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Next Life Lesson: Marilouise Muller, director, Dynamic Management Solutions
Has a work or life challenge taught you a key career lesson? Contact Jen St. Denis at jstdenis@biv.com.

Successful businesses have three ingredients 
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mark Mawhinney started 
two businesses at an 
early age and now 

works with business students at 
the University of British Colum-
bia, University of Victoria and 
Royal Roads University to help 
them hone their startup ideas.

mawhinney thinks there are 
three elements every business 
needs to have in order to be suc-
cessful: passion, the right skills 
and a strong economic model.

mawhinney had early success 
at the age of 22 when he started a 
popular restaurant in edmonton 
and then sold it to his partner a 
few years later.

but things didn’t go so 
smoothly when he started his 
second venture, a computer sup-
port business called PC Works, 
in the late 1990s. He got the idea 
for the business after he had 

a hard time finding computer 
help.

“though it was profitable for 
the entire time i owned it, it 
was never hugely profitable,” 
mawhinney recalled. “i think 
my margins were around 10%, 
and every day was a struggle to 
get that 10% profit.”

not being passionate about 
computers was the first weak-
ness. that meant he wasn’t as 
knowledgeable as he should have 
been, and to make up for that 
lack of knowledge he needed 
to hire very skilled people to 
fill the gap. that proved to be a 
challenge.

“it took me 17 months to get 
to the point where i could as-
sess the people and determine 
whether or not they were ca-
pable for what i needed them 
to do,” he said. “it was one 
hire at the end of the day who 
in my view turned the com-
pany around, and he’s gone on 

to start his own business and 
build it up successfully.”

the business also did not have 
a particularly strong economic 
model – it took a lot of expen-
sive labour to bring in revenue 
– and it was facing a lot of com-
petition in the marketplace. 

While mawhinney was able to 
sell the business at a profit, he’s 
never forgotten those import-
ant lessons.

“now, when i work with stu-
dent entrepreneurs and look at 
businesses from an investment 
perspective, i really look at 

those three things,” mawhin-
ney said. “What some entre-
preneurs do is they will go and 
develop a cool product or idea. 
just because it’s a cool product 
doesn’t mean it can be a good 
business. they’ll develop solu-
tions that don’t necessarily 
have a market problem.”

On fOcusing On the 
custOmer | “What i get 
student entrepreneurs to focus 
on when they’re building their 
plan and going out and execut-
ing is to get in front of custom-
ers as quickly as possible and 
get the customers involved. 
… if you get the customer in-
volved in the development of 
your product … what you’ll 
tend to have is something that’s 
informed by the customers’ 
needs, and you’ll have some-
thing which will probably at-
tract customers that will pay 
you a market rate.”•
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