WHAT’S WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE?
By Leo Levinson

Most people know that one of the hottest consumer products of the last couple of years or more has been the flat panel and digital TV.  

Did you know that most people who buy a new flat panel TV, go home, and suddenly realize that the sleek, wires-free, like-a-picture-on-the wall look that one sees in most of the ads produced by the flat panel TV companies is simply not true.  It quickly dawns on them that, unlike the ads, they'll need a completely new piece of FURNITURE to hold their new format TV, components, and all that wiring.  
In fact, according to research done by Jim Schmidt II, Vice President of Marketing and Merchandising for Bush Industries, Inc. manufacturer of the number one selling piece of TV furniture in America last Christmas (who I must disclose is a client of ours), about 75% of the people who buy new flat panel TV’s do not also buy furniture at the same time.  Yes, nearly three-quarters of flat panel TV customers then make a second buying trip to shop for furniture.  But, and here's the bad part if you're a conventional furniture retailer - quite often, consumers go right back to the store that sold them their TV to buy their TV furniture.  What is wrong with this picture?
I was thinking about this as I sat in the Bush Furniture showroom at the World Market Center in Las Vegas during the CES Show (e.g. Consumer Electronics, not furniture show).  I watched as a promotion we developed attracted buyer after buyer, who actually left the CES show at the Convention Center and traveled about fifteen minutes away to shop for furniture at Bush.  Jim Schmidt noted that none of these buyers represented conventional furniture stores, yet they worked for some of the best known retail names in the U.S.  In fact, he said that virtually none of these buyers would attend the Las Vegas Furniture Market, about two weeks later.  None of these buyers were conventional furniture retailers, yet they all seemed to sell a ton of furniture.  No doubt, these savvy NON-furniture retailers had detected a weakness in the conventional market and were working hard to profit from it.
Which brings me to the point of this column: where are the conventional furniture retailers during this furniture-buying bonanza?   
Furniture retailers are always asking what they can do to distinguish their stores and to drive in traffic.  But judging from the number of ads I've seen that promote TV furniture, consistently in a leadership way (few or none) . . . and judging from the number of stores that feature a concentration of TV furniture in a prominent place on their floors (few or none) . . . this valuable opportunity is passing us by.  
Sure, we all carry some TV furniture, but few if any of our retailers have truly made a marketing statement about it.  Even more importantly, few of us understand the customer phenomenon in order to tap into it – that an unrelated industry, electronics is driving furniture demand.  

A huge share of flat panel TV buyers quickly make a second shopping trip to buy TV furniture.  At that time, they are an impatient consumer, frequently purchasing TV furniture in the first store they visit during this second shopping trip.  If our stores were branded as the TV furniture source and became the first store people thought about when they thought about buying TV furniture, we would capture a larger share of this market.
Small and medium size furniture retailers wonder how to fight the big box stores and their big selection.  Niche marketing is one powerful answer.  Smaller stores may not have the biggest overall selection, but they can have the biggest selection in a segment, especially in an important and active niche like TV furniture.  If advertised consistently and dynamically, they could become known as THE place to find the largest selection for a popular lifestyle trend . . . and have an extraordinary advantage, even over the big box stores.
To succeed, we furniture retailers need to get more in touch with our customers' lifestyles.  We need to look at other industries, like electronics, computers, music, games and others to identify hot trends and to promote conventional furniture stores as the best places to find the best selection of furniture that complements these trends.  
Our marketing, merchandising, and advertising must better reflect our answers to consumers’ needs instead of our buying formulas.  Our floor plans and advertising plans must be dynamic in order to more quickly adapt to the opportunities.  Just because we have always carried "X" number of bedrooms or dining rooms on our floors doesn't mean that we should continue to do so every month.  At the entrances to our stores, where consumers form their first impressions of us, we must better showcase our solutions to their needs and their current vision of their homes.  The picture is pretty clear.
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