said O’Driscoll.
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You have to show
ambition to turn
a small start-up
into an ongoing
venture, writes
Sandra O’Connell

Stretch yourself to find success

O’Driscoll, left, joined forces with Kearney to form start-up Spice O’Life

Murphy Moore developed her Yoga Sacred Space business after starting off with lessons in her living room. Now she has an operation that ‘can keep on unfolding as new opportunities arise’
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