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Level Up

symmetryoffice.com

Symmetry offers a variety of sit-to-stand, 
height-adjustable tables to elevate any office 
space. Don’t sit this one out.
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North American Innovation Design 
Series Ready to Expand in 2018

THE NORTH AMERICAN INNOVATION EXHIBITION WORKS BY MAKING IT EASY AND AFFORDABLE FOR SMALL 
AND MIDSIZE COMPANIES TO SHOW AT SOME OF THE MOST EXCLUSIVE DESIGN EVENTS IN THE WORLD.

For the first time last year, 
a group of North Ameri-
can furniture and acces-

sory companies came together 
to show their most innovative 
products at Clerkenwell Design 
Week in London. It was the open-
ing volley for many of the brands 
— the first tentative steps outside 
North America. And by all ac-
counts, it was a success.

The North American Innova-
tion Exhibition helped the manu-
facturers make initial connec-
tions with London’s important 
design community and laid the 
groundwork for potential proj-
ects around the world.

The first North American In-
novation Exhibition is prompt-
ing the organizers to gather the 
best and brightest companies in 

London again in May 2018 — and 
expand the initiative to other 
important global markets. In 
2018, the exhibition also ex-
pects to make stops at Orgatec 
in Cologne, Germany and Dubai 
Design Week. Call it a mini world 
tour for the best North American 
furniture makers.

“Clerkenwell Design Week was 
such a success that other show 
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organizers asked us if we could 
replicate it elsewhere,” says 
Stewart Brown, owner of Univer-
sal Exports and one of the exhibi-
tion’s founders. “The goal is to get 
North American furniture mak-
ers in front of a worldwide audi-
ence of decision-makers. That’s 
just what we did in London and 
what we will do at other events 
around the world.”

The North American Innova-
tion Exhibition works by making 
it easy and affordable for small 
and midsize companies to show 
at some of the most exclusive 
design events in the world. The 
exhibition is perfect for these 
high-design companies to get in 
front of some of the world’s lead-
ing designers. Non-competitive 
exhibition participants share 
space while the organizers take 
care of shipping, marketing, the 
design and build of the stand and 
even social events to connect 
designers to the brands.

It is a win-win for all involved. 
Brands that might not have the 
budget to do their own stand 
are able to show products; the 
show organizers add brands that 
wouldn’t otherwise be able to ex-
hibit; and the design community 
learns about North American 
brands they might not otherwise 
encounter.

The idea began in London after 
Bellow Press Editor-in-Chief Rob 
Kirkbride attended Clerkenwell 
Design Week a few years ago but 
didn’t see any small or midsize 
North American companies 
exhibiting. “I spoke to many in 
London’s design community who 
wanted to learn more about these 

brands, but had no exposure to 
them,” he says. “Stewart has long 
championed North American 
brands hoping to enter into the 
world market, so after speaking 
to him, we decided to organize 
the North American Innovation 
Exhibition.”

The first iteration of the exhi-
bition took place in May at Lon-
don’s Clerkenwell Design Week, 
which has become one of the 
premiere events on the contract 
furnishings calendar. It is one of 
the few exhibitions in the world 
that delivers on its promise to the 
architecture and design com-

munity. The breakdown of who 
attends Clerkenwell Design Week 
is telling: Of the 60,000 or so 
visitors, 88 percent of them are 
architects and designers repre-
senting 72 countries.

North America’s major office 
furniture makers have watched 
the event develop and grow 
and have permanent show-
rooms in the compact and cozy 
Clerkenwell neighborhood, home 
to the largest concentration of 
architects and designers in the 
world. More than 80 showrooms 
participate in the event.

Beyond the major North Amer-
ican office furniture makers — 
Knoll, Haworth and Humanscale 
all have permanent showrooms 
— there are very few small and 
midsize companies participating 
from this side of the pond. That 
changed at the 2017 edition of 
CDW.

The North American Innova-
tion Exhibition brought together 
six of the continent’s most in-
teresting brands: Clarus Glass-
boards, Innovative, Landscape 
Forms, Nightingale, OFS, Safco-
Mayline (and its Focal Upright 
products). Each was invited to 
bring a handful of products to 
London to show as part of the 
exhibition with Brown handling 
logistics of getting the products 
there and Bellow Press taking 
care of the marketing.

Universal Exports and Bellow 
Press commissioned Chicago-
based Sarah Kuchar Studio to 
design the stand, fitting since 
Kuchar is one of the top up-
and-coming designers in North 
America. It was named one of the 

“The goal is 
to get North 
American 
furniture 
makers in 
front of a 
worldwide 
audience 
of decision-
makers. That’s 
just what we 
did in London 
and what 
we will do at 
other events 
around the 
world.”
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best stands at CDW and provided 
the perfect backdrop for the 
products on display during the 
two-day show.

The North American Innova-
tion Exhibition was as unique as 
the Clerkenwell. Instead of ask-
ing participating companies to 
ship a showroom full of furniture 
to London, those chosen to show 
at Clerkenwell picked a small 
number of products to exhibit 
that focus on innovation. For one 
low price — under $10,000 — the 
product was shipped to Lon-
don from Brown’s Chicago hub, 
displayed on a professionally 
designed stand in a prime show 
location with other complemen-
tary North American manufac-

turers, included in a pre-show 
Clerkenwell Design Week guide 
published in Business of Furni-
ture and Workplaces magazines 
(along with a complimentary full-
page ad) and promoted heavily 
by show organizers. Since a small 
number of products was exhib-
ited and the space was designed, 
there was no need to send a large 
number of staff to the show. At 
this year’s event, a handful or 
even a single representative from 
the exhibiting company was suf-
ficient to handle leads and inqui-
ries.

“International contract fur-
nishings shows are beyond the 
reach of most small and midsize 
companies, which is something 

we wanted to change,” Kirkbride 
says. “What struck me as I wan-
dered around from permanent 
showrooms and temporary exhi-
bitions was the complete lack of 
these innovative North American 
commercial interiors companies. 
None exhibit at Clerkenwell. It 
is a shame, because designers I 
spoke to are interested in speci-
fying North American brands. 
They simply have no connection 
to them.”

Bellow Press and Universal 
Exports will again curate the 
exhibition, which means not 
every company that applies 
will be picked for the show. The 
North American Innovation 
Exhibition is looking for the most 
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innovative new products to 
present to this important 
group of designers. A few 
square blocks in London 
has become the epicenter 
of design in one of the most 
important world capitals. 
And the designs dreamt up 
in Clerkenwell spawn proj-
ects around the world.

“We are very excited to 
be working together again 
with Bellow Press to bring 
the best of North American 
Innovation to the world’s 
design community at 
Clerkenwell Design Week,” 
Brown says. “We know that 
the unique format of the 
North American Innova-
tion Exhibition will keep 
everyone talking for many 
months after the event.”

A fair like this is pos-
sible mostly because of 
the concentration of creatives in 
the Clerkenwell neighborhood, 
which covers just over 2 square 
miles. Clerkenwell is one of the 
most important design hubs in 
the world. According to the show 
organizers, it is home to more 
creative businesses and archi-
tects per square mile than any-
where else in the world. There 
are 200 architecture practices 
in Clerkenwell, including BDP, 
Studio Egret, OMMX, Haworth 
Tompkins and Wilkinson Eyre, 
to name a few. After architects 
gathered there, manufacturers 
soon followed with showrooms. 
They include Arper, Bolon, 
Humanscale, Bulthaup, Poltrona 
Frau Group, USM and Vitra, 
among many others.

In many ways, CDW is more 
like the events surrounding 
iSalone than a traditional fur-
nishings show. In addition to 
furniture and furnishings — new 
products are launched here — 
visitors to CDW will find art 
installations, programming and a 
lot of parties. Having fun is a key 
component to CDW. The North 
American Innovation Exhibition 
hosted an appropriately themed 
party for the London design com-
munity as well as the By Bailey 
showroom in Clerkenwell. The 
party was sponsored by London 
fit out firm BW. Public relations 
and media coordination was 
handled by London public rela-
tions firm Informare Ltd.

Many small and mid-size North 

American companies may 
have never done business 
overseas or even consid-
ered it. The organizers 
of the North American 
Innovation Exhibition 
want you to be successful 
and have partner com-
panies that can help you 
follow up on sales leads 
and projects in London 
and around the world on a 
transactional basis.

This year, exhibition 
organizers are also hoping 
to bring the stand to other 
major shows, creating a 
North American Innova-
tion Exhibition series that 
will add even more value 
to those who are chosen 
to exhibit. Brown said 
the exhibition would fit 
perfectly at Orgatec and 
Dubai Design Week — two 

additional events that also at-
tract a huge number of designers. 
Space for the North American 
Innovation Exhibition will be 
extremely limited.

How do you get a product into 
the North American Innovation 
Exhibition? Reach out to Rob 
Kirkbride at rob@bellow.press 
or Stewart Brown at s.brown@
xportlab.com. They can answer 
any questions you might have 
about the event. The next step 
is for you to send Kirkbride or 
Brown information on a product 
you believe is innovative enough 
to show at this important exhibi-
tion. International firms want 
your products, but they have to 
know your brand to specify it. 
BoF
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