KNOW YOUR ENEMY.

By Leo Levinson
"So it is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you will win a 
hundred times in a hundred battles.
If you only know yourself, but not your opponent, you win one and lose the next.
If you do not know yourself or your enemy, you will always lose." 






Sun Tzu - The Art Of War - 6th Century B.C.
A couple of years ago, I started to wonder why industry media were reporting that furniture sales were up when most of the conventional furniture retailers I knew were complaining about decreases in sales.  How could this be?  After a bit of research, I discovered that people were buying more furniture, they just weren't buying as much of it at conventional furniture stores.
Wal-Mart, Costco, Sam’s Club, and Staples report that their revenues from furniture sales exceed $1 billion annually.  Other non-traditional retailers like Restoration Hardware, Sharper Image, and Home Depot and others have expanded their furniture offerings to the point where they too have become important furniture retailers.  Add those retailers to a list of department stores, Internet retailers, catalog retailers, and others, and we develop a remarkable new view of our industry.  According to statistics, nearly 50% of furniture sales are made by non-conventional retailers, and that share is growing every year.
And yet, if you asked the average furniture retailer who his main competition is, most never mention non-traditional retailers.  Do we really not know who our competition is?  And if we don't know who our competition really is, how can we combat them?
Conventional furniture retailers continue to promote financing, merchandise whole room deals and furniture collections, and pretty much ignore accessorizing their stores to stimulate frequent return shopping trips by consumers and impulse purchases.  They totally ignore today's consumer shopping preferences for making impulsive purchases, buying individual pieces, and shopping for accessories at a lower price point before they commit to a big ticket purchase.  When a consumer buys a piece of furniture at Costco, he or she usually a) wasn't thinking about purchasing it beforehand, b) did no comparison shopping, c) paid the full retail, and d) did not use special financing.  That sounds like an ideal furniture customer, but one most conventional furniture retailers ignore.
Can conventional furniture retailers compete? 
Conventional retailers are making critical mistakes that continue to lose them market share:

- they fail to acknowledge their most potent competition as competition.

- they fail to know their competition well enough to devise strategies to

  counteract their success.

- they fail to reinvent their merchandising and advertising strategies to 
  attract the increasingly important 20-40 year old customer.

- they fail to merchandise and advertise interesting reasons for consumers
  want to visit their stores more frequently because of their urgent changes 
  in merchandise and trends; and not because of a sale or financing.

Most importantly, conventional furniture retailers have failed to establish in the minds of consumers the value of shopping in a furniture store BEFORE making random and impulsive furniture purchases elsewhere.  The Costco customer is not thinking before buying a piece of furniture there, "maybe I should check a conventional furniture store for selection, savings, or service."  But why not?
Have conventional furniture stores become too predictable for today's shoppers who thrive on impulse, excitement, and delight?  Is it too difficult or tedious for most of today's furniture customers because we make them plan a room or at least plan a shopping trip to our separate store?  Do today's customers feel that when it comes to furniture stores, they've "been there, done that" because our stores' look and merchandising looks the same or similar every time they return.  Customers are perfectly comfortable with an eclectic, more casual look, but somehow our stores subtly judge their decorating skills and make them feel unworthy because everything doesn't match in their homes like it does in our stores.  We don't show them how to work with what they've got.
When it comes to advertising, how does our retail advertising compare to other fashion industries like automotive, clothing, and electronics, for example?  Are furniture retailers promoting the urgency to have the newest, latest and most fashionable?  Not really.  Is the constant drumbeat of free financing and endless urgent promotional themes failing to excite a cynical shopper?  Furniture retail advertising has lost its focus of promoting the furniture, the fashion, and the excitement.  What's new?  Free interest 'til 2011.
Successful advertising often begins with inspired merchandising.  Lately, most conventional furniture retailers seem to shop the furniture markets with a goal of finding the popular "me-to" style at the lowest possible price instead of finding the most interesting pieces to showcase.  Retailers are in and out of Las Vegas or High Point in the shortest possible time, instead of working the accessory exhibitors for impulse items to delight shoppers or scouring the overall market to find the most interesting new vendors with whom they can work an exclusive.

True, fashion is risky.  Picking one interesting piece of furniture and promoting it at full retail is fraught with the danger of failure.  But somehow retailers like Costco and Crate & Barrel have made it work successfully.  Target has become known for its designer pieces even though we professionals know that 99% of its merchandise is regular stuff.  They are great merchants because they spotlight the latest, to generate traffic to buy the mundane.  Promoting no new product is a more risky track because it turns retailers into commodity merchants and plays right into the hands of the non-conventional furniture stores.
It is truly foolhardy to ignore reality when conventional furniture retail market share continues to slip in the face of competitors that more accurately understand the whims and needs of today's shopper.  Furniture retailers continue to do the same things and expect different results.  Instead of pretending that phenomenon like the impulse shopper, the Internet browser, and non-conventional competitors don't exist, we need to engage them.
To quote Walt Kelly, the creator of the cartoon "Pogo", "We have met the enemy and it is us."
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