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Working
with

Toro Dennis might be best known os the interior design guru on Chonnel 7's
Beller Homes ond Gordens buf, os Rebecco Spicer finds oul, fhere's even more
to this successful stylist thon meets the eye

TARA DENNIS HAS MUCH MORE UP HER
steeve than being a wet[-known tetevision

oresenter .  She 's  a tso a  successfuI  in ter ror
des ign and s ty te  consut tant ,  guest

speaker ,  bus iness owner  and author ,  ano
i f  you t ry  to  p in  her  down and ask what  a
typicaI day is I ike for her, the answer is a
jovial, ,  "They're atI dif ferent".

" l  never  wanted to  work  in  an of f ice ,
I  L i ke  be ing  ou t  and  abou t  do ing  t h i ngs , "
she admi ts .  " l  guess a typ icaI  day for  me
is  a  b i t  o f  computer  work ,  a  b i t  o f  prop

shopping or  buy ing,  some photography,  or
I  cou td  be  f i tm ing . "

When I  caught  up wi th  Sydney-based
Tara she was about  to  f in ish o f f  a  [aundry
makeover she started the day before, then
she was of f  to  p ick  up a prop she des igned
from a sheet metaI factory, before ftying

to  Canberra that  n ight .  " l t ' s  a  b i t  t ike
scrambled eggs but  i t ' s  good,"  she laughs.
0h,  and there 's  juggt ing a  fami ty  I i fe  too,
but more on that [ater.

Many GHA members woutd a tso
recognise Tara f rom her  guest  appearance
at the most recent GHA February Trade
Fai r  where she presented seminars  on the
la test  re ta i I  and new season t rends.

Tara bet ieves g iv ing ta lks  on t rends at
indust ry  events  has a number  o f  benef i ts ,
for  herset f  and the indust ry .  "For  me,  do ing
events t ike that make me get down and
do my research.  I  a tso th ink ta tk ing about
trends and saying what's the latest and

greatest reatty hetped buyers to go into the exhibit ion hatts and target out products that
they shoutd inc lude in  the i r  ranges.

'And 
funni ly  enough,  I  had a lo t  o f  suppt iers  who came atong as wet [  and sa id  i t  wouLd

be he lp fu twhen they go on overseas t r ips  to  know which way the market  is  actuat ty
go ing.  So l 'm the l ink  between what  consumers are want ing and which way the t rends
are go ing,  and hopefu l ty  I  can det iver  i t  back to  the suppt iers  as we[ t . "

Tara even joined GHA as an associate member last year, mainty to stay in touch with
the indust ry .  "Because I  have so much go ing on,  i f  you don ' t  make yourset f  s tay in  touch
by go ing to  indust ry  events  or  t rends ta tks  orworkshops,  you can lose touch qu ick ty .  Even
i f  i t ' s  jus t  rece iv ing your  magazine,  i t  keeps your  f inger  on the putse. "

From the Beginning
Strange as i t  may seem, Tara had no deep,  burn ing des i re  to  create and des ign f rom an
ear ly  age,  nor  has she ever  had any formatdecorat ing or  in ter ior  des ign t ra in ing lo ther
than a l i t t te  insp i ra t ion f rom her  Engt ish parents  who loved to  decorate) .  But  a  s t r ing o f
events in her late teens started Tara on the creative journey to where she is today.

She te f t  schooI  in  year  11,  admi t t ing shewas a I i t t te  d isrupt ive and couldn ' t  s i t  s t i t t
[ong enough.  " lwanted to  get  out  and work" .  So at  17 she went  against  her  parents '
wishes and went to l ive and work in London. Like many travetters, Tara worked herway
through "about  100 jobs"  and enrot ted in  a  three-month n ight  course in  pa in t  f in ishes,
because i t  sounded l ike  a  fun th ing to  do.  "That  reat ty  got  me hooked,"  she says.

Then,  a t  19,  Tara set  up herown pa in t ing and decorat ing bus iness in  London,  do ing
spec ia t is t  pa in t  f in ishes in  the "posh"  areas of  London.  Af ter  a  few years  on the job she
dec ided to  re turn home to  Aust ra t ia ,  land ing a job wi th  Chroma-one of  the ar t is ts '  pa in t
companies whose products  she 'd  been us ing.  " l  loved the i r  products ,  so i t  was one of
those th ings that  seemed a naturaI  progress ion. "

Working as their product manager, Tara travetted a[[ over the wortd to teach peopte
how to use these paints properly and, through product awareness, was abte to boost the
company's sales enormously.

Whi te  never  asp i r ing to  work  on te lev is ion,  admi t t ing she coutd barety  s tand cot l .ec t ing
a cer t i f ica te  on s tage as a  ch i td ,  i t  was Tara 's  job a t  the pa in t  company that  prompted her
f i rs t  brush wi th  te lev is ion fame.  In  order  to  bu i td  even more awareness about  Chroma's
paints, Tara woutd come up with story ideas for shows l ike )ur House, which woutd
incorporate the company's products.
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reasons she wrote her book, Home, reteased in late 2005, to hetp Austrat ians become
informed shoppers  and teach them to  overcome common decorat ing probtems.  Tara a tso
hoped to  ga in  some cred ib i t i ty  through the book.  " l t  was very  impor tant  for  me to  get  a
book out  there to  say,  look I  rea l ty  do th is  and I  bet ieve in  what  I 'm ta tk ing about . "

"l'm still o business in my own right, ond thot
ollows me to do other work, which is o good
freedom to hove. lt's olso tought me o lot of
discipline obout being o business owner"

The taradennis .com websi te  is  anothervehic te  she uses to  ach ieve th is .  " l  th ink  i t ' s
important to be aware that i t 's a technotogy we need to embrace," she says. 

'A 
tot of

manufacturers  and suppt iers  are s t i t l  not  embrac ing the technotogy of  the web,  but  I
th ink  the audience are demanding i t .  They want  that  ins tantaneous in format ion and they
want  to  see catatogues ont ine,  they want  to  v iew products  eas i ly . "

Expanding the bus iness fur ther ,  Tara launched an ont ine shop on her  webs i te  about
a year  ago,  and cons ider ing they haven ' t  invested a huge amount  o f  resources in to  i t ,
she's surprised at the response so far. " l t  was more I ike, [et 's see how it  goes, [et 's see i f
people  are wi t l ing to  buy on l ine and see what 's  happening.  So we've jus t  es tabt ished i t  in
a smat tway,  but  the actua l  model  seems to  work ing wet l  for  us . "she says.

Like any business owner, Tara admits to meeting chaltenges every day, but says
learn ing what  works and what  doesn ' t  is  a t l  par t  o f  runn ing a bus iness.  And whi te  i t
woutd seem a ta [ [  order for  jus t  three peopte-herset f ,  par tner  Mar tyn,  and par t - t imer

Louise- to  make a success of  the bus iness,  Tara says they ' re  a  mul t i -sk i t ted team, so
can af ford  to  run a t ight  sh ip .  " l 'm ter r ib [e  a t  computers ,  Mar tyn 's  br i t t iant  a t  computers ,
he can do Photoshop,  he does photography,  I  do s ty t ing and Louise is  much bet ter  a t  the
bookwork than us,  so we 've a t t  got  our  s t rengths.  I  th ink  the vatue of  that  is  i f  you keep i t
as  t ight  as  you can for  as [ong as you can,  you can keep invest ing in  the bus iness.  Sure,
we coutd h i re  a  few more peopte and i t ' t [  make t i fe  a  b i t  eas ier  for  us ,  but  I  th ink  i t ' s  bet ter
to  reat ty  focus on what  you ' re  good at  and jus t  keep go ing.

"You jus t  have to  learn to  be d isc ip t ined,  I  th ink  that 's  the hardest  th ing in  every
respect -d isc ip l ined wi th  your  t ime,  where you spend a lo t  o f  your  t ime,  and atso your
systems. So we need to make sure our systems are t icking reatty wetl  because I 'm atl
over  the p tace.  l f  I 'm not  super  organised,  the wheets  wi t t  fa t I  o f f  and for tunate ly  I 've  got
Mar tyn and Louise who back me up,  so i t  works reat ty  wet t - i t ' s  a  good team."

It  atso hetps that Martyn is Tara's l i fe partner as wetl  as business partner, so they
work wet l together ,  but  Tara a lso has a 1S-year-o td  daughter ,  and managing work- t i fe
batance can be hard a t  t imes.  " ldeat ty  i t  woutd be n ice to  s top and have hot idays,  or  even
have weekends-we're tucky i f  we can sit  down for an hour or two on the weekend-but I
th ink  when you ' re  devetop ing a bus iness,  that 's  the t rade of f , "  she concedes.  "You have to
say, look we're committed to our business and we have to put everything into this at the
moment ,  or  e tse i t ' s  jus t  not  go ing to  work .

" l  used to  reat ty  suf fer  f rom the gu i t ts  o f  a  mother- t ry ing to  run a sma[ [  bus iness
and trying to be a good parent. You try to be supenr,uoman, and be everywhere at once,
but  I  th ink  she 's  a  bet ter  person for  me work ing as I  do because she 's  very  conf ident ,
she's setf-assured, and she's also very proud of what we're a[[ doing because we're a
team. She has come atong for  the r ide wi th  me s ince she was two years  o ld ,  and she 's
jus t  a  reat ty  great  k id  who en joys i t .  So I  th ink ,  a t  the end of  the day,  i t ' s  been benef ic ia I
for  the fami ty . "

And i t  doesn ' t  sound [ ike Tara wi l [
get  those weekends to  herset f  any t ime
soon.  She 's  cur rent ty  des ign ing her  own

homewares range,  which is  someth ing

she 's  been long ing to  do,  and hopes some
products wil [  be reteased within the year.

Her rote on Better Homes & Gardens

wi t [  cont inue,  as wi t l  some corporate

endorsements  she 's  work ing on.  There

coutd be more books in  the p ipet ine,  and

more invested in the e-store, so white
'busy '  

might  be an unders ta tement  to

describe Tara's [ i fe, she says loving what

she does keeps her  go ing.  *

.  Be curious. Always be open to new
ideas  and  t h i nk  ou t s i de  t he  squa re ,
o therwise your  bus iness wi t [ jus t
s tagnate.

. Service setts. I 'm so big on service,
but  I  th ink  in  Aust ra t ia  we 've s t i t [
got a tong way to go.

. Look at branding and packaging.
You can upgrade a product  very
eas i ty  by changing your  cotours
o r  chang ing  you r  l ook  l i nc tud ing
togos l ,  or  even jus t  the font  you
choose.  l t  cou ld  actua l ty  add more
vatue to  your  products .

.  Be eco-fr iendty. Peopte these days
are very environmentalty aware
and very  heat th  consc ious,  so t ry
to  incorporate  some wet t -be ing
products  in to  your  ranges.  That
coutd be down to the process
of  manufacture,  the actua l
product  i tse[ f  or  the way i t ' s  been
packaged .

. Affordable tuxury. Inctude some
luxury  brands or  i tems in to  your
range.  Peopte don ' t  have a lo t  o f
t ime these days,  so what  they tend
to do is  spo i I  themsetves more.

I  do th ink the percept ion o f  [uxury
b rands  i s  chang ing ,  t hough .  A
lo t  o f  peopte used to  th ink  i t  was
just  Versace or  Gucc i ,  but  i t ' s  now
th ings that  are packaged and
presented wet l  that  make peopte
fee[  [ ike  they ' re  buy ing themsetves
a [ i t t te bit  of [uxury they can afford.


