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SACSC Lifetime Achievement Award winner  
still loving the research business

SACSC Lifetime Achievement Award 

From left to right: The Prinsloo family 
Chrisna, Leonie, Dirk, Irma,  
Louis, and Dirk Nico
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Dr Dirk Prinsloo, MD of specialist 
research firm Urban Studies, was 
this year’s recipient of the South 

African Council of Shopping Centres’ Lifetime 
Achievement Award. The award is presented 
to professionals in the retail property industry 
who have made a significant contribution to the 
industry and who are considered to have built a 
legacy for the next generation. Asset spoke to 
Dirk, together with his wife Irma and son, Dirk 
Nico, about how Urban Studies came to be 
and how it has developed as a family business. 

Dirk Senior was born and grew up in the 
Free State town of Reitz – a place that he still 
has a strong allegiance to. He studied urban 
geography at the University of the Free State, 
where he completed his BA, BA Honours and 
Masters degrees in the space of five years. 
It was there that he met his wife, Irma, who 
also studied urban geography. After getting 
married, the couple relocated to Gauteng, both 
securing jobs in the geography department 
at Unisa, where Dirk spent ten years and 
completed his PhD (focusing on office location 
and development) before moving on to a job 
at the old United Building Society. There, 
he conducted market feasibility studies, got 
involved in consumer market research, and 
advised the bank on the opening of new 
branches and ATMs around the country. 

It was there that he met the late Bom van 
Graan, who, after working with him for several 
years, left to start Urban Studies with Irma. “We 
decided it was best for me to continue working 
for the first year as I had a young family and he 
wasn’t married at the time. Urban Studies was 
started in 1990 and I joined Bom and Irma in 
1991,” he tells Asset. 

Irma recalls how tough it was running a 
business with four small children at that time. “I 

remember very clearly the day Dirk asked me 
to stop using my credit card to buy things 
for the household as we had to focus on 
building the business. From then on, it was 
second hand clothes for school and only 
marmite or peanut butter sandwiches for 
the children – not some of the nice things 
that other kids were getting for lunch. Those 
first few years of building the business were 
hard,” she says. 

It was only when things got to the point 
where there were people working in several 
rooms in the house that the family decided it 
was time to rent a proper office, and Urban 
Studies moved to a small office in Linden, 
Johannesburg, close to the children’s school. 
Dirk then focused on the running of the 
business whilst Irma focused on the children, 
although she remained involved in the 
business as much as possible. 

All four children have been involved in the 
business in one way or another over the 
years. Irma comments that the way they 
earned their pocket money as students was 
by going out to do field work in the shopping 
centres, doing the initial surveys which 
produce the raw data for analysis. “It was 
actually great experience for all four of them, 
and looking back I think they can see how 
it benefited them in ways that they wouldn’t 
have learned at university,” she comments. 

Dirk Nico, or Dirk Junior, expressed a desire 
to join the business shortly after graduating 
from university in 2009. “He has the same 
interest in figures as his dad, and likes to 
understand how things work,” says Irma, 
adding that when he said he wanted to join 
the business, his parents asked whether 
he’d be prepared to effectively train on the 
job for six years to learn what he needed 

to. “He started at the bottom 
and worked his way up, and 
it’s now great to see how he 
has built his own relationships 
in the industry – to the extent 
that clients phone up and 
ask for him, and trust his 
judgement,” she adds. 

Dirk Nico elaborates on this, 
saying that he’d like to run 
the business one day and 
that he has some ideas about 
future ideas to explore to 
complement or enhance the 
current research capabilities 
that Urban Studies offers. 
He studied economics and 
risk management, which – 
although not directly property 
related – he says has been 
useful in his work. “All the 
property and research-related 
knowledge I learned from my 
parents, and developed that 
from the experience I gained in 
the business,” he says. 

Coming back to his award, Dirk Senior says 
that receiving an award was not something he 
really thought would happen to him, but that 
it is humbling and in addition to making him 
grateful for the support of his family and his 
team in the business, it also makes him think 
back to all the people who have mattered in 
his life – such as parents, teachers, lecturers, 
colleagues, clients and friends – who have no 
doubt all contributed in their own way. 

He adds that he has enjoyed his association 
with the SACSC, having been privileged 
to work alongside industry figureheads 
such as George Skinner and the late Chris 

Lawrence and Lisa Blane. He has remained 
involved in the education side of the industry, 
too, working with Prof Chris Cloete at the 
University of Pretoria on developing courses 
and advising masters degree and PhD 
students. 

He comments that he doesn’t really see 
himself and Irma retiring formally, and both 
are quick to say that they still love what 
they do and find it stimulating and exciting. 
Most likely, they will spend a bit more time 
travelling and doing other things, whilst slowly 
decreasing their involvement in the business – 
but neither one plans to go anywhere just yet. 
They are still having too much fun and have 
new challenges to face! A+
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