1154 Lill Studios

Jennifer Velarde is the founder of 1154 Lill Studio, an organization that since 1999 has had its customers design their own handbags.  According to Velarde, their success is as much about the products as it is the customer’s experience of being able to be “the fashion designer” for their own handbag.  
1154 Lill Studio is one of the small organizations that account for about 50% of US GDP and provide approximately 80% of entry level jobs in the US.  Many corporate executives and managers got their start in small organizations.  What started out as a dream for Velarde, who at the time was a corporate interior designer, has grown into a great success story.  Velarde started out with a plan to design and manufacture handbags.  A few days before their first sales event, Velarde realized they did not have enough product, but lots of material.  A spur of the moment decision to have the customers design their own handbags lead 1154 Lill Studio to where it is today, a company boasting $5 million in sales per year.  1154 Lill Studio now has locations in three major US cities, has been highlighted on The Today Show as well as many women’s magazines across the US, and even has several celebrities including Jessica Simpson, Drew Barrymore and Jenifer Garner are customers.  

Velarde began to research how to keep a growing business efficient by talking with the Small Business Administration, the Women’s Business Development Center in Chicago an the Apparel Industry Board.  She then hired her friend Robin Newberry, now Vice President, as her first employee and the company has grown from there.  

One practice that has served the company well has been the emphasis on fit within the corporate culture.  In each interview, one of the primary indicators of a successful candidate is how the individual will “gel” with the rest of the team.  Another aide to growth and success has been the integration of affordable information technology into the firm.  The use of a customized computer application, affectionately called “Lisa”, allows the company to be more efficient in taking and filling orders from its three stores and over the Internet.  1154 Lill Studio also utilizes a unique approach to sales by offering its customers home and office parties.  

There is a saying that “hindsight is 20-20”, meaning that looking back we can often times see things a bit clearer.  Velarde seems to concur indicating that if she had a good solid business plan in the beginning, they could have been more focused on their core product – custom handbags.  Although they did not have a formal business plan, they did put together a company mission statement and a statement of core beliefs, both of which continue to guide the company today.  

One aspect of Velarde’s job that keeps her enjoying what she does is her ability to maintain work/life balance.  Velarde says she could put in over 100 hours per week if she wanted, but wants to remain enjoying her job and her family.  

The company’s immediate expansion plans have it remaining a domestic firm for the time being.  The use of a new website offering a feature called “dynamic customization” that allows the customer to see their creation as it will appear gives 1154 Lill Studio the opportunity for growth through e-business.  Small companies can be tremendous opportunities when grown and managed properly.  
Questions for Discussion

1. What makes 1154 Lill Studio the success it is?  Does a company have to grow to huge proportions to be successful?
2. What benefits would a solid business plan have provided to 1154 Lill Studio?  Do you think they would be more successful today if they had one in the early days?
