
Q&A with  
Dave Coutinho
Dave Coutinho started as a technician at franchise and office automation group 
Nashua, now part of the Reunert Group, and worked his way up the ranks, 
culminating in his appointment as MD of Nashua late last year. He tells Top500 what 
makes him tick.

How would you describe Nashua?
Nashua offers printing equipment across 
all ranges and sizes.  We cater for every 
printing segment and we have very sophis-
ticated software to enable document flow 
in corporate environments and improve 
business processes.

Nashua’s philosophy is that we’re  
looking for a customer for life. We don’t 
take a short term view. We’re looking for a 
long-term relationship. That’s something 
we live and die by.

Can you tell us the story of Nashua?
Nashua has been around for 30 years, and 
I’ve been at the company for 24 years. It’s 
been an incredible journey. There’s such 
a unique culture at Nashua. Our franchise 
partners are like family. We have an old-
fashioned ethos that people stay in the 
company for a long time. 

In past years, we were a supplier of 
hardware. The world around us is changing. 
We are moving from an old environment 
to solutions selling. We’ve become consul-
tants on how to do things more efficiently, 
and the hardware becomes secondary. Our 
alignment is more strategic, as a supplier 
to a trusted partner.

That’s a challenge we’ve got to embrace. 
It’s about adding value to a customer, not 
just giving them a device for copying or 
printing. Companies out there need to 
grow, make money, and show a return on 
investment to shareholders.

The new conversation we have with our 
clients is about, “How can I help you to get 
to your objectives? How can we ensure you 
save money or make your operations more 
effective?” It’s a different conversation.

Tell us about your management style?
A company is made up of people. It is 
vitally important to embrace those people. 
They’re the doers. They’ll fight for deals, 

talk to customers, fix what goes wrong. We 
have a strong focus on people and a total 
open-door policy.

For people to grow, you have to let them 
fail. They need to make mistakes, or they 
won’t learn. You have to encourage people 
to grow by doing things, and getting things 
wrong. I don’t think I’m the easiest person 
to live with – I’m demanding and results-
driven – but that’s the culture I want to 
develop in my staff. 

I don’t know everything. I want my staff 
to challenge my thinking.  Just because I’m 
the MD, it doesn’t mean I’m always right.

What’s the hardest part about your job?
I hate sitting in an office. I want to see our 
franchisees, talk to people who are facing 
problems. I love going to customers. It’s 
the biggest thrill, to see someone upset 
and be able to say, we were wrong and I’m 
going to fix it for you. Then I’ve got that 
customer for life. Customers tell you where 
the problem is. Our whole management 
team regularly interfaces with franchisees. 
But as the MD, you don’t have the flex-
ibility to do that all the time, because the 
responsibility is so much more.  But it 
helps having a great team.

Another challenge is to move from 
thinking in the box to solutions. We’ve all 
been here so long, we’re so set in a particu-
lar way of doing things, that it’s hard to 
change that mindset.

What inspires you?
It’s never the same. Not one day is the 
same, it’s never boring.

What are the most important challenges you’ve 
had to face as a leader?
Being appointed MD and coming in to lead 
the organisation has been a challenge, 
because you have to get people to believe 
in your vision, to motivate them.
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Packing shelves in Pick n Pay while still at 
school

Best business book read over the past 
year
Steve Jobs: The Exclusive Biography by 
Walter Isaacson
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Richard Branson, Jack Welsh and Jeff 
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Mental fitness goal
Keep sharp, keep abreast, don’t lose track

Way you relax
There’s nothing nicer than beach, sun, and 
chilling out. That’s the ultimate.

Business philosophy
Business is not just about bricks and mortar, 
but is centred around people. They are the 
fundamental assets of any business.  
Managing and getting the best out of them is 
key to success.
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‘I hate sitting in an 
office. I want to see 
our franchisees, talk to 
people who are facing 
problems. I love going 
to customers. It’s the 
biggest thrill, to see 
someone upset and 
be able to say, we were 
wrong and I’m going to 
fix it for you’. 
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Another challenge I would like to see us achieve 
is to move from being known as a copier company to 
a solutions-type company. No one stands out in the 
space for services. That’s an opportunity for us to be 
known as a services company.

Tell me about your career path?
I’d just come out of the army, and I was always 
stripping down my dad’s old radio. I was good with 
my hands. I got into technology, went to a techni-
cal school, and got qualified. I joined Nashua as 
a technician, and then moved into marketing in a 
junior role. I was pushed into it, as I saw myself as 
someone who wanted to get his hands dirty, but I 
liked it, and I started studying again. For each step I 
progressed in the company, I improved myself. And 
the only way to do that is to grow your brain. I even-
tually did my MBA. 

Then one day I woke up and was told, you’re the 
new leader. 

It came as a surprise?
It came as a surprise to me. New management came 
in to restructure Nashua. It was a difficult time but 
we have now got through it and we can move on. My 
first task was to try and stabilise the staff. It’s people 
that make the place work, and they had been threat-
ened. I had to restore confidence.

It was a big challenge. The changes were not 
positive. In fact, they had been destructive. So my 
first task was to try and provide a vision in which 
they could believe again. It’s people that make the 
place work, and they had been threatened, I had to 
focus on the staff. Morale was low – people were out 
job hunting, all the wrong indicators for a people 
focused business.

What do you rate as your biggest career achievement?
In the past I’ve been involved in massive deals. 
Bringing new suppliers to South Africa was also a 
highlight. At Nashua we have a nice history of doing 
things differently. The greatest challenge now is to 
make the company solutions-focused. That’s going 
to be a big one. But Rome wasn’t built in a day, and 
we have a three year strategy. By the end of 2014, we 
want to have reached certain milestones. It’s impor-
tant to start the process.

Who are the people you most admire for their professional 
success?
Richard Branson and Jack Welch. I love Jack Welch. 
I would have given anything to work for him for a 
year. Steve Jobs was also unbelievable. I thrive on 
achievements and success. I don’t ask anyone to do 
something I’m not prepared to do myself.

If you had to start your working life over again, what 
advice would you give yourself in hindsight?
I would have been an investment banker! My advice 
would be: be honest, be open, have integrity. Your 
handshake is worth more than a written contract. 
Don’t burn bridges. Don’t think you’re better than 
anyone else. People often say they would have acted 
more quickly. I want to be one of those who acted 
quicker, but not so as to undermine the businesss.

NAShuA OffICE AuTOMATION GROuP


