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Virginia Keast 
Never Stop Dancing

Virginia Keast’s life as a dance fitness instructor is a 
world away from her former career as a lawyer. For one 
thing, people react quite differently when they find out 
what she now does for a living. “When I first started, I 
was teaching Zumba. You get quite a different response 
from people when you say ‘I’m a lawyer’, to when you 
say ‘I’m a Zumba instructor’. Now it’s my own business 
people are a bit more respectful, but that drop in status 
(from a lawyer) can be a hard thing to take. When you’re a 
lawyer people take you seriously whether you’ve earned 
it or not. It’s like you’ve passed some kind of initial test.”

Running her own business has proved to be a daily 
– but enjoyable – test for Ms Keast. “It’s been a steep 

really sharpens your thinking, but you become really 
aware of risk, because that’s your job. For lawyers, your 
whole focus in your daily life is risk – avoiding and 
managing it – so it’s very hard to take a risk.”

For a while, she combined teaching dance fitness part-
time with working a 30-hour-a-week job as an in-house 
lawyer for Housing New Zealand. Eventually though, 
something had to give. “I just thought, I have to throw 
all of my energy into one of those things, not both of 
them. I figured I’d give it a try and if it didn’t fly I’d go 
back into the law.”

By the time she set up Never Stop Dancing just over a 
year ago, Ms Keast had moved away from Zumba into a 
more eclectic mix of music and dance moves that have 
broad appeal: 80s, disco, latest hits, 90s hip hop “… music 
that people know and love, combined with dance moves 
that are really fun. I don’t have a beginners’ class and 
an advanced class, I’ve got to cater to everyone in one 
group. That’s part of the challenge and why it’s not as 
easy as you’d think it would be,” she says.

She runs six classes a week at four different locations 
around Wellington, and the classes are really booming. 
Ms Keast makes a point to learn her customer’s names 
and a bit about them. In return, she says she’s had to 
open up a bit more to her customers than she ever did 
in the legal world. “Even things like having a Facebook 
page means you have to share a bit about yourself. When 
you are a lawyer you are very wary of anything like that, 
so it’s quite a step outside. Lawyers as a general rule 
have a professional side and a personal side that they 
keep quite separate.”

A dancer, a baker, a jewellery maker – 
three former lawyers talk about taking 
the leap in the world of small business 
ownership. Although their new careers 
are worlds away from the law, they all say 
their legal backgrounds have helped in 
their new endeavours.

learning curve, because as a small 
business owner I do most things 
myself, from creating a website, to 
filming and editing videos for the 
YouTube channel, to maintaining a 
Facebook page, to designing flyers 
and posters – as well as creating 
choreography for the classes and 
finding music.”

Stepping into 
the unknown
Taking the leap and turning a hobby 
into a full-time job takes courage 
and making a big career change can 
be a particularly daunting thing for 
a lawyer, says Ms Keast. “The law 
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Trial and error
The past year has been a steep learning curve. “When 
you are a lawyer, people are paying for the knowledge 
you already have. You look into new things, but you 
also spend a lot of time regurgitating the same knowl-
edge, because that’s what people are coming to you for. 
Whereas, what I’ve been doing since has been all about 
learning, and often through trial and error.”

She does draw on the skills and experiences she picked 
up from her former career. “The things you learn about 
dealing with people and understanding people and what 
they are looking for are the same. I don’t think I could 
have done this as well if I had done it straight out of 
university. All of those things you learn in the workforce 
are really valuable.”

Flexible hours, but not 
necessarily fewer hours
Ms Keast describes her workload as more family-friendly 
now than when she worked for someone else, but only 
because she has control over when she works. “It’s defi-
nitely more flexible in that I’m not locked into certain 
hours, apart from when I’m teaching, but in terms of the 
actual time I put into work, I don’t know if it’s actually 
any less now.”

She says that anyone who wants to start their own 
business, should find something they enjoy and are 
passionate about. “You are your product, so there’s got 
to be a lot of your heart in it. If you don’t love it, people 
know, they can tell. So part of it going well is that you 
love it and you’re enthusiastic about it and that gets 
other people fired up too.”

Grace Kreft 
Sweet Bakery and cakery

Grace Kreft knew early on in her legal career that the 
law wasn’t her passion. She enjoyed the work and the 
challenges it presented, but says it didn’t fire her up. “I 
started looking at other aspects of my life to see if there 
was something I could make a career out of – baking 
was the obvious option.”

She decided to use her OE as an opportunity to have a 
go at baking for a living. “It was a low-ish risk chance to 
see what it was like, and I knew working in law would 
always be there as an option if I didn’t end up enjoying 
baking professionally.”

No one seemed that surprised at her change of career 
tack. “My firm [DLA Phillips Fox, now DLA Piper] even 
threw me a ‘Bake Off ’ themed leaving party where 
everyone baked treats and I judged the winner.”

Working at boutique cake and cupcake bakery Crumbs 
and Doilies in London cemented her determination to 
make baking her new career. After returning to New 
Zealand, she opened her first bakery, Sweet Bakery and 
Cakery in Karori, Wellington. A year later she opened a 
second Wellington shop, in the alternative retail heart, 
Cuba Street.

A sound basis
Ms Kreft’s legal background has proved useful in setting 
up and running her business.

“Some people ask me how I feel about ‘wasting’ all 
those years studying and working in the law, but I don’t 
think that way at all. The law has given me such a sound 
basis for running a business – from negotiating and 
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renewing leases, to understanding industry regulatory 
requirements and the ability to research and understand 
employer obligations, for example. I also think it has 
given me valuable confidence in starting, running and 
growing the business.”

Challenges and satisfaction
Expanding the business from a one-woman show to a 
team of 12 employees has been hard work. “There have 
been some big challenges along the way and lots of 
mistakes to learn from, but at the same time, it’s the 
best job I could hope to have.”

She says one of the biggest highlights has been forming 
a team of like-minded people who love what they do. 
“There aren’t many opportunities to be a baker and cake 
decorator for a living, especially in a relatively small city 
like Wellington, so one of my aims has always been to be 
able to create jobs for people to work on their passions, 
and I really feel like we’re achieving that.”

Her husband Brad Kreft has come on board as the 
company’s creative director, and the pair are managing 
to successfully navigate mixing family and business. 
“Living and working together will always have its chal-
lenges and it can be quite intense, but it works really 
well for us, luckily. We each have our own focus in the 
business and work independently, so we’re not in each 
other’s pockets all day long.”

Ms Kreft says the lifestyle benefits and flexibility of 
running their own business are even more apparent 
after the recent birth of their first child, Demi Rose.

Any tips?
Before trying something new or considering growth 
opportunities, Ms Kreft always asks herself ‘what’s the 
worst that could happen’?

“Most often you’ll find you can give something a go 
and see how you get on, and as long as you haven’t 
burned bridges behind you, most decisions aren’t 
irreversible. If something doesn’t work out there are, 
more often than not, backup options. What does the 
worst-case scenario look like and could you cope with 
it? If so, what are you waiting for?”

Nicola Morris 
Miramôr

Nicola Morris believes her past life as a lawyer provided 
a firm foundation for her Auckland-based bespoke jew-
ellery business Miramôr.

“I think it’s been really helpful to me to have a good 
solid base as a lawyer. Not just to have done a law degree 
but to actually have practised as a lawyer gives you 
credibility when you do something else.”

Ms Morris started her legal career working in 
intellectual property litigation at Russell McVeagh. 
Although she enjoyed the work, she could never pic-
ture herself as a partner in a law firm. She was work-
ing in London as an in-house lawyer for Sky TV when 
she made her first move out of the law. The move 

wasn’t too far – she became a legal recruiter, using 
her skills, experiences and networks to forge a new 
career that lasted a decade.

A gem of an idea
Ms Morris had always wanted to own her own business, 
and spotted a gap in the market for a bespoke jewel-
lery offering. While there were a lot of mass-produced 
jewellers in New Zealand, Ms Morris wanted to offer 
customers the chance to have some input into the 
design of their pieces, without being constrained by 
an existing product line or set menu of ‘mix and match’ 
elements. Each creation starts from a blank canvass 
with a focus on completely handmade pieces using 
traditional techniques.

As a former lawyer, taking the risk of starting a busi-
ness didn’t come naturally. “But I’ve since realised as a 
lawyer or ex-lawyer you’re actually quite well-positioned 
to do that, because you’re very good at thinking through 
all the potential issues and creating solutions.”

Before opening Miramôr, Ms Morris spent a couple 
of years doing market research, talking to people in the 
industry and training with the Gemmological Institute 
of America (GIA). “Then the next step of finding staff, 
finding premises, establishing a supply network, there 
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Year on year, the statute books, 
and the body of case law which 
accompanies them, grows. This is 
great news for lawyers whose job it 
is to interpret those laws and keep 
businesses safe. Or so you might 
think. Increasing regulation has 
forced lawyers towards specialisa-
tion in order to keep pace with the 
changes.

On the other side of the fence, 
Google has made everything search-
able, increasing the willingness of 
clients to bypass a lawyer to get the 
advice they need – an option which, 
in some instances, will be cheaper 
and speedier. Next will come artifi-
cial intelligence which some lawyers 
fear may replace them completely. 
However, this just means lawyers 
need to adapt their working meth-
ods: but how?

Is collaboration 
the answer?
Increasing specialisation means that 
a client can rarely rely on one lawyer 
with a bird’s eye view of their busi-
ness to solve their problems. It is 
not uncommon for clients’ problems 
to span different areas of law and 
even different legal jurisdictions. 

How 
collaboration can 
prevent lawyers 
becoming 
irrelevant in the 
internet age
BY MICHAEL  

SMYTH

This means the client must cast 
their net wider for legal expertise 
and that can include Google. By 
engaging four different lawyers or 
firms to work on discrete parts of 
their business, the client misses out 
on having a single mind’s perspec-
tive on the business as a whole. The 
net result could be failing to spot a 
problem before it arises and ineffi-
cient solutions being implemented.

Whilst it may be impractical in 
today’s business environment to 
have a ‘single mind’ in the literal 
sense of the word, a collection of 
minds is possible. That’s called 
specialist collaboration.

What is collaboration?
The dictionary defines ‘to collabo-
rate’ as “to work jointly on an activ-
ity or project” but I would suggest 
that is a very simplified definition. 
A better understanding of collabo-
ration occurs when you understand 
what collaboration is not:
• Referring work or cross-selling 

someone else’s services (e.g. I 
can’t help you with that aspect 
but I recommend that you speak 
to X),

• Subcontracting part of your ser-
vices to someone else (e.g. I am 

was quite a lot going on before we 
actually went to the market.”

She says the common thread 
between being a lawyer, an execu-
tive recruiter and running her own 
business is customer experience. 
“It’s about clients and it’s about 
delivering a professional service to 
them.”

The business
Miramôr is a bespoke jewellery 
business that is design-led, so it was 
important to get the right designer 
and master jeweller on board. “I 
guess my background in executive 
search helped there. I did a lot of 
market research and then just 
approached people who I thought 
were really good. It’s like putting a 
puzzle together really.”

Setting the scene was another 
important piece of the puzzle. 
Miramôr’s studio is on the first 
floor of the Metropolis building in 
central Auckland. Ms Morris aimed 
for a high-end whisky bar feel. “I 
wanted the space to feel inviting 
to men and women. Often when 
you think of jewellery businesses 
you think of bright, white spaces, 
whereas we are totally the opposite 
and that was deliberate.”

Ms Morris has positioned Miramôr 
as a quality, but accessible, jeweller. 
“Part of the challenge of saying we’re 
a bespoke, by-appointment-only 
jeweller is that it conjures up images 
that you’re entering an exclusive 
realm and paying a premium for a 
bespoke service. But the fact that 
we are by-appointment and the fact 
that we are bespoke means we don’t 
have sales assistants and we don’t 
carry a lot of stock. We don’t have 
huge high street style overheads 
so we are able to give people this 
personalised experience without 
them having to pay a premium.” ▪
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