IT’S A FLIP FLOP WORLD.
By Leo Levinson

What is the future of furniture retailing?  Things are looking down.  Not the economy.  Shoes.  Forget about Manolo Blahnik or Jimmy Choo.  Those are so 90’s - a time when the baby boomers were the primary target market group, aggressively furnishing the homes of their dreams.  But the baby boomers have already slipped into something more comfortable, and they are slowly beginning to walk away from home furnishings in pursuit of new things to spend their money on - healthcare, retirement savings, vacations of a lifetime, and others.  
Today, the 20 and 30 year old consumer is stepping up to take its position as the next big target market for the furniture industry . . . and their footwear of choice is the flip flop.  
Welcome to the “flip flop generation.”  And it has a whole new attitude toward life, shopping, media, home, and yes, shoes.  To the 20 and 30 year old, the flip flop is as appropriate with a little black cocktail dress as it is with shorts and a tee-shirt.  The flip flop is a fitting metaphor for their casual and eclectic outlook.  In their homes, a $5,000 leather sofa is perfectly comfortable in the middle of a room full of veneer over particle board casegoods.  Or, they’ll fall in love with a magnificently carved antique reproduction poster bed which will become the centerpiece in a bedroom filled with a combination of contemporary and college.  
Unlike the previous generation, who felt compelled to “do a room,” and to replicate country French or 18th century or Louis XVI and to make sure that everything coordinated, the flip flop generation creates a room according to their own vision of style rather than following the rules of what décor.  Each of them makes their own rules.  Shopping is more impulsive, more emotional.  Value is important, but with their burgeoning household incomes, they want what they want.  And they want it now.  If they perceive your store or your products as a commodity, they are rabid bargain hunters.  But the “flip flop generation” will often trade up and buy something far beyond what their income can prudently afford (and at full margins), instantly re-ordering their priorities.
The flip flop generation is always shopping, 24/7 . . . or not shopping at all.  Therefore your message must always be easily available when they are ready to access it.  To reach them most effectively, retail brands and strategies must be built so that one becomes the first name they think of when the think of furniture or bedding.  But that is not going to happen using traditional advertising strategies.  
Manufacturers brands are at this point irrelevant and unknown to them because the manufacturers have almost entirely neglected this market group.  Even local retailers have little cachet with them because with their outmoded merchandising and advertising methods often fail to break through to them.  They are just as likely to buy a recliner at non-conventional furniture retailers like Sharper Image or Walmart or Costco . . . and at full price, if they fall in love with it!  Emotion and impulse will often outweigh “savings” from this increasingly powerful group, one whose disposable dollars available to buy home furnishings are rapidly overtaking those of baby boomers.

To reach the “flip flop generation,” new media strategies must be developed.  Strategies and budgets must be reinvented to reach out to this valuable market.  Time is a critical factor - they don’t have a lot of it, unless they are very interested in your message or product, in which case they will spend obsessive amounts of time researching it online and through word of mouth.  The computer is a focal point.  One’s advertising budgets should be completely re-engineered to accommodate generous allocations for Internet, opt-in e-mail, and online advertising.  In addition, it is valuable to reach them where they live, where they may have a little more time to absorb your message, by using direct mail, richly produced photographic catalogs, and invitations to special events, private sales, and opportunities to become involved with cause-related activities.  Media like newspapers take too much time, unless read online.  Radio has been overrun by seductive audio options like ipods and satellite.  Even the television media has changed dramatically and must be reexamined.
The “flip flop generation” is shopping for interesting furniture sold in an interesting way.  Even bedding and flooring must have interesting stories.  Shopping is entertainment.  And the shopping environment should be upbeat, active, and current.  If retailers and manufacturers want to be on sound footing building a strong future for their companies, their footing should be comfortable in flip flops.
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