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Tony McKendry has made
keeping ahead of the
competition a priority

Your point of difference

Tapping into demand for more eco-friendly products has caused a resurgence in
Tony McKendry’s display stand business. By Jackie Bedford

INHIS head, Tony McKendryisstill seeking to hold pole position, more than
20 years after he stopped driving race cars in North America for a living.

Running a business that develops and markets innovative display stand
products is a lot like being on the racetrack, he says. “1 feel like I'm in the
same mental space. | am going fast, but I know the wheels won't fall off
— I've got too much experience now.”

Just now he has the inside running on the field internationally, with a
display stand system that's offering features no one else has, andis tapping
into the current consumer demand for eco-friendly products.

McKendry's teenage interest in race cars led to work, after racing, asa
salesperson and ultimately a general manager position with King Toyota
in Lower Hutt. However, it was when he spun off his own marketing
company, Mack Marketing, that he found his real business niche. “My first
customer was a display company,” he explains. *l had enjoyed creating
showroom displays and had done a couple for King Toyota. Within a few
weeks of working with this display company, I realised | was home.”
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When the 47-year-old talks about why he likes display stands, you can
just picture him at a gallery opening. chardonnay in hand, assessing the
sculptures. “I really like curves and the way things look and act together.
Are they in balance? ... It's matching form and function.”

He's a keen inventor, too, clearly enjoving the experimentation process
as he works with technical specialists such as engineers, manufacturers and
printers to develop materials, components and technologies. The challenge
is to produce stands that have a point of difference — or, preferably, many
points of difference — and that are “commercially viable in the long term”.

More importantly, however, he saw a business opportunity. When he
started tenyears ago, the maindisplay stand option being offered around the
world wasa large-format stand — “a huge $10,000 pop-up”. So McKendry
went into his shed and created a one-metre wide ‘banner stand’, which was
slightly wider and higher than a tall person, and suitable for inside use.

Essentially, amoderndisplay stand comprises two parts: arod structure
and a substrate material of some kind on which the graphic is printed.
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‘McKendry's Banerect stand has a foot at the hottom and a cross bar at
the top, held in place by two rods under tension.

“I started selling them in Wellington, then thought they'd like them in
Auckland and went up there. Then I thought they'd like them in Sydney,
and on it went, until | had distributors all over the world.”

*Tony is a clever inventor,” says Barry Denton, of longstanding
‘Auckland portable display and exhibition systems marketer Brand-
stand. The company has been selling McKendry's products since he
started back in 2000. “He has this ability to observe a need in the
market and fulfil it.”

McKendry set up a lean operation in the Seaview industrial area near
‘Lower Hutt, with three full-time staff and eight part timers who can come
lrl as necessary. “That's the only way to keep costs down — and work
{rom an ugly building! If you've got a smart product, you need an equally
‘smartoperation. The staff are flexible so that we can produce ondemand.
::That's the only way to be efficient.”
~ He had three “fantastic” years with the Banerect stand from 2000,
then in 2004 sales flattened. Chinese manufacturers were offering a
similar product and a strong New Zealand dollar was eroding export
returns, “The dollar is a bit like a sledgehammer banging you every day.”
he says. Instead of whingeing about his troubles, McKendry searched for
a solution. "I thought the only way was to develop something new and
innovative that no one had done before.”

SoMcKendry went back into design mode a year ago and developed a
‘new product, the Posta stand, which has him leading the field again. It's
‘asmaller stand that holds a poster-sized graphic, with no rods obscuring
the graphic. front or back.

“My supplier’s engineers created a rod that is a flattened hexagon in
shape,” he says. “Till then every system had a round rod. We found we
‘could put these rods on the vertical edge of the graphic and they would
stay in place, so that the rod structure wouldn't block the graphic.

“The proprietary rods are a significant point of difference. Others use
‘carbon fibre, which is brittle and often cracks. The material we use is a
specially developed composite-resin with 100% memory. It has a higher
tensile strength than steel, et it's got bend on it. I first discovered it ten
ears ago. | knew [ had to have the best rod material and spent all my
;ﬁne searching. That was an investment in the future.”

Andit's all New Zealand made.

Dentonsaysawinning feature of the Postastand is thewayit can fitarange of
media. including paper and fabric sheets or a complete fabric sock over it.

But it's the now strong and growing awareness among companies
that they need to be more eco-friendly that's really giving McKendry's
company an edge with the Posta stand. “We're offering a special fabric
material for the graphics. PVC isa common printing material, butit's toxic
to produce and dispose of. Everyone wants more recyclable graphics,
but there are very few companies that can produce them effectively. In
Europe and America they're all going to fabric — it's huge. Also, we're
using water-based and not solvent-based dyes.”

He's had a great response. “My American distributors were blown away.
They said, “we cannot produce fabric graphics this good’. During three
days at a Las Vegas tradeshow this year we sold the equivalent of three
months' annual turnover. The Posta stand has vaulted us ahead.

“l wouldn't touch anything that isn't eco-friendly now,” he says. “I'm
going to do well for a year or two!”

He's expecting company turnover, which has ranged between
$500,000 and $1 million over the past ten vears, to multiply by several
times in the next few years now he has a leading-edge product range.

However, McKendry's learnt enough to know the success of one
product won't last forever and is already investing in future models, with
ranges for 2008 and 2009 on the drawing board. These include some
outdoor products, which are being trialled in the excellent testing ground
of Wellington's bracing weather.

What's really noticeable when you talk with McKendryabout his business
is his focus on getting a significant point of difference into every aspect of
the operation, notjust design. That includes technology that enables huge,
high-resolution graphic files to be processed quickly; efficient logistics;
and his ‘'no questions asked' replacement policy for spare parts.

Sometimes it means making the hard calls. With the high Kiwi dollar
continuing to make life hard for exporters, McKendry has started import-
ing good quality sell-retractable banner stands and flag stands from China
to complement his range. That way he also gets some benefit from the
high dollar, as imported goods are cheaper.

And, despite untapped potential for his new product range in a number
of countries overseas, he has decided to focus more ondirect sales to New
Zealand corporates and government agencies, where he can sell good
volumes and not be affected by the exchange rate.




