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PROFESSIONAL

Profile

AnnaLee Waite: Crossing Boundaries
Houston needlework designer looks for growth within the quilt industry.
M ORNA M c EVER GOL L E T Z

nnaLee Waite is an accomplished designer and wellknown in the needlework industry. To grow her
business to the next level, she is looking to the
quilt industry for more opportunities.
Tell us a little bit about yourself and why you started
AnnaLee Waite Designs?

“Vintage Lovely,” 4.5  6. Photo courtesy of the artist.
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I was born in Pennsylvania, spent time growing up in
Virginia, New Hampshire and Indiana and now reside in
Houston, Texas. When I was very young, my father died and
my mother ended up going back to college to get her master’s
degree in teaching. She was able to support our family
(myself, my brother and sister) as a teacher at the School for
the Deaf in Indianapolis, Ind. My mom is the most amazing
lady, and growing up I saw her do everything. She was the
breadwinner for our family and handled all financial matters,
along with cooking, decorating and home repairs. She was
even the Cub Scout Leader in our neighborhood because
none of the dads volunteered and she wanted my brother
to be involved in scouting. She set the bar pretty high for
all three of her children, and we never even considered not
meeting her expectations.
My grandparents started out farming in Pennsylvania
and eventually ended up as landlords — building houses
and managing their properties. As a teacher, my mom had
summers off, so we drove from Indiana back to Pennsylvania
each summer where I spent time with my grandparents and
numerous aunts, uncles and cousins. I learned so much from
all my amazing family. Probably the biggest lesson is, if you
want to do something, start investigating, go to the library
(now the Internet), ask lots of questions and talk with people
who are doing what you want to do.
I studied design, textiles and business and received my
bachelor’s from Purdue University. After graduating, I
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Top left: Photo of Artist’s Studio.
Bottom left: Thread rack hanging
system. Above: Artist’s work
area. Near left: Completed
designs hanging, including
“Patchwork Santa.” Photos
courtesy the artist.

worked in retail and had some amazing jobs in downtown
Chicago and traveled opening new stores for Linens ’n
Things. Eventually I worked in property management,
overseeing large residential apartment properties. I loved
the job, which included traveling to apartment properties
all over the country. I always had a project with me to stitch
while waiting for a flight or in a hotel room at night. My
husband also traveled frequently in his job. We started our
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family, and about the time my oldest son was three, I realized
the babysitter was spending as much time with my son as I
was. I wanted to continue being involved in business while
I raised my family, but I needed to find some type of work
that allowed me control over my working hours. Designing
needlework and publishing the instructional patterns has been
perfect because I can draw just about anywhere, and because
I sell only wholesale, I have control over my working hours.
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“Summer Stitches,” “Fall Stitches,” Winter Stitches,” “Spring Stitches,” all 4.5  6. Photos courtesy the artist.

Where do you find your inspiration?

I find inspiration in numerous ways. Many of my designs
have been inspired by nature. I love to be outside and get lots
of ideas from the world around me. I am a serious magazine
lover and am inspired by color combinations I might find in
a magazine. Viewing textiles collections, visiting museums
and historic buildings are also ways that I process ideas.

The main parallels are fabric and thread along with
creativity. Quilters and needleworkers get a lot of joy from
looking at and working with color. I think we are a very
caring group of craftspeople who enjoy the process of
working in our studios but also enjoy coming together in
groups to create and learn about our crafts.
How large is your product line?

Many of the artists profiled in our magazine are quilters. You
are a needlework artist. What parallels do you see between
the two?

I have published nearly 100 cross-stitch and needlework
designs along with creating 30 needlepoint canvas designs.
A single counted cross-stitch pattern may have multiple

ANNALEE WAITE
AnnaLee Waite started AnnaLee Waite Designs in 1997, influenced both by her entrepreneurial
family and her more than 20 years as a cross-stitcher. She runs her studio in Houston, Texas,
where she lives with her husband Andy, who is British and grew up in London, and her two sons,
21 and 16 years old. Her sons, in addition to being athletic, are artistic and interested in business.
AnnaLee can see her influence and wonders where they will end up career-wise.
AnnaLee’s studio has grown over the years as her business has grown. “I fondly remember
starting out in the family room of our first house. Eventually I set up a studio in the second
bedroom and had baby gates to keep my youngest son in view and away from the steps. I then
expanded into the garage, which flooded often — as does most all of Houston — leading to
my husband’s expertise with a wet vac.” After moving to her current home, she worked out
of a large storage room beside the garage. The view was nice, but she needed more space
and eventually rented a townhouse and moved her operations there. It provides for a good
separation of family and business and lets AnnaLee set up specific areas in her studio for specific
tasks. To learn more about AnnaLee, you can visit her website at www.annaleedesigns.com.
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presentations, as I initially design a pattern to be sold in the
form of a design leaflet to independent needlework shops.
That same pattern might then be made into a kit and sold
to one of the needlework catalogs such as The Stitchery or
Keepsake Needlework. Finally that same pattern may then
be produced as a pattern you can transfer to fabric and back
stitch or hand embroider.
Let’s talk about marketing your business. You strictly
sell wholesale. What do you find are the best marketing
avenues?

I believe the most effective marketing avenues are direct
contact and follow-up via telephone or in person. I visit
shops that carry my designs when I can; however, most
needlework shops are located pretty far apart so I make a
lot of personal calls to the stores. Networking and vending
at trade shows are great ways to meet prospective buyers
and establish your credibility. Public speaking and teaching
are great ways to increase your visibility. Writing articles for
magazines and trade publications is also a good way to let
buyers know about your products.
Do you have a written marketing or business plan that you
follow?

I do have a written marketing plan, which is based on a
program called “Get Clients Now” by C.J. Hayden and
focuses on what she calls “the Universal Marketing Cycle.”
In a nutshell the program includes choosing 10 daily or
weekly actions that you commit to do, and then tracking
your daily progress on a worksheet. I advertise in a trade
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magazine called Needlework Retailer and write articles for
magazines that are geared towards helping independent shop
owners in their businesses.
You sell directly to shops and through distributors. What
percentage of your sales is each? And are you trying to
develop one more so than the other?

Currently the majority of my sales are made to shops
through distributors. I have a number of shops that are part
of my “automatic program,” which means that each time
I publish a new pattern I automatically send and bill the
shop for an agreed-upon number of patterns. I am talking
right now to another distributor with whom I would really
like to work with. Mainly I am focusing on building strong
relationships with independent shop owners who will buy
my patterns direct.
Some of your designs are cross-stitch, some are needlepoint.
How do you decide which to use with which design or do you
offer the same design in both formats?

Each design I create starts as a cross-stitch pattern. I offer
many of my best-selling designs as hand-painted needlepoint
canvases with the majority of these canvases going to shops
that buy cross-stitch leaflets from us and asked for the
canvases. Hand painting canvases is very labor intensive and
it takes a lot of time to train and check the quality of each
piece. I could offer a greater variety of canvases if I sent the
product off shore to be painted out of the USA; however
I feel really strongly about keeping my production in the
United States.
9

How are you planning to integrate your work into the quilt
world?

That is a creative puzzle that I am focusing on right now.
I love quilt shops along with sewing — fabric, threads and
buttons — so I hope to come up with a product that will
benefit quilt shop owners.
Since you currently live in Houston, I know you attend Quilt
Market. How does the show fit into you plans?

Quilt Market in Houston is an event I look forward to each
October. Most importantly, I feel really blessed to have
access to such an amazing, talented group of professionals
who take the time to plan and teach a wide variety of
classes. This year I took classes that covered Shop Display,
Selling to Tweens and Teenagers and Incorporating Video
in your Business. I look at the class schedule and sign up for
whatever will help me most in my business. I buy at Market,
some fabric, lots of trims and lots of buttons. I really enjoy
walking the floor — seeing friends and being inspired by the
beautiful quilts and colorful displays.
In addition to your design, I know that you also teach. What
are the rewards for you from this and how much of your
time goes into teaching?

I love teaching and am scheduled to teach at the 2015
Nashville Needlework Market. It’s great to connect with
stitchers and shop owners.

Two of my biggest challenges have been training and
direction. I really enjoy working on computers; however I am
not the type of person who will sit down and read the entire
operations manual before using a new software program. For
some reason I just want to get on with it and believe I can
figure out the program as I go. I have learned however that
it truly is more productive to sit down and read the manual
or sign up for a class to learn a new skill. Luckily, I live in
a large city so there are many training options available to
me, such as local colleges, Leisure Learning and professional
organizations. One of my recent goals has been to learn
Photoshop. I bought a good book online, which I haven’t
touched. In order to meet my goal, I am going to call the Art
Institute of Houston and see if one of their professors can
teach me one on one.
The second-largest challenge I deal with is direction. I
have more ideas than I could ever actually execute, so I find
that I must limit myself, put my plan in writing and stay on
the path. This idea thing is especially challenging for me in
regards to designing. I have notebooks full of sketches of
patterns I would love to bring to market but I limit myself to
working on no more than four patterns at one time. These
models may be in different stages of production such as one
might be in the middle of being drawn, another is being
stitched, a third is being finished (as a pillow, framed, etc.)
with another being photographed.
You are fortunate to have your design studio outside your

Marketing via the Internet is key to building a business these

home. How long have you maintained a separate studio?

days. How do you use the Internet to grow your business?

What is your studio like?

My original website was designed about 10 years ago so I
am due for a complete overhaul. I am working with a web
designer right now and will have an entirely new site soon.
I have not done a good job of using the Internet to market
my business, which is one of the main reasons that I joined
the International Association of Creative Arts Professionals
Creative Passion to Profit Mastermind. I have seen my peers
in the group really grow their businesses from consistently
doing the weekly ezines and using Facebook to inform
quilters about their businesses. Looking back, I should have
hired someone much sooner to help me establish a better
website and market via the Internet.

I purchased the townhouse that serves as my studio four
years ago. Real estate prices had dropped tremendously in
Houston as the economy was slow, so I thought I better take
advantage of the market. I began looking for a building and
it took almost 12 months to find a good spot. I remember
dropping my youngest son off at school and allowing myself
20 minutes each morning to drive by possible locations
that my real estate friend told me about. I would only look
inside if I thought the location was a good one. I ended up
finding a townhouse in a great location. It had been a rental
unit so both the interior and exterior were in rough shape. I
spent some time painting, recarpeting and making it my own
before I moved in. One thing I like a lot about my studio
is that it is located next to a church and school — in fact I
face the church rectory. While I work I can hear the children
yelling and laughing from the playground and I always

You’ve been in business for more than 15 years. What have
been your biggest business challenges and how have you
overcome them?
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ANNALEE’S TIPS TO GROW YOUR BUSINESS
1. Believe in your own creative ability.
2. Talk to people who have already done what you want to do.
You will realize that if they can achieve it, so can you.
3. Ask someone successful that you admire to be your mentor.
Most people are pleased to be asked.
4. Track your working habits and eliminate time wasters.
I set a timer when I check my email and Web surf only as a reward.
5. Work in the areas you excel in and figure out ways to get/hire
others to do the rest.
6. Spend the majority of your time in whatever generates
income in your business.

know when it’s noon because the church bells ring.
My studio has big windows, which let in a lot of natural
light. I have a dining room table that I use for cutting
fabric for kits and to set up assembly lines for pattern
stuffing, bagging buttons, etc. I have one small area that
is permanently set up for photography and a “trade show
closet” that holds my pop-up booth, easels, lights and a
big plastic box with clipboards, pens, staplers, VELCRO®
brand hook and loop tape, extension cords –— all the trade
show goodies. I design sitting at a table made out of an Ikea
tabletop screwed to Intermetro shelving from the Container
Store. My computer and laser printer are set up next to the
wall. I am a stacker so I have learned that I must hang all my
fabric and projects so nothing gets lost.
I have a thread wall (made from metal grid wall) and
thread drawers that are numbered to match the DMC thread
color card. A metal utility cart holds all my button samples,
beads, trims with two “idea boxes.” I store bulk buttons and
thread, which are included with many of our patterns or kits,
in plastic drawers in big plastic baggies. Uncut bolt fabric is
stored on metal rolling shelves and individual fabric samples
clipped to plastic hangers and hung on the metal rails of
an Elfa System. One large walk-in closet holds all stitched
models which are framed, made up into pillows, stockings,
wall hangings, etc.
What type of help do you have in your business?

In the past I have hired only contractors to stitch models,
paint needlepoint canvases, stuff patterns and cut fabric.
My family has helped me do just about everything that was
needed. The free family labor has almost ended now that my
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oldest son is a college student in Virginia and my younger
son is in high school with tons of homework and sports. I
hired a studio assistant; however, that person did not work
out so I am back to the drawing board. I recently emailed
the employment coordinator at The Art Institute of Houston
and am interviewing for a studio assistant who is an hourly
employee and an assistant designer whom I will pay as a
contractor per design.
How do you split your time between the various tasks of the
business?

I follow that saying “eat the frog” and get the tasks I like
least out of the way first thing in the morning. That would
be things like accounting, reports and paperwork. I use time
blocking and used to think multi-tasking was possible but
have decided that really I need to handle paper only one
time so I try to complete one job at a time. I would break my
day down into 20 percent administrative (paperwork and
following up on ordering materials), 20 percent marketing
and 60 percent creative — drawing, computer work,
experimenting with threads, planning design schedules and
photography.
Where do you see AnnaLee Waite Designs going?

I am working towards increasing the number of patterns
I design and publish each month. In the next few years
I see myself collaborating with other designers and
manufacturers — perhaps in licensing. I would like to
try my hand at designing fabric. By 2017, my goal is for
my design studio to provide products for cross-stitch,
needlepoint and quilting.
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