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EDITOR’S CORNER

The Importance of
Designing Joyful Retail

The feature article in this issue of Furniture World provides
insight into the “design of joyful retail.” You may reasonably ask
yourself, “What is joyful retail? Isn’t retail about helping customers
to create beautiful homes? Don’t we strive to provide them with
satisfying experiences and exceed their expectations? Isn’t that
enough to bring them joy?”
If you aren’t familiar with the concept of joyful retailing, check
out our interview with Ingrid Fetell Lee, the author of the book
“Joyful: The Surprising Power of Ordinary Things to Create
Extraordinary Happiness.” Her research focuses on the joyful
aesthetics of built environments, including retail stores.
Furniture World asked her how furniture retailers can help their
customers to experience moments of joy by incorporating elements such as play, surprise, freedom and abundance into their
showrooms.
Lee said that creating the feeling of joy can be a game changer for retailers. It’s a lightning-bolt of emotion, a mood changer
accompanied by an afterglow that can positively affect purchasing behaviors.
Here’s the rub. When the excitement fades, it may be replaced
by satisfaction and happiness (as the title of Lee’s book suggests),
or disappointment, even anger. That’s why next steps at retail
matter.
She told Furniture World that “when a furniture retailer delivers
a satisfying experience, they may just be delivering relief in the
face of low expectations.” Joy is an antidote to low expectations,
but it’s not enough.
Providing a competent and satisfying experience is necessary
to leave customers feeling happy. That’s why, in addition to
opening the door to a consideration of joyful retailing, this issue
of Furniture World also features other ways to deliver relief in the
face of low expectations. Included are ways to reduce customer
frustration due to poor showroom traffic flow, increase the resolution of customers’ service calls, find and retain better employees,
train them and much more.
As always, we thank you for your readership. We look forward
to your comments and ideas for future editorial content.
Joyful Retailing,

Russell Bienenstock
Editorial Director/CEO
russ@furninfo.com
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STORE DESIGN

CUSTOMER
FLOW
It can make or break a shopping experience

S

tore layouts
influence how
customers
interact with
your merchandise
and how much
they buy.

by Jennifer Magee

Furniture retailers need to have store
layouts that draw customers in, circulate
them around the entire space and show
merchandise in an exciting way. The
layout should help customers find what
they want easily, encourage them to
buy, and give them an overall positive
experience.
All this cannot be achieved by
chance. It requires a deep understanding of customer shopping behavior,
sharp planning skills, testing, retesting,
plus a touch of ingenuity. Creating an
intentional and well-thought-out store
plan is critical for maximizing revenue.
Store layouts influence how customers interact with merchandise, and how
they buy. They are part of the brand
experience that needs to be given due
consideration. In this article, we’ll look
at various types of store layouts along
with the pros and cons of each. We’ll
also share best practice tips and cover
what not to do.

A Pinball Machine
Think of your store like a pinball
machine. In the game of pinball, players send a steel ball through a space
that contains flippers, bumpers, kickers,
switches and rubbers to rack up points.
Store layouts are a lot like that, except
10

in the game of retail, customers are sent
through a space in a way that racks up
sales.
Modern pinball machines are
designed as either “Flow” or “Stop-andGo” models. The Flow model sends the
steel ball along direct lines then loops
it around and back. The Stop-and-Go
model includes traps that interrupt the
flow of the ball and redirect it along
another path.
Retailers should employ a combination of these two models to plan store
traffic flow more effectively. The goal
is to loop customers through the entire
store, slow them down frequently and
redirect them along new pathways. This
will lead to increased product exposure, higher dwell time in the store and
more purchases.

Customer Flow & Behavior
Store layout affects the way customers navigate and move through a space.
The layout should work with common
shopping behaviors and shouldn’t fight
against customers’ natural inclinations.
Start planning by observing how shoppers interact with your store. Watch
where they go, where they pause, and
what attracts their interest. Also, measure
traffic patterns using people counters,
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STORE DESIGN

This store layout is an example of
the “Flow” model, where customers
are comfortably looped around the
entire store.

video cameras, heat tracking software,
beacons, and more.
The Decompression Zone: When customers first walk into a space, they need
a bit of time to get their bearings—a
moment for their eyes to adjust to the
lighting as well as time to look around,
consider what they need and where they
Think of your store layout as a pinball machine
where the goal is to send your customer through
the entire space to increase their potential to buy.

want to go. The term “Decompression
Zone,” coined by Retail Anthropologist
Paco Underhill, is the first five to 15 feet
of your store. Keep this space uncluttered, free of signage and merchandise.
Customers tend to ignore any merchandise in this zone unless it’s presented as
a singular focal point.
The Invariant Right: Once shoppers get
past the “Decompression Zone,” they
tend to turn right almost 90 percent of the
time. People make this “Invariant Right”
turn (a term also coined by Underhill),
then tend to walk counterclockwise
through the space. This is the reason
why the right side of a store is ideal for
displaying promotional, best-selling or
high-margin furniture. It is also the best
place to start any walkway that will take
customers around your store. Don’t put
checkouts, restrooms or customer service
areas in this location.

Single Floor Preference: Shoppers
prefer single-level stores. According to
consumer behavior expert Claus Ebster,
they are most comfortable shopping the
floor they enter on. Stairs, escalators
and elevators all negatively affect customer flow. In particular, customers find
staircases daunting and off-putting. If
you have a two-story space, put in an
escalator and keep your high-margin
products downstairs. Locate destination
categories like kids furniture, home office
and discount furniture upstairs. If you are
shopping for a new retail space, it is best
to avoid anything with a mezzanine or
second floor.
Butt-Brush Effect: Wide and spacious
walkways are ideal. The “Butt-Brush
Effect” (also coined by Underhill) refers
to any inadvertent brushing of one customer by another due to limited space.
Main aisles should be 4 to 6 feet

“Modern pinball machines are designed as either Flow or
Stop-and-Go models. Retailers should employ a combination
of these two models to plan store traffic flow more effectively.”
12
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STORE DESIGN

CUSTOMER FLOW
wide to give customers enough room
to browse comfortably without being
concerned about bumping into others.
Women especially value their personal space, so wider aisles contribute
to a more positive overall experience.
Review your store layout. Check for tight
spaces or bottlenecks that may prevent
customers from getting to merchandise
or other areas of the store.

Aisles & Circulation
Let’s revisit the pinball analogy. There
are two primary types of store layouts that
work best for furniture retailers. The first is
the Racetrack Plan (pinball flow model),
which loops customers on a defined
pathway around the store and back. The
Racetrack plan can be achieved with
either straight run or curved/organic
aisles. The second type is the Free Flow

Plan, which in essence lacks defined
aisles (the pinball stop-and-go model).
This model lets customers define their
own paths through the store but includes
various focal points and interruptions to
send them in new directions. Let’s review
both in more detail.

Racetrack Plan: A Defined Loop
Due to the larger size of many furniture
stores, Racetrack or Loop Plans are most
commonly used. They loop customers
around the entire store, guiding them
through every department. The loop is
defined by a pathway, typically delineated by a different color or flooring
material. In furniture stores larger than
50,000 square feet, one inner and one
outer loop with crossover connections
may be needed to expose customers to
all the merchandise on display.

Are defined aisles restrictive or helpful? When aisles are wrongly placed,
if there are too many of them or if they
are awkwardly angled, it may reduce
the flexibility of a floor plan and limit the
number of room sets. Aisles work best if
they are only one or two-room sets deep
off the perimeter wall. Defined aisles can
present a psychological barrier to some
customers, discouraging them from stepping off and exploring.
A visible and easy-to-understand loop
can, therefore, help retailers tell their
story as customers circulate around the
store. It also assists in ordering the space
and aids in wayfinding. Adding focal
points and visual displays will help break
up the walkway to make the customer
experience more interesting. Perimeter
walls are highly visible with Loop Plans
so dynamic displays that look better with
a wall behind them should be placed
there. Taller product categories like bed-

Single floor layouts are ideal, but if you have a second
floor, draw people up by using an escalator and natural
lighting (above image).
Use the “Invariant Right” side of your store for promotional,
best-selling or highest-margin furniture displays. Ninety
percent of shoppers will turn that way first (image at left).

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 14

9/21/21 4:28 PM

Avoid the “Butt-Brush Effect” by having
generous and wide main aisles that people
can navigate comfortably.

6’0”

The store layout above is an example of the
“Stop-and-Go” model. Customers are encouraged to
pause along their journey and change route.
Keep the “Decompression Zone” at the front of your
store open and uncluttered except for a single focal
point display as shown in the image at right.

room, home office and formal dining
can benefit from being placed along the
perimeter walls.

Straight Run Aisles
A Racetrack Plan with straight aisles
is the most efficient layout for furniture
stores. If laid out properly, it allows
retailers to display the most room sets
per available square footage. It also
keeps room set layouts running in rectangular blocks, making them easy to
configure and merchandise. It allows a
good amount of flexibility. Straight run
aisles work effectively as long as they
are only two room sets deep from any
aisle. Therefore, displays in the middle of
an open space should not be more than
four room sets across. Any deeper than

that and a store runs the risk of looking
like a sea of merchandise.
To make a store more shoppable it’s
necessary to actively focus customer
attention by breaking up the space into
digestible chunks. Bowling-alley aisles
are not ideal since they allow customers
to race through the store without a reason
to slow down. Adding feature elements
and jogging aisles helps to break up
long runs. Include enough cross-aisles so
customers can easily switch over to other
parts of your store.
Pros of a Straight Run Racetrack Plan:
•Very efficient layout;
maximizes floor space

Cons of a Straight Run Racetrack Plan:
•Speeds up traffic
•Creates a boring experience
•Discourages shoppers from
getting off the aisle

“If you have a two-story
space, put in an escalator
and keep your high-margin
products downstairs.”

•Predictable traffic flow
•Easy to organize and
display room sets
September/October 2021
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STORE DESIGN

CUSTOMER FLOW
A Racetrack or Loop Plan (right) is the
easiest way to move your customers around
the store so they see everything you have
to offer.

Curved or organic aisles (left) make the shopping
experience much more interesting and maximize
a customers’ exposure to products by constantly
changing their view.

Curved/Organic Aisles
A Racetrack Plan with curved aisles
creates a much more interesting experience. It constantly changes the viewpoint
of customers as they walk along the path.
And, it engages them with new displays

“Adding focal points
and visual displays will
help break up the walkway
to make the customer
experience more
interesting.”

along the way. This slows them down
so they spend more time and ultimately
buy more. Curved walkways help break
down large open areas of merchandise
and bring shoppers through departments
they might otherwise have missed.
However, this kind of store layout can
create awkward merchandising areas,
so creativity is required to create efficient
displays. Organic walkways may also
disorient shoppers as they get lost along
the curves and turns. And it can potentially frustrate people who already know
what they are looking for and just want
to get to a particular department quickly.
Pros of curved/organic Racetrack
•Slows down traffic; maximizes
product exposure
•Keeps merchandise display pads

16

from becoming too deep
•Constantly changes a shopper’s
view; creates variety and interest
Cons of curved/organic Racetrack
•Layout is not as efficient
•Creates some awkward
merchandising spaces
•May frustrate some customers
who are in a hurry

Free-Flow: No Defined Aisles
Free-Flow Plans don’t incorporate
permanent aisles delineated by color
or flooring material. They are the least
restrictive plans available to furniture
retailers. These plans encourage customers to browse at their own pace in what-
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STORE DESIGN

“The Free-Flow Plan doesn’t incorporate permanent aisles delineated by color
or flooring material. It is the least restrictive plan available to furniture retailers.”
ever manner they like. However, walkways can be defined by the arrangement of furniture displays.
The Free-Flow Plan is a more modern
approach to furniture store layout, but it
requires more discipline to keep furniture
from blocking the flow. And, without
feature walls and focal point displays
to break up the view, this type of layout
can quickly turn into an obstacle course
where customers cannot easily get to
the merchandise they want to consider purchasing. Retailers also tend to
over-merchandise these spaces, filling
every possible square foot of space with
product. This can create situations where
customers get confused, have trouble
finding what they want, get frustrated
and leave the store prematurely.

Free-Flow Plans work better with
smaller footprint stores, typically those
under 20,000 square feet. However,
there is a trend for larger retailers to
experiment with them too. Larger stores
may break down the space into discrete
visual areas by, for example, placing
the mattress department on a carpeted
area or the dining department on luxury
vinyl tile. This helps organize and represent areas within the overall space.
Merchandising displays can be better
defined by adding rugs under certain
room sets. Movable walls provide backdrops for furniture groupings and attract
customer attention.

Flexibility is the ultimate benefit of this
plan because departments and merchandise can be moved around with
ease to test where they perform the
best. Retailers must take an organized
approach to Free-Flow planned spaces. It’s important to carefully control
how merchandise is presented. Laying
out merchandise plans using a CAD
software program and then testing the
layouts rigorously on the sales floor will
keep the space from descending into
disorganization and chaos. And, with the
right merchandising, the store itself will
feel less sterile.

A Free-Flow Plan such as in the above
image is the most flexible because there are
no defined aisles. Customers can explore
the space as they like.
Straight-run aisles like those pictured at left
are the most efficient way to lay out a store.
Remember to break up long bowling alley
walkways with focal points.

18
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STORE DESIGN

Locate the customer service area in the center of
your store (see image above) and have major
aisles leading to it for easy access.
A major challenge with a Free-Flow Plan is that
merchandise can get too crowded as in the image
at right. It can spill over into other areas, creating
more of an obstacle course than an exploratory
experience.

Pros of the Free-Flow Plan:
•Very flexible and easy to change
•Slows down traffic and promotes
exploration
•Creates open sightlines

present room sets effectively
•Space can get over-merchandised
and crowded more easily
•May overwhelm and confuse some
customers

Cons of the Free-Flow Plan:
•Hard to impose organization and

“Consider eliminating 90
degree corners on your
aisles. Use a roundabout
circle instead, with a focal
point in the middle to draw
customers around.”
20

Store Layout Tips
Here are some additional tips to help
you achieve the best customer experience for your store.

1.

Move your customer service and
checkout area to a central location in the store. This way, it can be seen
from multiple vantage points and help
customers orient themselves. Make sure
it is easy to get to.

2.

Eliminate any dead-end walkways. You should never allow a
straight pathway to just terminate. Any
defined walkways should always loop

around in some way.

3.

Do not allow your merchandising
pads to get too deep. This discourages customers from exploring the
merchandise in the center. Customers
tend to shop the room sets that are closest to the aisle, so more aisles will get
them closer to all your products.

4.

If you have a Design Center,
make sure it is centrally located within your upholstery and motion
departments. This colorful, eye-catching
area can be a focal point to slow customers down or re-route them.

5.

When implementing a Loop Plan,
make sure you run a walkway
up the center of your store. This helps
customers find their way around, can
easily lead to a central checkout area
and helps certain customers get to their
destination more quickly.
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STORE DESIGN

“Once shoppers get past

the ‘Decompression Zone,’ they tend to turn right almost 90 percent of the time.
People make this ‘Invariant Right’ turn, then tend to walk counterclockwise through the space.”

6.

Make sure you have a focal
point at the end of each aisle that
draws customers towards it. You do not
want warehouse doors, for example, to
be that focal point.

7.

Consider eliminating 90-degree
corners on aisles. Use a roundabout circle instead, with a focal point
in the middle to draw customers around.

Conclusion
By being conscientious of your customers’ natural behaviors and thinking

creatively you can design a plan layout
that guides shoppers around your store
in an interesting way. If well executed
it will also give you more flexibility to
change room sets easily and quickly.
Your customers will slow down their
shopping experience, be excited by
what they see and spend more time and
money in your store.
About Jennifer Magee: Magee is an
architect and designer who has over
15 years of experience in the home
furnishings industry. She has designed
over three million square feet of retail
space. Working almost exclusively with

furniture and mattress retailers, Magee
has an in-depth knowledge of how to
lay out stores to create better customer
flow, improve the way merchandise is
presented, and increase sales.
She is the founder and owner of
Retail in the City, a boutique design
firm offering a full range of retail design
services from storefront design to interior
design, branding, space planning, visual
merchandising, signage, new store concepts and more. Her talented team of
architects, interior designers and renderers creates exterior and interior design
packages so retailers can become more
competitive in their home market or
expand into new markets.
Questions about this article or other
store design topics can be directed
to Jennifer Magee at 917-533-4372
or jennifer@retailinthecity.com. Or visit
www.retailinthecity.com.

Always run a walkway through the center of your store (image
above) and use your Design Center to break up a long aisle
or as a focal point in the space.
Include colorful or interesting displays (image at right) at the end
of aisles to draw customers in that direction.

24
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DESIGN & DESIGNER SERIES

Joyful Retail

INGRID FETELL LEE

D

esigner and

“Joyful” author
discusses how
retailers can
adapt in-store
environments to
influence moods
and affect shopping
behaviors.

26

AND HER RESEARCH ON JOYFUL AESTHETICS
by Russell Bienenstock

Ingrid Fetell Lee’s website (www.aestheticsofjoy.com) describes her as “a
designer and author whose groundbreaking work reveals the hidden influence of our surroundings on our emotions and wellbeing.” She was a design
director at the global design firm IDEO,
and the author of “Joyful: The Surprising
Power of Ordinary Things to Create
Extraordinary Happiness.” Her TED talk
“Where joy hides and how to find it” has
been viewed over 17 million times.
Lee has been featured as an expert
by The New York Times, The Guardian,
Wired, Real Simple, The Atlantic, the
Today Show, HGTV Magazine, and
Fast Company. She has done design
and branding for Condé Nast, Eileen
Fisher, American Express, Kate Spade,
Diageo, Pepsico, and the U.S. government. Lee was also a founding faculty
member in the Products of Design program at the School of Visual Arts in New
York City.
She earned a Master’s in Industrial
Design from Pratt Institute and a
Bachelor’s in English and Creative
Writing from Princeton University. She is
known for being fond of polka dots and
rainbow sprinkles. And predictably, as a
purveyor of joy, she has a large repertoire of happy dances for any occasion.

The Book
“Joyful: The Surprising Power of
Ordinary Things to Create Extraordinary
Happiness,” published in 2018, is a field
guide for those who are mindful of the
transformative power of joy, a rare bird
that often hides in plain sight.
Lee’s thesis is that each of her “ten aesthetics of joy,” reveals a distinct connection between the feeling of joy and the
tangible qualities of the world around us.
They can be compared with the seven
principles interior designers are taught to
consider: rhythm, scale and proportion,
balance, emphasis, contrast, harmony
and unity. Although there is some overlap in terminology, Lee’s list (see graphic
on the following page) looks beyond
the creation of aesthetically pleasing

“It can be helpful to start
with two to three aesthetics
to narrow in on and identify
what kind of joyful store
experience you want to
create.”

FURNITURE WORLD September/October 2021

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 26

9/21/21 4:28 PM

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 27

9/21/21 4:28 PM

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 28

9/21/21 4:28 PM

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 29

9/21/21 4:28 PM
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ENERGY

spaces. It presents a framework for those
designers, marketers and everyday people who care to create environments that
trigger joyful emotions, change attitudes
and, from the perspective of commerce,
encourage purchases.

The Study of Joy
Furniture World asked Ingrid Fetell
Lee if, as a person who possesses an
extensive repertoire of happy dances,
she was predestined to focus on the
study of joy. Although she didn’t answer
the question directly, Lee observed that
“It was during my first year in the industrial design program at Pratt when a
professor made an off-hand comment
that led me to research and study joy.
He said that my work gave him a feeling
of joy. Previously, I thought of joy as an
ephemeral feeling that comes and goes
as it pleases—as something that didn’t
depend on material things. A lot of us
are raised to believe that material things
are incidental to our happiness. Although
I’ve always been attracted to beautiful
things, I had internalized the belief that
form follows function. Pratt challenged
that judgment. It’s an aesthetics-focused
30

school that helped me to start looking
at the power of aesthetics as going far
beyond just being decorative. Aesthetics
can influence our well-being, our mindsets, even our behaviors.
“After graduation, while working at
IDEO in the field of design research. I
studied how people interact with design
and how it influences them on both a
physical and emotional level.”

Application to Furniture Retail
We then asked Lee if the principles
of joy presented in “Joyful” might be
used by home furnishings retailers and
brands in predictable ways to improve
their business models. She replied in the
affirmative. “There’s lots of research that
suggests that the experience of joy can
underpin better long-term satisfaction
with purchases and improve overall business results.
“Brian Tracy wrote that a large part
of sales is just the transfer of enthusiasm.
I love that idea because joy is part and
parcel of that enthusiasm. It creates energy and excitement, a feeling that makes
us happy and excited to be alive.”
The ten principles of joy described at

SURPRISE

Vibrant color
and light

Contrast and
whimsy

ABUNDANCE

TRANSCENDENCE

Multiplicity
and variety

Elevation &
Lightness

FREEDOM

MAGIC

Nature, wildness
and open space

Invisible forces
and illusions

HARMONY

CELEBRATION

Balance, symmetry
and flow

Synchrony, sparkle
and bursting shapes

PLAY

RENEWAL

Circles, spheres
and bubbly forms

Blossoming, expansion
and organic curves

length in “Joyful” are:
•Energy: vibrant color and light
•Abundance: lushness, multiplicity,
and variety
•Freedom: nature, wildness, and
open space
•Harmony: balance, symmetry, and
flow
•Play: circles, spheres, and bubbly
forms
•Surprise: contrast and whimsy

“Brian Tracy wrote that a
large part of sales is just
the transfer of enthusiasm.
I love that idea because
joy is part and parcel of
that enthusiasm.”
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“Applying any of these
aesthetic principles to an
in-store environment has
the potential to upgrade
showrooms from a
monotone, closed-in,
standard, dim and lifeless
furniture store experience
to something interesting,
even magical.“

•Transcendence: elevation
and lightness
•Magic: invisible forces and illusions
•Celebration: synchrony, sparkle,
and bursting shapes
•Renewal: blossoming, expansion,
and curves.
Applying any of these aesthetic principles to an in-store environment can
upgrade showrooms from a monotone,
closed-in and lifeless furniture experiences to something interesting, even
magical.

Growth and Deﬁciency Needs:
Many Furniture World readers are familiar with Dr. Abraham
Maslow’s famous pyramid of human needs. At its base are the
most basic physiological needs that include food, water and
shelter. Above that are positioned safety, belonging/ love and
esteem. Leading to transcendence at the top of the pyramid
are growth needs (cognitive, aesthetic and self-actualization).
Maslow’s observation was that once a lower need is met, people focus on satisfying higher needs. He considered physiological, safety, belonging, love and esteem needs to be “deficiency needs.” Ingrid Fetell Lee agrees that aesthetics are a powerful tool that help people self actualize by virtue of their power
to facilitate the experience of joy. She told Furniture World that
“When a furniture retailer delivers a satisfying experience, they
may just be delivering relief in the face of low expectations.”

The selection of aesthetics to incorporate into a space must, of course, be
curated. Lee says that is in part due to a
tension between some of them.
“One example of this tension,” she
explained, “is that we find joy in harmony, in things that are well ordered
like a perfectly Marie Kondo’d closet. Symmetrical shapes and repeating
patterns can create a feeling of order
and regularity. At the same time, we
can also find joy in surprise, which is
the pleasurable disruption of that order.
These two concepts are in tension, but
they also need each other. You cannot
have surprise without a background of
harmony. If you have chaos everywhere
then nothing will be surprising. Visualize
a wall of black and white polka dots.
Then imagine that just one polka dot
is bright yellow. That adds the element
of surprise because the regularity was
already there. Aesthetics sometimes sit in

TRANSCENDENCE
SELF ACTUALIZATION

Growth Needs
Deficiency Needs

AESTHETIC NEEDS

COGNITIVE NEEDS
ESTEEM NEEDS
BELONGING & LOVE
SAFETY

PHYSIOLOGICAL NEEDS
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“After choosing an experience
you want to create, instead of thinking about the showroom as a space to divide up,
picture the moment you want shoppers to remember and take away with them.”
tension, but they can also balance and
highlight each other.”

Which Aesthetics to Include
When asked if aesthetic elements can
be customized for specific audiences,
she explained that there are aesthetics
individuals find joyful based on their
personalities and life experience. “There
are also aesthetics that are more culturally joyful,” she noted, “such as certain
festivals or celebrations, music and food
that a particular culture will find a deep
resonance with.
“Underneath cultural resonance, there
is a more universal experience of joyful experience. These are the evolved
ancestral patterns presented in my list

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 34

of the 10 aesthetics of joy. They usually
mirror factors that were beneficial to
human survival or thriving. For example,
our color vision evolved in part to help
our ancestors find ripe fruits and other
sources of nourishment. On some level,
when we see a pop of bright color, what
we’re seeing is a sign of energy or a sign
of life.
“If a furniture retailer wants to design
spaces and experiences that appeal to
a large group of people, tapping into
the universal aesthetics of joy is a base
to build upon. If there’s a set of aesthetics
preferred by a retailer’s specific audience, then the experience can be further
tailored on a cultural level.
“It can be helpful to start with two to
three aesthetics to focus in on and iden-

tify what kind of joyful store experience
you want to create. When I work with
clients, this is a major part of the process.
We start with the question “How do you
want people to feel?” Then we choose
aesthetics that can help us do that. For
example, if we want people to feel light
and airy, we might choose the transcendence aesthetic, which is all about
elevation, to communicate the joy most
people get from being up high or on
things that float and fly. Then, we choose
another aesthetic to pair it with.
“If instead, we want people to feel
upbeat and energetic, we would create
an energy aesthetic using light and color.
The aesthetics we choose tell us where
to go based on how we want people to
feel in a space.”

9/21/21 4:28 PM

Attention
In “Joyful,” Lee references the poet
Mary Oliver, who said, ‘attention is the
first step toward devotion.’
Disrupting the flow of our attention is
the first step to catching it. It’s an important factor to consider when working with
Lee’s 10 aesthetics of joy. “Surprise can
be a gateway,” Lee observed, “But from
a brand perspective, attention must be
deserved by offering something inherently valuable to shoppers, even if they
don’t know it yet. Surprise can disrupt the
flow of a shopper’s day-to-day thoughts,
catch their attention and help them to
add elements of joy to their homes.”

What to do Next
When asked for her advice regarding
choosing a focal point for an in-store

experience, Lee said that it’s the same
answer she gives to students enrolled
in her ‘Design a Joyful Home’ course.
“After choosing an experience you want
to create, instead of thinking about the
showroom as a space to divide up,
picture the moment you want shoppers
to remember and take away with them.
“When working with an existing store
environment, ask how shoppers feel
when in the present space versus how
you want them to feel. There’s a free
worksheet that can be downloaded from
my website aestheticsofjoy.com that’s
part of the ‘Joyful Toolkit.’ It’s a set of
resources that are also listed at the back
of the book. One of the worksheets
presents words to describe how a space
feels, then explains the aesthetics that will
correct for that feeling.
“If you sense, for example, that your
showroom feels confined, the suggestion
is to consider the freedom aesthetic that’s

all about expansion and open space.
It’s the aesthetic of nature and wildness.
If you have a small, dark store, it’s not
always possible to create the impression
of a full expansive space. But there are
still things you can do to incorporate a
sense of freedom such as adding more
white space, plants and natural elements
to make the space feel less dense, much

“In ‘Joyful,’ Lee references
the poet Mary Oliver,
who said, ‘attention is
the first step toward
devotion.’”

Lee writes about the joyful effects of applying googly eyes to cactuses. Sharp angles
and pointy objects are innately less joyful, she writes, than those that are curved.
Floral elements have the ability to create a kind of eternal spring, a joyful feeling of
abundance in our surroundings.
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Lee recognizes the joyful potential of polka dots, glitter,
bright colors and bubbly forms. Observe that in the photo at
left, her books are grouped primarily by color with lone red
and yellow volumes standing apart. Lee’’s aesthetic world
is a continuous search for joyful experience in designed
environments.

more open
and free.”

Delivering the
Bare Minimum
Retailers’ mission statements are more
likely to emphasize the creation of satisfied customers rather than joyful customers. Lee thinks this is a mistake. “The
difference between joy and happiness,”
explained Lee, “is that happiness is a
broad evaluation of how we feel about
our lives over time. It has to do with how
we feel about our work, our sense of
meaning and our purpose in life. It’s
also affected by the connection with
other people and how we feel about
our health. Joy is much simpler and more
immediate. It’s an intense, momentary
experience of positive emotion—fleeting,
but repeatable—something that we can
feel again and again and again.
“We often overlook joy because it
seems small and trivial. But these little
moments have a lot of power. Research
shows that when shoppers are in a state
of joy, they spend more time browsing in
stores. They’re more likely to return for a
38

repeat visit
and
give
higher customer satisfaction ratings. People are more
productive when in a state of
joy, reach more win-win agreements and
make better decisions as well.
“Even if happiness is the long-term
goal, focusing on little moments of joy
can help us get there. Satisfaction is
the basic level of just being fine—not
unhappy. A satisfied customer is the bare
minimum goal for any retailer. If your customers aren’t walking out satisfied, you
have a really big problem. It’s hard to
design for happiness because it involves
so many factors. Everyone has a different
definition of it. But everyone can experience little moments of joy.
“When a furniture retailer delivers a
satisfying experience, they may just be
delivering relief in the face of low expectations. Relief feels joyful if you’re suffering. But if you’re in an industry where
delivering relief is what you’re doing
most of the time, then there’s something
fundamentally broken about that industry.
It’s not a good position for any retailer to
be in. If the primary emotion that people

“You cannot
have surprise
without a background of
harmony. If you just have
chaos everywhere then
nothing will be surprising.”

feel coming out of your store is relief, it
signals a major unmet opportunity and
an invitation for someone else to deliver
a more joyful experience.”

Value of Anticipation
“Anticipation is an important part of
joy. Research shows that when we have
something to anticipate, we get more
joy out of an experience. If someone
plans a vacation six months ahead of
time, they are likely to get more total joy
because they get to pre-enjoy the vacation. Contrary to popular belief, anticipation doesn’t make us feel let down when
the experience happens.
“For furniture businesses, creating
anticipation is a strategy that’s under
leveraged. During COVID, items are
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backlogged so it’s a perfect opportunity to encourage customers to eagerly
anticipate the delivery of their goods.
There are ways to keep people excited
by helping them to dream, envision and
plan to enjoy. Focus on getting people
excited about how they are going to use
the item they are waiting for. What is the
first meal they’re going to cook and serve
on their new dining table when it arrives?
Who are they going to invite over to help
them enjoy it? It’s an outward-looking
messaging approach instead of applying inward-looking communications that
focus exclusively on manufacturing and
delivery updates.”

Selling Good Taste & Trends
Transitioning to the topic of good
taste, Lee explained her view that “it is a
form of judgment that tends to inhibit joy.
That’s because it turns our focus to what
other people think instead of what feels
good. In the absence of this judgment,
people stop thinking about good taste.
This sets them free to find things that bring
them joy.
40

“The early work of many famous pioneering designers was considered slightly tacky. But when they moved into the
mainstream, their designs became the
vanguard of good taste. Taste is fickle.
Joy should be eternal.
“Trends, however, can be fun, especially when approached from a sustainability perspective. For that reason, I’m
a fan of buying trendy, short lifespan
items such as hand towels as opposed
to trendy furniture items.”

The Role of Bravery
“To embrace joy in any circumstance
takes bravery,” Lee continued. “That’s
especially true for someone who has
been judged for it in the past. One way
to encourage bravery is to model it by
displaying pairings that feel unconventional and permit people to be brave.
Jonathan Adler is good at giving permission to shoppers to follow what they
love. David Hicks said ‘Colors don’t
clash, they vibrate.’ It’s a statement that
can serve to reset the mind. Shoppers
are under pressure to make the right

“If we want people to feel
upbeat and energetic, we
would create an energy
aesthetic using light and
color. The aesthetics we
choose tell us where to go
based on how we want
people to feel in a space.”
choice, but there’s an opportunity for
furniture retailers to make visitors feel like
they’ve been set free to choose what
they really love.
“Customers may have unmet desires
for their home environments, but don’t
believe that they have the decorating
talent to pursue them. So, they may fall
back on comfortable, safe patterns so
they don’t make a mistake.”
Lee said that breaking through to help
customers overcome this tendency can
be a challenge. “It’s hard to tell if there
is some unmet desire you can help them
move toward or if they are actually on
the right track. There are many kinds of
dissatisfactions. These vary depending
on the personality of the shopper and
their motivations for creating a home
environment. Some people are motivated to make other people feel welcome and comfortable. Their purchasing
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INGRID FETELL LEE
choices are rooted in that predisposition.
If you can help them make other people
feel more comfortable, they’re going to
be excited and loyal forever. Other people are free spirits who buy what they
love on impulse. Then, when they get

everything home, nothing goes together.
There are simple tools to help a free spirit
understand how to choose colors, but
that involves getting more information so
they can make better choices while still
honoring their impulses.

“There is a design personalities quiz on
the aestheticsofjoy.com website Furniture
World readers can use to discover their
design personality. We have plans to
come out with related training and eventually a toolkit.”

Conclusion
“Joyful: The Surprising Power of
Ordinary Things to Create Extraordinary
Happiness” takes a deep dive into the
ways aesthetics affect our psyches.
Shopping for home furnishings can be
a bland and predictable experience.
Many stores carry similar styles, angular
designs in tones of blue, beige and gray.
Retailers work to implement systems that
double down on bestsellers to maximize

In her search for joyful aesthetics, Lee
visited designer Pierre Cardin’s Le Palais
Bulles—the Bubble Palace, with its soft
curves and circular forms. She writes, “The
shape of our built environment is defined by
choices that are hundreds, if not thousands
of years old. As these choices solidified our
buildings and roads into a rigid, angular
grid, they took us further and further from the
curving, undulating landscape within which
we evolved. Perhaps in the process, they
also took us further from essential aspects
of our own nature: playfulness, creativity,
sensuality, joy.”
Lee takes the reader on tours of many other
designed environments including the playful
interior or the Destiny Loft (bottom) and
New York City’s High Line (top).
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JOYFUL RETAIL
The Joyspotter’s Guide is a
resource that can be downloaded at www.aestheticsofjoy.
com. Ingrid Fetell Lee shares
her “favorite tips for finding
more joy in your surroundings,
everywhere you go.”

important retail sales and operations
metrics. Their ads scream the lowest prices, easy financing and the promise of a
beautiful home. Advertising data collection is used to find individuals and fam-

“Shoppers are under
pressure to make the
right choice, but there’s
an opportunity for furniture
retailers to make visitors
feel like they’ve been set
free to choose what they
really love.”
44

ily groups who are ready to buy, track
where they shop and deliver customized
messaging. These are all highly successful strategies retailers use to boost sales
and deliver customer satisfaction.
So, why should retailers care about
the aesthetics of joy? It’s because, as
Lee points out, aesthetics matter. Early in
“Joyful,” she presents research on the flip
side of joyful aesthetics. Incorporating
elements of color, light, curves and
nature into prisons, schools and offices
has been shown to change attitudes and
behaviors in dramatically positive ways.
Most everyone is familiar with the feeling
that typical hospital aesthetics invoke.
The poorly lit, claustrophobic, square
corners and sterile pigmentation can
feel hopeless, bereft of the aesthetics of
energy, abundance, freedom, harmony,
play, surprise, transcendence, magic,
celebration and renewal.
Most furniture stores have little in com-

mon with the worst aesthetics found in
prisons or hospitals. But, for many, there’s
room for improvement. Furniture World
readers interested in nudging their operations in the direction of joy will find that
reading “Joyful” is a good place to start.
Like Ingrid Fetell Lee, you may be
inspired to spread the word about how
a focus on joyful aesthetics can change
people’s lives for the better. And, if you
are successful, your stores will create
more smiles while increasing customer
loyalty, close rates, and average sales.
Lee wrote, “‘Each of us is an artist,’ the
Irish philosopher John O’Donohue once
said, because ‘everyone is involved,
whether they like it or not, in the construction of their world.’ ...we’ve seen
how people from a wide range of different backgrounds are doing just this.
With paint and markers, yarn and flowers, they are constructing a more joyful
world. Now it’s your turn.”
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TURNOVER TSUNAMI

Burnout and demographics are taking a toll on our industry

H

ow can
you keep
nearly
fully
staffed in a very
tight job market?
A top furniture
industry recruiter
explains how.
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Interview with Bill O’Malley - by Russell Bienenstock

Bill O’Malley said he’s a bootstrapper whose career started in a Levitz
warehouse. “I loved moving furniture
around. Call me crazy,” he said.
“At 19 years of age, I was running
the warehouse, then rose up through the
ranks, mostly on the regional operations
side, and then upward to the corporate
office as vice president of operations.”
During his career, he also held leadership positions at Mattress Discounters
and Macy’s Logistics and Operations..
Today, O’Malley is the president and
founder of Connector Team Recruiting,
an affiliate office of the MRINetwork.

His company is getting the job done, but
it’s not sustainable.

The Turnover Tsunami

“Ten thousand baby boomers are
leaving the workforce every day so there

“About 50 percent of businesses surveyed in 2021 said they were looking for
talent. The Society for Human Resource
Management (SHRM) first published
that information,” he recalled, “calling it
a tsunami of turnover.
“We started to notice this same turnover tsunami based on client calls at
Connector Team Recruiting early in
2021. Since then, the trend has accelerated. The pandemic has caused a lot of
burnout. I recently spoke to a company
CEO who normally has 600 people on
staff. Right now, he has 150 openings.

“Clients have told me things like:
•My office manager just left because
he wants to see every national park
before he dies, so he just gave his
notice and walked away from a
great job.
•My warehouse manager told me
he’s decided to call it quits and retire
early. He said I’m done. COVID did
me in.’”

Ten Thousand a Day

“My warehouse manager
told me he’s decided to
call it quits and retire early.
He said, ‘I’m done.
COVID did me in.’”
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“Retention
should
start
as soon as someone is hired. One of the best ways to achieve this is to make sure
that new employees have an excellent onboarding experience.”
are lots more positions available out
there, especially for senior managers.
But most of the hiring activity is focused
on entry-and middle management-level
positions. Of these, finding retail sales
managers has been particularly challenging. That’s in part because we ask
these candidates to work weekends
and nights, plus 10 to12 hour days.
‘We’ve reached a breaking point, a
client recently told me. ‘We realize that
we can’t have two people covering
the schedule anymore. We need three,
because otherwise, they will never get a
weekend off, never.’ Agreeing to work
every weekend is a difficult commitment
to make for many people, especially
those with growing families.
“Other retail segments have started to
figure out how to adjust work rotations
to make these jobs more attractive. The
difference between telling someone they
will never have a weekend off and that
they will get one weekend a month off
or rotate every other weekend is huge.”

Retention Connection
O’Malley said that it’s a seller’s market. “Most job seekers in this environment
can afford to be selective.
“For that reason, retail furniture companies need to work hard to retain current employees. One way to do this is to
have frequent ‘employee stay’ conversations. Invite them out for a cup of coffee
48

or lunch. Ask them what’s going on in
their lives and careers. Then make sure
that their work lives are as interesting
and fulfilling as possible. There are ways
to enhance almost any job or at the very
least make people feel valued. Turnover
is a huge issue so retailers need to connect with their employees at every level.
“Retention should start as soon as
someone is hired. One of the best ways
to achieve this is to make sure that new
employees have an excellent onboarding experience. SHRM wrote that when
new hires have a solid experience during
their first two weeks of employment, they
have a 70 percent chance of making it
to the five-year level.”
That doesn’t happen all that often.
O’Malley told Furniture World that people often say that they don’t get any
meaningful work during those initial two
weeks. Either they aren’t assigned anyone to shadow or they end up shadowing someone who doesn’t want anything
to do with them.
“Consider quality of life issues,” he
advised. “The more retailers can do to
stagger schedules to accommodate the
family needs of current employees, the
better the chance they have of retaining
them.
“These are some of the things I’m
seeing in the marketplace right now.
There are lots of reasons why people are jumping ship and job-hopping.
So, review your pay plans. Make sure
you’re relevant. Be mindful that the days

of paying minimum wage or just above
it are way behind us.”

Location, Location?
Bill O’Malley pointed out that in a
talent-starved market, it’s necessary to
work every angle to recruit talented people and take a data-driven approach. It
can require a narrower focus, so we find
ourselves doing a kind of reverse recruiting. It used to be that as a nationwide
recruiter I could find talented people
who would move almost anywhere for a
good job.” He said those days are long
gone. “We’re seeing more people who
want to return to their roots, for example,
find a job where they grew up or went
to school.”

“There are ways to enhance
almost any job or at the
very least make people
feel valued. Turnover is a
huge issue so retailers really
need to connect with their
employees at every level.”
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“‘It’s a fairly sure bet that the junior buyers
are going to quit if they don’t see any chance to advance.’
O’Malley advised that this is often a preventable situation.”
The Younger Generation

Don’t Forget Perennials

“The baby boom generation was dollar-focused, but today, a younger generation of job seekers wants to work for
companies that have heart. They hope
to be proud of where they work. It’s an
admirable quality. A lot of people roll
their eyes at millennials. I have found
that they are a great generation to work
with.”
Furniture World asked if a medium-sized or smaller retailer not located
in a popular lifestyle city, like Austin,
can compete for young talent with top
retailers. “Sometimes bigger isn’t better
in terms of what younger candidates are
looking for,” he replied. “But, no matter
what the size of a company, retailers
should expect that these job seekers will
do research. That includes checking out
what companies do for their communities and the planet as well as checking
Glassdoor and customer reviews.
“There are a lot of servant leaders
among smaller profile retail companies.
Our industry is full of wonderful organizations. Sometimes though, they need
to better communicate their strengths to
potential hires by taking credit for all the
good things they already do.”

“People who are retired but want
to get back into the workforce can be
very important to furniture retailers. These
so-called perennials, make amazing
part-timers and sometimes excellent fulltime employees.”
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Better Engage Candidates
“Artificial Intelligence,” O’Malley
observed, “has helped to make platforms like Indeed and Monster much
better. When looking to fill entry-level
positions though, a good place to start
is with your network. Go through your
contacts. I have used LinkedIn since
2002 and I’m a big fan. There are 700
million people worldwide on LinkedIn.
The platform recently implemented artificial intelligence to match people to jobs.
“My advice for retailers is to reply
quickly to job inquiries with a personal touch. When somebody is in job
search mode—whether they’re on a coffee break at work or home browsing the
career section of your website—they are
ready. If you can engage them within 15
minutes you have a much better chance

of setting up a successful interview. That’s
the number one tip that I can give anybody looking for people right now.
“And while we are on the topic of
websites, many furniture retailers don’t
have credible or highly visible career
sections on their websites. If you don’t
have information about why your store
is a great place to work or if it takes
someone more than three minutes to
apply, you are going to lose good candidates. The process must be easy with
well-thought-out form fields. If someone
doesn’t have a resume, allow them to
drop their LinkedIn profile into an applicant tracking system from your website.
Another solid retail practice is to invite
candidates to visit your operation for
a walk-around so that they understand
what they’re applying for.”

Succession Planning
“I believe that the number of older
employees leaving the workplace in the
next three to five years will accelerate
unless we see a large economic correction. The problem is that there just aren’t
enough people to fill positions.
“Whether a retail operation has 50
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TURNOVER TSUNAMI
people or 400,” O’Malley advised,
“it’s useful to do what I call succession
planning by location. That means taking
the time to have personal conversations
with people who might be considering
retirement. It doesn’t have to be an
uncomfortable meeting and shouldn’t
seem like you are encouraging them to
leave. People love to talk about their
careers and their plans. If somebody’s
thinking about retiring, they are going to
bring it up.”
He said that there’s a flip-side benefit
to getting this kind of intel. “Younger
people looking for jobs want to know
about possible career paths. The best
talent will not consider going to work
for a retailer if they think there’s a possibility of working 10 years without being
promoted.
“One of the biggest drivers of turnover
right now at retail are junior buyers who
are sitting behind, for example, two
senior buyers in their early to mid-40s
who aren’t going to retire anytime soon.
It’s a fairly sure bet that the junior buyers

are going to quit if they don’t see any
chance to advance.” He advised that it’s
often a preventable situation.
“I almost left Levitz Furniture early in my
career for that same reason,” O’Malley
recalled. ”Luckily a mentor stepped in to
help me to see a new path for advancement. It required a move sideways in
the organization, but it turned out to be
a wonderful move that changed my
career for the better.” He suggests that
when companies work to identify these
situations in advance, they can often find
creative ways to intervene to make sure
that people who are likely to leave can
find their employment to be meaningful.

Keeping the Lights On
Just about every company in the furniture business, regardless of size, is struggling to find good people. Bill O’Malley
predicted that the hiring and retention situation is likely to become even more difficult. He believes that whether retailers

use a professional recruiter to provide
a data-driven approach and take care
of all the details or, choose to devote
sufficient time resources, a combination
of smart recruiting and focused retention
are critically important to success.
About Bill O’Malley: Bill O’Malley is
the owner and co-founder of Connector
Team Recruiting, a specialized search
firm working with Furniture | Mattress |
Electronics Owners, Presidents and HR
executives. Since 2012 he has connected Furniture Enterprises with top talent.
Connector Team is an affiliate office of
MRINetwork, recently ranked as a Top
Recruitment Firm by Forbes Magazine.
Furniture World readers who have
questions about this article or any recruiting or retention related topic, can reach
him at (434) 227-4330. You can also
send him an email at bill@connectorteamrecruiting.com. Connector Team
is headquartered in Charlottesville,
Virginia. Its website is www.connectorteamrecruiting.com.

“My advice

for retailers is to reply to job
inquiries within 15 minutes with a
personal touch. When somebody is in
job search mode... they are ready.”
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RETAIL SALES MANAGEMENT

TOP
TEN
REASONS
TO CALL A SALES MEETING

T

here are many
reasons to get
together with
your team for
a sales meeting.
Why, when and how
you manage them is
important for every
retailer.

by David Benbow

Most mattress and furniture retailers
use sales meetings to get their sales
associates ready to sell, but many fall
short of using them to their full potential.
Sales success requires a combination
of many skills and initiatives. It therefore
stands to reason that sales meetings can
be a forum for discussing scores of topics. The problem is, no sales meeting has
the time to cover all of these subjects in
one all-purpose meeting.

What Should be Covered?
How many different skills and areas
of knowledge does it take to succeed in
sales? It’s a question without a definitive
answer. But I can say with certainty that
for every one of these areas, there is
a benefit to calling a sales meeting to
review and reinforce skills in order to
increase sales performance.
Although there are probably an infinite
number of reasons to call a sales meeting, the top ten most important ones are:

•Policy changes
•Problems to be resolved
•Motivation
•Sales contest announcements
•Recognition of achievement
In addition to these top ten, retailers
often use general-purpose sales meetings as quick status and update meetings
to give a brief account of what’s on
sale, explain what’s being advertised,
discuss what the competition is doing,
and maybe introduce a new promotion
that all salespeople should be aware of.
It’s worthwhile to schedule these meetings on a regular basis. The frequency should be dictated by the pace
of changing events at your store. If
you rarely change products, or rarely
change advertising, there may be no
need to have regularly scheduled general sales meetings.
With that said, let’s discuss each of the
ten sales meeting agenda items listed
above.

•What’s on sale this week
•New products and promotions
•Competition and how
to respond
•Current advertising
•Training
54

#1: What’s on Sale?
Stores with aggressive sales and promotional activities often hold weekly,
Saturday morning sales meetings. Their
purpose is to make all sales staff aware
of all new sales, advertising and promo-
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“For less critical information dispersal,
emails, memos, Zoom and Webex conferences can be effective. No matter what the
meeting format employed, management must keep every link in the chain of stores educated
on ‘what’s on sale’ every week.”
tions. This ensures that sales personnel
are prepared to meet the challenge of
changes that may break on Saturday
morning. Everyone must arrive early—
before the store opens, so nobody is
caught flat-footed if the first “up” of the
day wants to see the ADV futon swing
set for $149.99, the one that was only
advertised in the “Thrifty Euro” circular
dropped at a few select convenience
stores.
Agenda: Each ad featuring a sale or
promotion in each medium should, in
turn, be introduced and discussed. If time
permits, offer ideas on how the competition is countering your ads with their own
messaging.
Present all TV, radio, newspaper, social
media, banner advertising, etc., live and
in person. I can’t stress strongly enough
how important this is. Uninformed salespeople are easily embarrassed when
caught off-guard by informed consumers. It’s a major cause of lost sales. And
it’s especially annoying if their ignorance
is caused by management’s lack of communication and candor.
So, what about retail businesses that
have 20 mattress or furniture stores scattered over a metropolitan area? How
do they get everybody together? For
very important meetings, such as a new
product line introduction, it is important
56

to gather the entire team in one place
to see new products, meet with manufacturer’s reps and hear from store management. This may be inconvenient, but
it’s necessary. Therefore, management
should work to make this a rewarding
experience. Read on for further details.
For less critical information dispersal,
emails, memos, Zoom and WebEx conferences can be effective. No matter
what the meeting format, management
must keep every link in the chain of stores
educated on “what’s on sale” every
week.

#2: New Products & Promotions
When you introduce a new product
line or make a significant change to an
existing one, make sure that the manufacturer’s representative is in attendance.
These sales meetings should be called in
advance so that everyone involved can
be prepared.
Presentations: Product specs, retail prices, selling points, comparisons to the
competition and comparisons to existing products should be in writing and
passed out to all attendees. The physical
products should also be there, front and
center, for everyone to inspect. Set a
time limit on the meeting itself, but make
sure the rep is able to stay on-site for

follow-up questions after the formal part
of the meeting is over.
Timing & Incentives: Some think it’s
better to hold product intro meetings
after the store has closed. Yes, it is an
inconvenience to the sales staff, but it
does allow for more time to see product
demonstrations, answer in-depth questions and have discussions. Motivated,
successful salespeople will want to stay
and learn about new products. The early
departures are not likely to be your top
producers. Here’s a little bonus idea that
will increase attendance, interest and
attention. Try to arrange for the rep to
have a prize giveaway (from a drawing)
from the new product lineup to a lucky
winner at the end of the meeting.
Another attraction for this kind of meeting
is to offer free food and drinks. If you
are considering this idea, please don’t
repeat the debacle I witnessed many
years ago at a now-defunct mattress
chain. After our stores closed at 8:00
pm, 40 salespeople were summoned
to a “motivation meeting,” featuring
the acolytes of a famous motivational
speaker. The meeting’s purpose was
to promote an expensive audio sales
and motivational program. And, they
asked the salespeople to pay for it—at
a discount, of course! Management
brought in several hundred dollars worth
of hot pizza and cold drinks. But, in an
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apparent lack of foresight, the meeting
kicked off BEFORE the food was served.
It droned on and on for two hours, and
when it finally ended, our reward was
cold pizza and warm soft drinks at
10:00 p.m.

#3: Response to the Competition
Your competitors are always trying to
grab market share. That’s why sales teams
should always be alert to and informed
about the competition and its tactics. For
a complete discussion of this topic visit
www.furninfo.com/Series/Bedding/1
in the online archives of Furniture World
magazine. Scroll down to the article
titled, “Better Bedding & Mattress Sales:
Sizing Up Your Competition.” In it, I
outline what every store should do to
stay up with the competition. So, what
information should be included in a sales
meeting about the competition?
Advertising – What is our competition
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advertising? What is your strategy for
responding to their advertising? If the
competition is advertising what seems
like an extraordinarily good deal, what
does our store do to compete with this
offer? Customers will ask these questions. Make sure your salesperson is
equipped to give a good answer.
Products – What new product lines
does the competition have? Did they
recently start purchasing from the same
manufacturer that you thought you had
an exclusive agreement with? Do you
have comparable SKUs? Salespeople
need to know this information as well.
Policies – There are a million of these.
For example, if your competition starts
offering free delivery don’t let your salespeople get caught off-guard.
When something new and important
happens with your competition, don’t
just send a memo, text or e-mail. Call a
quick meeting. It carries more urgency
and is impossible for salespeople to miss

or ignore.

#4: Current Advertising
The “what’s on sale?” sales meeting
will probably cover this subject. But,
in some large metro areas, a store’s
advertising may be far more extensive
than any of their salespeople realize. If
this describes your operation, get your

“Peer meetings between
RSAs without the presence
or interference of a
moderator or sales manager have proven to give
excellent results.”

9/21/21 4:29 PM

TOP TEN REASONS TO CALL A SALES MEETING
ad department to occasionally call the
sales staff together to remind everyone
who you are targeting, where you are
advertising and why.
It is especially important to distribute a complete advertising schedule to
each salesperson. This schedule should
include the target audience and frequency for each ad medium.

#5: Training
Training is, so to speak, a different animal from all the other reasons for holding
sales meetings. All sales meetings should
be considered training; however, formal sales training calls for longer, more
intensive sessions where most of the
information is presented by an instructor
to students. Training for new hires is a
primary example.

#6: Policy Changes
Major changes to policies such as
comfort exchanges or delivery cost are
infrequent in most mature stores. But,
when a policy does change, every
employee and especially every salesperson, must know about it. Send a
memo out if you like, or post it on a bulletin board, but the right way to broadcast a policy change is to hold a sales
58

meeting, with mandatory attendance by
all staff members. This type of meeting
should be brief, but thorough.

#7: Problems to be Resolved
Policy change meetings can be formatted in a way that describe a policy
change as a solution or resolution to
a sales or service problem or issue.
Therefore, problems to be resolved
meetings can be included within the
format of policy changes meetings. For
example; “here’s a problem, here’s the
solution, which is a change of policy.”

#8: Motivation
There are whole libraries of motivational books and videos concerned
with sales. Since this article is about
sales meetings, I will merely mention
that many sales managers have strong
feelings about getting everyone together
for periodic pep talks. My advice is to
keep these pep talks vigorous, but brief.
And, limit your expectations regarding
their efficacy.
A lot of RSA veterans scorn the idea
of any type of motivational bursts by
sales management. Selling retail is a
marathon, not a sprint. A rah-rah fiesta
at 8:30 a.m. may lose a lot of its luster

by closing time.
Nevertheless, motivation is important
in any type of sales endeavor. Successful
sales pros find ways to keep themselves
motivated. Management should continually support this effort.

#9: Contest Announcements
Announcing a new sales contest
should be a festive, happy event. Sales
contests are motivational by design.
Why should sales management call a
sales meeting to announce a new sales
contest? For some reason, sales contests tend to have complicated rules,
subject to misinterpretation. This meeting should include hand-outs with all
rules explained. The meeting moderator
should explain the contest and then invite
questions from the sales staff.
Offering refreshments at this meeting
will probably be greeted with enthusiasm. Maybe add a door prize drawing
to entice attendance.

#10: Recognition of Achievement
This meeting can be held annually, as
part of a general company meeting or,
at the end of a sales contest. It should be
scheduled well in advance, with considerable organization and planning.
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Refreshments and door prizes are a
good idea to spread the joy around to
those who are not recognized this time
around.

Sales Meeting Structure

include:
• The reason for the meeting
• Detailed step-by-step
discussion points
• Question and answer session
• The close of the meeting

1.

Subject: Each meeting should
have a subject and an agenda.
Everyone in attendance should know in
advance what subject will be discussed
because some RSAs might want to prepare for the meeting.

3.

2.

4.

Agenda: This should be typed
and distributed to each attendee
to facilitate understanding and note-taking. The agenda helps keep the meeting organized and to the point. It can
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Duration: There should always
be a time-frame for the meeting
that includes when it starts, how long it
will last and when it will end. Allow time
for questions, comments, and brief arguments/discussion.
Who will attend: Meeting moderators should send invitations to
those whose attendance is necessary.
When sales meetings include a manufacturer’s representative, the moderator

should keep the rep’s comments to the
point, and within the agenda of the
meeting.

5.

Who will present: Only one person should conduct the meeting
and control its pace and content. Often,
the one who calls the meeting will also
act as moderator, but not always.

6.

Organization: Meetings should
proceed as quickly as possible.
They should be held when the store is
not open, or completely out of sight
of customers. The moderator should
promptly call the meeting to order when
all attendees are present, then pass
out relevant literature and the meeting
agenda. All cell phones, laptops and
other distracting electronic devices must
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“It is especially important to distribute
a complete advertising schedule to each salesperson. This schedule should include the target
audience and frequency for each ad medium.”
be turned off.
The moderator should make every
effort to keep the meeting interesting, if
not actually fun and entertaining. If you
are unsure how to do that, Google it.
Finally, ask for honest feedback from
your attendees. Don’t get discouraged.
Good sales meeting moderators are
rarely made in the experience of a single
meeting.

Value of Informal Sessions
Peer meetings between RSAs without
the presence or interference of a moderator or sales manager have proven to
achieve excellent results.
The idea is to ask for volunteers from
the sales staff to meet together and
discuss sales ideas, such as how to
handle certain difficult situations on the

sales floor. Note that the third section
of my book “How to Win the Battle for
Mattress Sales, the Bedseller’s Manual,“
is devoted to discussion of these subjects.
This type of meeting does not necessarily
need a leader or moderator. It should
facilitate an open flow of ideas between
RSAs. A good way to kick off such a
meeting is to say, “I lost a sale this week
that I think I should have made. How
would you have handled this?” Then
open the discussion. A lot of good (and
bad) ideas can come from these meetings. Without the presence of a “boss,”
the discussion is often much more open
and freewheeling.

Final Thoughts
Sales meeting organizers should ask
themselves two basic questions before

“When something new and important happens
with your competition, don’t just send a memo,
text, or e-mail. Call a quick meeting. It carries
more urgency and is impossible
for salespeople to miss or ignore.”
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any meeting:
•What are we trying to accomplish
with this meeting?
•Will our sales staff be improved as
a result of the meeting?
After the meeting has concluded, it’s
important to ask:
•Did the sales meeting work?
•How can it be improved the
next time?

About David Benbow: A 28 year
veteran of the mattress and bedding
industry, he is the owner of Mattress
Retail Training Company offering retailers guidance in small store management
and retail sales training. His years of
hands-on experience as a retail sales
associate, store manager, sales manager/trainer and store owner in six different metropolitan areas qualifies him as
an expert in selling bedding.
David is the author of “How to
Win the Battle for Mattress Sales,
the Bed Seller’s Manual,” a complete textbook for mattress and bedding retail sales associates, beginner
and experienced professional alike. It
can be purchased at www.bedsellers
manual.com. David Benbow offers
hands-on training classes for retailers
on a variety of subjects and online
classes that can be downloaded from
the website mentioned above. He can
be contacted via e-mail at dave@
bedsellersmanual.com or by phone at
361-648-3775.
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EXPERIENCE
W
ORGANIZED CUSTOMER SERVICE
by David McMahon

hy is
there such
a huge
variation
in the open service
per million dollars in
sales volume metric
among furniture
retailers? And
what can be done
about it?

Retail members of a performance
group I moderate recently compared
their open service per million dollars
in sales metric. The high was 20 open
service per million, the average was 7
and the low was 1.5. The retailer with
1.5 earned $20 million in annual sales
and only had 30 open service tickets.
This naturally led to the question: How
can one business do so much better
than others that carry similar products?
We all know that retailers who have
fewer post-delivery issues and resolve
those issues in a quick, professional
manner, achieve a better level of customer experience. This article will present ways to provide the best level of
after-sale service for issue resolution.

Reporting Analytics
Previous Furniture World articles in
this series have stated, “If you wish to
improve it, start by tracking it.” The same
is true of service. Some of the best metrics to track are:
Open service per million dollars
in sales volume: Track this metric on
a weekly basis and report on it during
weekly operations meetings.

64

Equals the number of service orders in
process / annual sales dollars / $1
million.
Average time to resolution
per service ticket:

Equals the total days to close tickets
/ number of tickets closed or total
resolution time / number of resolved
requests.
Causes of service: Track using the
80/20 rule. First, define the most common causes of service issues. Then use
your definitions to code subsequent
issues. This will allow you to pull reports
ranking them from the most common
occurrences to the least. Focus attention
on the top 20 percent. Powered with this
knowledge, your service manager will
have the information needed to suggest
process improvements to reduce the
number of service calls. For example, if
you see that a top issue is delivery damage, training and monitoring improvements can be put into place to reduce
future occurrences.

Systems and Processes
It is important to make your service

FURNITURE WORLD September/October 2021

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 64

9/21/21 4:29 PM

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 65

9/21/21 4:29 PM

RETAIL OPERATIONS

Example of a digital service form and automatic ticket.
We look forward to hearing fro you and will try to repy within one business day.
Regarding:
Product which requires service:
Your Email Address:
First Name:
Last Name:
Address:
Address2:
City:
State:
Zip/Postal Code:
Mobile:
Please provide specific details
here on your request.

View/Make Updates Ticket #3
3 updates to Open Ticket #3
Service ticket placed for new sleeper 7/27.
PO#977281691. Informed customer over phone.
Contacted Ken with FS. He is suggesting to order just the sleeper mech and have
Tech install. He advises that this is the quickest way to resolve this issue.
Ordered Sectional with sleeper, however, came without sleeper.

Jane R
July-29 at 3:01 PM
From 145.180.131
Fresno, California
XYZ Company

Image credit PerformNOW

John L
July-26 at 9:45 AM
From 145.180.131
Fresno, California
XYZ Company

Add File or Image:

experience easy and efficient. What
follows are a series of steps proven to
help you improve your customer service
resolution process:
The Integrated Digital Ticketing Form.
Telephone tag, leaving messages for
customers and passing issues from one
person to another in your organization
will lead to frustrating customer experiences and delays. Creating a digital
ticketing form will help you to alleviate
these problems. It will provide your service manager with all the necessary
information required to assist customers.
It will also enable automation of the
entire process.
Place a link to this form on your website. It can be filled out by your customers
or, if necessary, by an employee tasked
with helping them to get the resolution
process started. This link to the digital ticketing form can also be texted,
emailed and printed with a QR code on
sales materials. There isn’t an excuse for
not using this time saving technology.
Many retailers believe that customers
just want to speak with a sales or customer service person. That may be true;
however, no matter how the conversa66

tion occurs, it is critical to get accurate
data entered into a form. Not doing this
will cause extra work and delay service.
Automation. The form should be connected to your CRM/CXM system so
that the following steps automatically
occur:
•The customer account record is
updated with all information
including pictures.

vice tickets should be grouped together
so that your service team can visualize
customers with pending issues with ease.
Review open service ticket reports
every day. The goal is to move them
to closed tickets as soon as possible.
Immediate resolution in some cases
is possible when a customer accepts
a concession. Less timely resolution
involves ordering parts and scheduling
repairs or replacements.

•A service ticket is opened.
•The customer gets an email message
or text telling them that their issue is
being dealt with as a top priority.
•The service team gets an email.
•The type of service such as delivery,
warranty, accident protection claim,
product issue, is noted.

Internal Visualization &
Service Ticketing Design
After a service ticket is initiated, the
request for service should be auto
assigned to the right segment of contacts
within your database. All your open ser-

“A link to the ticketing form
can also be texted, emailed
and printed with a QR code
on your sales material.
There isn’t an excuse for
not using this time saving
technology.”
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Find authoritative
articles on any
retail furniture
store topic!
Visit www.furninfo.com
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“Whatever the issue,
it should be resolved in the service department without being escalated
to higher level management.”
With the current scarcity of supply,
many businesses have started to stock,
save and request parts to expedite the
process.
Your CRM/CXM should allow you
to automatically update/contact customers as well as relevant employees
when any action is taken. For instance,
if the agreed upon action is to schedule
a service call, that information should be
noted on the customer’s account. This will
trigger an email and/or text notifying
them in advance.
Create Categories. When setting up
your ticketing process, consider creating categories for different resolution
paths. You will probably also want to
set up alternative automated messages
depending on the category. For example, a delivery damage service ticket
will likely be handled differently than an
accident protection claim. If a customer

contacts you about damage due to
a spill, choosing that service category
might trigger an email, sent with all the
necessary information to your protection
partner requesting they contact your
customer directly for resolution.
Metrics Reporting. Finally, when designing your ticketing systems and processes,
consider reporting that will help you to
track metrics you can use to improve service outcomes. Response reporting is an
important metric to help you monitor the
time it takes your team to resolve issues
on average. You should also monitor
the time it takes to respond and resolve
different categories of issues.

However, these traits may or may not
achieve the best customer experiences
or the fastest service resolutions if a
retailer fails to track results and implement smart systems and processes.
There is one additional necessary element that’s critically important—empowerment. Organizations must provide service managers with the ability to make
quick and final decisions. Whatever the
issue, it should be resolved in the service
department without being escalated to
higher level management. It’s been proven time and time again that businesses
achieving the least amount of open service with the quickest resolution times are
those that empower service department
employees.

Effective People
Top customer service managers are
organized, technically savvy, quick,
calm, resolution minded and decisive.

Summary
In summary, metrics allow you to track
what you wish to improve. Your systems
define outcomes. People have to manage both, and be empowered to do so.
About David McMahon: David
is the founder of PerformNOW Inc.
PerformNOW has three main products
that help home furnishings businesses
improve and innovate: Performance
Groups (Owners, Sales managers,
Operations), PerformNOW CXM
(Customer eXperience Management
systems and processes), Furniture business consulting. You can reach David at
david@performnow.com.
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It all starts...

with the modular ottoman from

+

+

©

All of this ships
inside the ottoman
•Comfort Flexx® Spring Back
•ChromSoft Seating®
•Removable Legs
•Back Cushion
•Accent Pillow

+

=

Corner kits and arm kits
also available.

And FINISHES with virtually unlimited conﬁgurations!

Modular seating
at its best...
•Flexibility
•Comfort
•Style
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Visit our new showroom
Center Point on Hamilton Space 235

Unique Design & Features:
•Patented Comfort Flexx® Spring Back

MADE IN THE USA

•Patented ChromSoft® Seating
•4 Styles of Modulars
•14 Fashion Covers with Coordinated
High-End Accent Pillow Fabrics
•Ships in 30 Days

662-562-8203 • www.chromcraftfurniture.com
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TWO
GUYS
&
A
TRUCK
IT’S YOUR NEW FIRST & LAST IMPRESSION

W

hen
delivery
drivers
are
both the first and
last people your
customers meet
following an
online purchase,
making a great
impression
becomes even
more important.
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by Peter Schlosser
There are some things in life we all
accept as a given, like getting your
cheeks pinched when you visit your
grandparents, or waiting on hold for
hours when you call your credit card
company. But strangely—and I use that
term because it makes absolutely no
sense to me whatsoever as a 54-yearold—there is a growing segment of our
population that buys nearly everything,
including furniture, online.
I'll admit, I do buy some items online
because time is the only thing I can think
of which you can't make more of. If I
need sandpaper, for example, I can run
down to the woodworker's supply store
near the mall and get some, but if I plan
ahead just 24 hours, I can resupply my
stock from Amazon and never leave
the house. Very tempting! Of course, I'm
usually looking for a reason to take a
drive somewhere, so this scenario is just
for illustration.

from Clarksville, Tennessee, to Winston
Salem, North Carolina, I made a total
of five turn-and-burn trips to see 15 different houses. My realtor and I would
arrange the tightly-orchestrated trips and
we'd knock them out in a couple of
hours. It was startling how many of the
houses that I saw on Zillow looked good
in the online photos, but were completely
unacceptable when seen in person. It is
incomprehensible to me, given what I
know about buying real estate, to make
an offer on a house without seeing it.
And cars! An article in F&I Magazine.
(Mar. 16, 2021) stated that nearly 80
percent of millennials are willing to buy a
car online, sight unseen! Now, I can see
a new car being bought that way, to a
certain extent, but used? Too many factors to consider. Scratches, smell, condition, leaks—It's a little too risky for me.

Buying Without Seeing

People are generally curious about
how their particular generation stands up
in relation to others. In researching this
article I found a lot of contradictory data
about who buys what, and how they
buy it. But historically, as a generation's
buying power peaks (like the boomers
and Gen X), the next generation molds

Consider these statistics. According to
the Washington Examiner Mar. 2, 2021,
nearly 80 percent of millennial home
buyers are willing to purchase a house
sight unseen.
Are you kidding me? When we moved

Generational Differences
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selling strategies for the future. Clearly, a
strong online presence is very important
to all of us, but particularly for Gen Y
and Gen Z. Years ago I spoke about
the homogenization of furniture designs.
A lot of the mass-marketed stuff looks
similar—a sea of brown. If that is the
case, then online is a perfect way to sell
and to buy. Considering that younger
generations are pushing a lot of money
into the economy—setting up houses and
building businesses—it's best to listen to
what they want.

Who Closes the Sale?
This article is not intended to be a
dirge for brick-and-mortar retailers, far
from it. But the fact remains that there’s
an unstoppable trend toward making
major purchases sight unseen. And, if
your customer buys without ever visiting
your store, then who ultimately closes
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the sale? Actually, there are three possibilities:

1.

UPS, FedEx, or another carrier. Retailers don’t get to choose
these carriers used most often for flatpack, RTA merchandise and anything
drop shipped. This leaves you and your
customers at the mercy of their degree
of care.

2.

Customer pick up: Will call
is one of my favorite ways
to make a favorable impression on a
customer. Have a clean, presentable
place for them to come, inspect and
load their purchases. For many retailers,
customer pickup resembles a prisoner
exchange in the middle of the night
with hardly any face-to-face interaction.
Others provide a better experience that
includes well-lit, comfortable places to
wait, drink machines nearby, and neat,
clean restroom facilities. They open and

inspect furniture then re-carton, seal it
and carefully load it into the customer's
vehicle. It’s a much better close to the
sale.

3.

Your company truck. This is the
method that retailers have the
most to either gain or lose from.

“What if the drivers are the
first and only people to
meet your customer? We
never get a second chance
to make a first impression,
so what does that first
impression say about you
as a retailer?”
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RETAIL DELIVERY

“Increasingly, people fail to realize
that one poor experience is not necessarily the norm for an entire organization.”
Many retailers relish the idea of delivering in their own vehicles, and they
spend a lot of time fine-tuning delivery
to near perfection. To them, delivery is
another way to prove to customers that
they made the right buying decision.
But when your drivers are the first and
only people to meet your customer in
person there are special challenges. You
never get a second chance to make a
first impression. The three components
of that impression are your trucks, your
drivers and your standards. How you
manage each of these areas affects how
customers will remember their experiences of purchasing from you.

Your Trucks
Is there trash in the window? Decals

“Are your drivers hurried,
callous, cursory, irritated?
Do they reek of cigarette
or other smoke?
Are they on their phones
while the delivery takes
place?”
79

scratched up? Roll-up door barely operational? You wouldn't let your store
exterior become covered with graffiti or
your parking lot become filled with trash.
Your trucks are an extension of your store
and you will be judged. No one wants
to spend a lot of money only to have a
raggedy truck show up in their driveway
in front of their neighbors.

Your Standards

language leaving the customer out of
the conversation? After the delivery, do
customers get a hurried, follow-up telephone call from someone who clearly
doesn't care what the answers are?
Good manners and kindness at the
point of delivery should be on display
at all times. Some customers will allow
a certain amount of disrespect per transaction because they understand that
people have bad days. My favorite lyric
from the Talking Heads is in the song
“Psycho Killer” where they sing, “We are
vain and we are blind / I hate people
when they're not polite.” Me too. And
I will make a point of not going back
to a place that treats me poorly, no
matter the consequence for my convenience. Today, with websites like Yelp
and Twitter, your reputation can be laid
to waste, a death by a thousand cuts.
Increasingly people fail to realize that
one poor experience is not necessarily
the norm for an entire organization. But if
all a customer has to judge you by is one
delivery experience, it better be pretty
damned good.

Retailers need to look closely at what
the delivery experience is like for their
customers. Do your drivers advocate
for them—clearing the path, answering
questions, protecting their purchases?
Or, are they hurried, callous, cursory, irritated? Do they reek of cigarette smoke
or some other smoke? Are they preoccupied by their phones while the delivery
takes place? Do they speak in a different

About Peter Schlosser: Peter Schlosser
is a back-end furniture consultant based
in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. His
focus is repair, quality control, exceptional customer service, and all things
operational. He is a contributing editor
to Furniture World. Questions on any
aspect of this article or furniture repair
can be directed to Peter Schlosser at
pschlosser@furninfo.com.

Your Drivers
It is not lost on me that drivers are in
short supply. Young men typically, don't
dream of having careers that require
carrying heavy, delicate items into people's homes. Finding workers with clean
driving records can be like discovering
the Holy Grail, but they are out there. The
best are attracted to clean, safe working environments, good benefits and a
decent working wage. I don't believe
in salary mandates, but if you pay low
wages you will get low quality work.
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Focus
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DESIGN
Moe's
The Luxe modular sectional slipper chair is
contemporary in style with a comfortable extended
seat and low backrest. Its top grain leather upholstery ages
beautifully for a well-worn aesthetic.
Contact information on page 104.

Twin Star Home
The 3D Infrared Quartz Electric Fireplace 5,200
BTU heater provides supplemental zone heating
for up to 1,000 square feet. The flame effect can
be operated with or without heat, providing the
ambiance of a gentle rolling fire all year long.
Contact information on page 104.

American Leather
The Callum provides maximum comfort while
sitting upright or reclining. This re-invented
recliner is stylish and modern, yet breaks every
stereotype of the traditional recliner.
Contact information on page 104.
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Simply Amish

The Greenville Incognito coffee table comes loaded with a lift top,
two extending compartments, three secret drawers and a hidden
compartment in the back. The rough sawn finish is standard on this
under-cover occasional table.
Contact information on page 104.

Whittier Wood
The Addison queen panel storage bed
and three-drawer nightstand were
inspired by mid-century styling. Bold
design choices including coved drawer
fronts, 45-degree miter face frame and
solid Black Walnut drawer handles set
this group apart. It’s made of sustainable American Alder and Black Walnut
veneered hardwoods.
Contact information on page 104.

Craftmaster
A new addition to the Paula Deen
Home collection, the PD1232
sectional is part of The Design-YourOwn collection from the celebrity
chef. It includes 24 pieces with fully
correlated waterfall swatches to
make special order a breeze. It can
be fully customized with various arms,
backs, bases and nail head trim.
Contact information on page 104.
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DESIGN
Pelican Reef
The Spectrum hanging chair with cushions
and head rest has an aluminum frame
suspended over a reinforced steel base for
safety and comfort.
Contact information on page 104.

Kaleen Rugs
Natural contemporary shapes are the main
focus of the Marble collection that mimics
spherical works of glass art. This collection
consists of a main overall tone with contrasting
swirls of complementary colors. These handtufted rugs are made using 100 percent
imported wool.
Contact information on page 104.

Legends
Montrose, from the Romance collection, has retro and
rustic styling. Features include Poplar solids and Mindi
veneers, dado construction and forged iron accent
hardware.
Contact information on page 104.

Nic Version furnworld Sept October 2021 -5 singles.indd 80

9/21/21 4:29 PM

Huntington House
Crisp modern styling is enhanced by a unique exposed
wood panel that extends from the top of the arms to the base
of the front legs. Available in over 1,000 fabrics and
18 wood finishes.
Contact information on page 104.

American Woodcrafters
The Salter Path collection blends a transitional style
and elegance with coastal hints. The bed and
gentleman’s chest feature dental molding accents.
The dresser includes a break-front design element.
Contact information on page 104.

Furniture of America
Rich in traditional elements with nailheads and deep
tufting, the Martinique sofa is posh and elegant with an
off-beat, deep indigo color that creates a perfect focal
point in any setting.
Contact information on page 104.
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DESIGN

Nourison
Null
The Charging Chairside Cabinet from the new 3021
collection features a gunmetal and weathered pine finish
as well as a charging unit and ample storage. Also
available are two sizes of cocktail tables on casters, two
end tables and a sofa/media console.
Contact information on page 104.

Prismatic area rugs feature daring, 3D-like designs,
and captivating color palettes for an overall effect that
is completely charismatic. They are hand tufted from a
sumptuous wool blend and woven with gently shimmering silk-like fibers. Shown is the PRS24 Grey Gold.
Contact information on page 104.

Country View
Woodworking
The new ES30 set features a Brown
Maple top. The double pedestal
based finished with CVW’s own
griffen paint. Two of the chairs feature
the new Crypton Driftwood #48
upholstered seat.
Contact information on page 104.
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Omnia
The Jaximo reclining sofa features power
recliners with generous seating depth and
plenty of style. Shown here in stunning Polo
Club Steel pull-up leather or choose from
hundreds of other 100% top grain leathers.
Proudly Made in the USA.
Contact information on page 104.

Chromcraft
Chromcraft introduces McKenzie &
Company, a new division devoted to
creating modular seating and accent
tables. Features include patented
Comfort Flexx spring back and
ChromSoft seating. The Austin Modular
allows for maximum flexibility with nearly
unlimited configurations.
Contact information on page 104.

Estro Milano
The Palladio is a unique high-end contemporary quality crafted Italian sofa
available with optional dual-power recliner functionality. Available as two-tone
in over 200 leather and fabric coverings.
Contact information on page 104.
September/October 2021
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RETAIL OBSERVER

HALLOWEEN RETAIL
Customer service and the softer side of Michael Meyers
by Gordon Hecht

A

lthough slasher
film characters
like Michael
Myers seem
to come back from
the dead in sequel
after sequel, customer
issue resolution need
not be a series of
horror stories.

84

Even if you’re not a fan of slasher
movies, you’ve probably heard about
the main character in the movie series
“Halloween.”
The storyline centers around Michael
Myers, who seems to be a perfectly
likable chap, other than the fact that he
likes to chop up people on Halloween
night. If your job requires you to settle
unresolvable customer issues topped
with unreasonable demands, you may
be able to relate to Mr. Myers’ view of
the world.
If you find that your issue resolution
process is creating monsters, it may be
time for a policy change.

I Love a Bargain!
Those of us who live in the central part
of the U.S. are familiar with Meijer’s. It’s
a bit like a stepped-up Wal-Mart that
sells groceries, clothing, TVs, and greeting cards. Once a shopper has made
his or her selections, they can choose
from over twenty cashier stands. They
also offer self-checkout.
This past February 13, my everlovin’
and I were on a motor trip to visit a single friend. We thought it would be nice
to bring her a Valentine’s card and a
gift. We spotted a Meijer’s store along

the way. Meijer’s management thoughtfully provided a full display of gift items
for the occasion midway through the
store—with a sign indicating that the
merchandise was on sale for 10 percent off. I made a speedy selection of
a couple of items, picked up a card,
some road snacks, and headed for the
self-check aisle.

“Much to my dismay, yet
not to my surprise, the
noted discount did not
appear upon check out.”
Much to my dismay, yet not to my
surprise, the 10 percent discount did not
appear upon check out. I love a bargain, and while I could claim that it was
a principle that made me wave over a
store associate, it was the money. My
beckon brought over a young millennial
wearing a name tag with Michael on
the top line and Meijer’s below that.
(Get it? Michael Meijers)! He asked
how he could help; I explained the
series of events.
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The ﬁrst full-featured — Web Based

POS Solution — Artiﬁcial Intelligence-driven

Retail Software System

And there's more...

AI driven automation
& cognitive intelligence
captures, analyzes and delivers
customer & inventory
information for continuous
sales improvement.

TOP EIGHT REASONS
to Switch to iVantage 360
1. Real-time insights
2. Greater than 99.9% up-time
3. 24x7x365 support

Finally, a 360 degree view
of your customers & business.
Learn more about how iVantage 360
will change your retail life for the better!

4. Integrate with any 3rd-party
application using API's
5. Machine Learning facilitates
smarter decisions
6. Automate mundane tasks
7. Inﬂuence visitors'
shopping decisions
8. High-Performance compute
ensures faster processing

Connecting the Retail Enterprise

www.iconnect group.com | 703-471-3964
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“Meijer stores have

70,000 employees and chances are good that each one of
them is empowered to make their shoppers happy, and that
decision is backed up and respected by management.”

I expected the normal “I need to do
a price check” (10 minutes), “I need to
check with a manager” (15 minutes),
or, “I need to exhume the grave of our
founder Hendrik Meijer who’s been taking a dirt nap since 1964, for approval”
(30 minutes).
Michael Meijers would have none
of that. He slashed right through the red
tape, pushed a series of buttons on the
register’s touchscreen, and the discount
was applied. It may have been senior
leadership, local store management, or
Michael taking charge, but someone
empowered him to resolve my issue
swiftly—no questions asked.

Empowered Employees
Whether your retail empire consists
of two employees or 2,200, there is no
need to have just one decision-maker who can resolve customer issues.
Meijer stores have 70,000 employees.
Chances are good that each of them
is empowered to make their shoppers
happy, a policy backed up and respected by management. Your life as a retailer becomes easy when your team can
fix issues before they get pushed through
multiple layers of calls, contacts, and
delays.
86

An Issue of Trust
Can you trust your team to make wise
and equitable resolutions? You already
trust them with a few hundred bucks in the
cash drawer and a few thousand dollars
in small accessory items that can easily
grow legs and walk out of the store. Plus,
you trust them to protect and serve your
greatest paid-in-advance asset, incoming shoppers. If you can’t trust them with
the previous three examples, why are
they working for you?

The Final Step
Reinforce the ability of your team to
formulate wise service decisions, even
if they don’t always turn out to be the
ones you would make. That requires
living with their choices and having their
backs when it comes to customer facing
situations. When needed, coach them
towards better decision making in the
future.

The Sequel
Customer issue resolution need not
be a series of horror stories. Slasher film
characters like Michael Myers seem

to come back from the dead in sequel
after sequel. Supporting policies that
encourage legendary service will avoid
the horror and create “happily ever
after” stories passed on by a legion of
raving fans.
Legendary Service consists of:
•Under-promise to manage
expectations
•Over-deliver on your promises
•Resolve issues on the first contact
•When necessary, err on the side of
what your customer wants
About Gordon Hecht: Gordon Hecht
is a business growth and development
consultant to the retail home furnishings
industry. You can reach him at Gordon.
hecht@aol.com

“Reinforce the ability of
your team to formulate wise
service decisions, even if
they don’t always turn out
to be the decisions you
would make.”
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RETAIL SALES EDUCATION

NEXT LEVEL TRAINING
by Scott Morris - Part 1

T

en proven
benefits that
flow from
asking shoppers
the right questions
to help them create
the right feel for
their rooms.

The greatest opportunity area every
store has is simply to improve individual sales performance. This series of
articles is designed to open your eyes
to the need for the crucial next level of
training. The industry mantra most of us
are familiar with “you must keep turning
the bottom,” must now be replaced with
“train the bottom to succeed.”
Every store approaches training differently. However, there is one shortcoming
that the entire industry seems to own.
We simply train people during their
orientation just well enough to become
employed, but not well enough for the
average person to succeed. The figures
don’t lie. Ongoing sales turnover in our
industry is horrendous. If you are experiencing a high turnover rate it’s costing
you because:
•The costs of having to continually
hire, onboard, and train are
significant.
•True novices are serving a large
percentage of your customers
every day.

First, rank your sales team, highest
sales to lowest. Then choose the worst
performer in the top third to be your
benchmark. He or she is a solid performer. Calculate the difference in monthly
sales for each salesperson in the bottom two thirds of your team against the
benchmark sales amount. Then add up
the resulting sales shortfalls for the bottom two thirds and you will have a pretty
good idea of how much not providing
them with advanced orientation training
is costing you monthly.
Highly effective training programs
enable average people to become
solid performers. So, that leads us to
the million dollar question. What kind of
advanced training do you need to provide to capture these lost sales?
What I found is that most retailers can
and need to enhance every aspect of
their selling systems. The entire customer
experience needs a complete overhaul
in order to make the store experience
much more meaningful for guests. That
encompasses the following areas:
• The way we greet customers

Calculating Lost Sales
The amount of total lost sales isn’t
difficult to evaluate. The following is an
exercise that will help you to estimate the
sales volume you are probably losing.
88

• How we can ask more meaningful
questions
• The skill of presenting emotionally
moving product demonstrations
• Using closes that really inform
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Furniture Stores Love These Lamps
at a Great Price Point!
Ask Service Lamp's lighting experts to explain how to
make your showroom shine with this 40 degree LED flood
at an exceptional price. Call 800-222-LAMP (5267)
ONLY

$4
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“Lisa understood that
what works the best depends on the customer’s emotional aims
rather than just looking good or having certain colors be compatible.”
customers, providing important
insights to guide decision making
and locking in customers for life!
The good news is that this is not
exactly “rocket surgery,” as my good
old Pappy used to say. Those areas will
be addressed in future Furniture World
articles. For now, let’s begin with a very
simple question, What is the difference,
within any given profession, between
those who are average compared to
those considered very professional? My
view is that a true professional always
asks better questions. Whether a person
is a doctor, lawyer, teacher or interior
designer, asking the right questions is
always the first step that leads to superior
performance.
The same is true for furniture salespeople. The problem in our industry is
there is very little, if any, formal training
given to sales associates concerning this
all-important skill. Let’s do a quick reality
check. I never received any such training
in my four decades-long career selling
furniture, did you? Probably not! But hey,
thank goodness for mentors!

One Simple Question
I was well into my sales career when
the store where I worked hired Lisa.
Once I got to know Lisa a bit better I
began to feel sorry for her. She spent
substantial time and money to earn a
degree in interior design but was just
too shy to be an effective salesperson.
90

I thought, “she’s a nice person, but this is
not a good fit for her. Believe me I know
the selling game, and you have to be
able to talk with people. Lisa unfortunately just isn’t cut out to be a sales type.
So sad!”
Lisa was just finishing orientation training when a customer I was working
with asked for another person’s opinion
on how items she was considering for
purchase looked. I reluctantly asked
Lisa as she was passing by, “Do these
go well together?” I didn’t know what to
expect. Would she even respond? What
happened next was a turning point in
my career. Lisa said, “How do you want
to feel when you are in the room?” The
customer thought for a bit, and then
began talking effusively. Lisa got a much
better response from the lady than I’d
ever gotten. They bonded in a way I had
never seen before. All this came from
one simple question.
Lisa didn’t like to talk much, but knew
how to get her customers to do most
of the talking. She taught me that every
room has a personality and that when
customers select items for their rooms
they are constructing its personality. A
key to making the sale is to help customers identify if the home furnishings items
they are looking at are consistent with
the emotional feel they want to create.
It’s nice if items look good together, but
Lisa understood that what works the best
depends on customers’ emotional aims
rather than just looking good or having
certain colors be compatible.

Beyond Pitching Quality & Price
Until then, I was in the business of
selling a commodity, usually just trying
to justify quality or price. But furniture
is just part of the total feel of a room.
Identifying the “feel” a customer wants
shines a guiding light on the sale.
So, how do you influence the feel
of a room? There are several ways.
Every color has a specific psychological
effect. Asking your guest if they want to
feel energized and upbeat (light colors),
or calm and relaxed (dark colors) helps
you lead them to select not only the
colors, but the total effect of the room.
Finding out if they prefer a minimalist or
a decorator look, in addition to style
preferences, allows salespeople to help
shoppers achieve the overall tone and
feel they desire.

Questions to Ask
There are a lot of other questions Lisa
asked that most salespeople don’t think
of. They were self-discovery types of
questions. The reason she was able to
bond so easily with guests is that she
caused them to identify uniquely important things they hadn’t consciously thought
about.
There are other great questions that
should be part of any furniture salesperson’s working arsenal. Those can be
categorized as follows:
Room questions: What will the focal
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point be?
Furniture questions: What “features”
are most important to you?

Smoking out the objection: “Is there
anything you’re concerned about?”

Conﬁrmation questions: That’s really
comfortable, isn’t it?

Questions should be asked in an
effortless way so that guests feel comfortable. What can be achieved by
skillfully posing the right questions? That
is an excellent topic for discussion at one
of your sales meetings. You might just
find that the endless silence that seems
to be the hallmark of novices waiting
on customers might actually begin to
disappear.

Trial closes: Would you like me to check
stock?

Proven Benefits

Closes: Should I go ahead and reserve
the last one for you?

Here are ten proven benefits that flow
from asking the right questions.

Usage questions: Do you like to rearrange your furniture often?
Customer situation questions: How
soon do you need it?
Opinion questions: Do you like that?

•Open up the conversation.

“Until then, I was in the
business of selling
a commodity,
usually just trying to
justify quality or price.”

•Allow sales and design associates
to be perceived as experts, beginning at the early stages of a sale.
•Move the sale along the right path.
•Increase the chance of closing
the sale.
•Help customers to make better
decisions.
•Make better use of everyone’s time.
•Help salespeople to bond
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with their guests.
•Cut down on delivery problems and
customer dissatisfaction.
•Increase the likelihood of repeat
business by building rapport.
•Increase the chance for current
add-on sales!
All these make for some very happy
owners, managers, salespeople, and
customers. And there’s certainly no
QUESTIONING that!
About Scott Morris: Scott Morris
worked for the four largest furniture retail
chains in America as a store manager
and sales trainer. He is the owner of
HSM Publishing. His mission is to stop the
high sales associate turnover rate within
the furniture industry. He has written and
published six books on various topics,
in addition to the “Sales Questions”
laminate, and designed and produced
the advanced level sales training course
titled “The Best Furniture Sales Training
Ever!!!” He also produced 12 insightful
customer “handouts” designed to bring
back the “75 percent who leave without
buying.” Questions about this article or
any aspect of sales education can be
directed to him at hsm7777@att.net or
visit TheBestFurnitureSalesEver.com.
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HFA REPORTS

Bernie Moray’s Shoulders

Mark Schumacher, CEO, Home Furnishings Association

I

t’s not about how advanced you are,
success depends on how well you connect with
customers. It’s the legacy of Bernie Moray.
Do you feel at times like our home
furnishings world is progressing ahead
at light speed? Digital technology
advances have transformed our industry
over the last few years, customer buying
habits and their discretionary income
are evolving, and COVID has been a
force driving change through adversity.
Sometimes it’s hard to keep up or even
slow down to understand where we are
and where we’re heading. Let’s catch
our breath for a moment.
As you know, our industry is built
on family-owned businesses. No matter how ways of doing business have
changed, or how fast everything has
progressed, we all benefit from the
example of some incredible businessmen and women who established what
home furnishings retail is. One of those
pioneers was Bernie Moray. He passed
away last month, not long after his
100th birthday.
This is not an obituary or a eulogy. Instead, Moray’s death gives us
a chance to step off the roller coaster
for a moment to see how much of our
92

heritage and history we still carry with
us and why it is essential.

just a year or so before Bernie was
born.

If you don’t already, you need to
know that Bernie Moray got into furniture retail back in 1949 and purchased
the Detroit-based Gorman’s in 1965.
He was a former president of HFA’s
Board 30 years ago. Just five years
ago, he was inducted into the American
Furniture Hall of Fame.

Bernie Moray’s attention to community is one of the ways he built a great
business that lives on today. Novosel
calls that amazing. “He was huge for
his community in Detroit. When you
look back at his record, you see how
Gorman’s was involved in arts and
charities. He hosted events at his store to
help people and the community, which
is a differentiator.”

How was he the epitome of the
uniqueness of our home furnishings
industry? Dennis Novosel, also a past
board president, tells me, “Bernie is
an example of our collegial spirit. He
showed me how competitors can still
share and be friendly. Bernie taught me
a lot about how to treat people and
interact. He was all about community.”

A Pillar at HFA
Community is a pillar at HFA. Bringing
retailers together was a founding principle when the association was established a little more than 100 years ago,

Funny, isn’t it. Despite all our advancements, I keep hearing from our members how basic good customer service and business practices differentiate
one retailer from the next. Not how
advanced they are, rather how connected they are to the people they sell
to. Never have those nuances—those
littles things—been bigger. That’s true for
our members and our organization.
Thanks for the reminder, Bernie. We
are all standing on your shoulders and
reaching higher.
For more information visit myhfa.org.
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RETAIL DO’S & DON’TS

COPYING & COMPETITION
The do’s and don’ts of copying and protecting intellectual property

I

t is very important
for manufacturers
and retailers to
understand the
scope of protection
afforded by
copyright laws,
because the wrong
side of a copyright
lawsuit is not a
good place to be.

94

by Scott P. Shaw, Merchant & Gould
The furniture industry has a longstanding preference for copying competitive
furniture designs. This is true of furniture
manufacturers and also retailers seeking
to capitalize on style trends and useful
functions of furniture.
You’ve probably seen press releases
from manufacturers seeking ways to
legally protect their designs from direct
copies or overseas knockoffs. Brickand-mortar and online furniture retailers,
even if they do not themselves “copy,”
are not immune from direct or indirect
infringement claims of a manufacturer’s
copyright, trade dress, or patent. These
intellectual property rights may apply to
furniture designs and prevent others from
copying.

Is Copying Illegal?
Despite complaints that copying a
competitor’s furniture designs is ethically wrong, not all copying is illegal.
Copying design aesthetics and styles
is usually permissible. Unlike in other
jurisdictions such as the European Union,
the United States, as a matter of policy,
decided that absent special circumstances, neither copyright law nor trade
dress law is available to protect furniture
product design. While patent protection
for furniture designs is available, obtaining it is relatively expensive and rare.

So, generally speaking, copying is part
of marketplace competition in the United
States. There are, however ways to protect certain designs or configurations.

Intellectual Property Law
Manufacturers need to appreciate
intellectual property law guidelines
so they can compete lawfully without violating another company’s rights.
For example, copying furniture designs
becomes unfair competition when original features are protected by copyright
law or a design feature or “marking”
identifies a particular company as the
sole source. Less than a year ago, a
court held that the iconic Herman Miller
Aeron and Eames chairs had acquired
distinctiveness and were protectable
trade dress. That, the court ruled was
because over time the public had come
to associate those products with Herman
Miller as the single source of origin.
In the rest of this article, we will cover
the basic “do’s and don’ts” of copying and protecting intellectual property
regarding furniture products.

Signature Designs
A brand name or logo is your commercial signature. It identifies who you
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Retail Performance Tip #8
From David McMahon at PerformNOW

“A big challenge most furniture businesses face is the lack
of people resources. To do more with less, empower
your people to be quick and decisive on their own.
Embrace business practices that control work flow
and limit interruptions. Implement technologies that
automate and streamline areas such as lead
management, service, and customer follow-up.”
• Financial Performance Consulting
Remote, onsite, and offsite options
• Performance Groups
for owners, sales managers & operations
• Business reviews and performance coaching
• Customer eXperience Management
systems and processes for the furniture industry.
We are here to help. Contact
David & Wayne McMahon

For retailers focused on continuous improvement
Web: http://performnow.net • Email: david@performnow.net
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COPYING & COMPETITION
are and allows you to prevent others
from using similar names or logos. This
is, of course, fundamental trademark
law, which prevents consumers from
becoming confused as to the source of
products. The name Herman Miller, for
example, is the trademark.
However, since furniture brand names
and logos are often not displayed on
the physical product, manufacturers can
adopt other identifying designs or features as commercial signatures for their
brands. That’s why it’s a good idea,
especially if your company is well known
by consumers, to incorporate a signature
design or nonfunctional feature into your
furniture that customers associate with
you only.
From there, a manufacturer needs to
use those features exclusively and promote them in advertising. Brand recognition is a huge marketing tool that can
help sell products and build loyalty.
Based on this recognition, consumers
know that a product will deliver the
quality they expect. Therefore, when
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you include nonfunctional features that
indicate to consumers that a piece of
furniture was manufactured by you, your
product will have the potential to acquire
distinctiveness as a brand.
This acquired distinctiveness for product design features is referred to as
“secondary meaning.” Trade dress law,
a subset of trademark law, protects
these kinds of designs because they
enable consumers over time to identify
a product’s maker. To be clear, however, it is not the novelty of the design
choice that is important. Even the most
unusual furniture designs are not viewed
by consumers as inherently distinctive or
immediately associated with only one
company. The United States Supreme
Court recognized over 20 years ago
that consumers of furniture, fashion, and
other products are predisposed to view
product designs as either appealing
or useful. That means that they do not
equate a feature with only one company
upon the moment of creation.
To help establish consumer recognition, it is first important to define which
non-functional features you claim are
exclusive to you. Herman Miller was
able to accomplish this, in part, with the
help of expert witness testimony. Then,
it is important to consistently focus
advertising and marketing to draw
consumers’ attention to specifically “look for” those features as
your brand. If you can obtain
exclusivity over time, achieve a
sufficient volume of sales, and
engage in efforts to display
those non-functional features,
then trade dress law may protect against others copying those
features. While trade dress pro-

tection is difficult to obtain, it is a powerful tool to establish your presence in the
furniture world.

Don’t Confuse Customers
The flip side to creating commercial brand recognition is to refrain from
copying another’s identity. If you copy a
company’s brand name or logo, you are
in trouble. But if you plan to copy design
features of another company’s furniture
product, it is important to avoid copying
any protectable trade dress features, as
discussed above. Using a private label
on furniture is helpful, but is not always
enough to avoid trade dress infringement. In other industries, labels that are
prominent and conspicuous will usually
avoid trade dress infringement over the
shape of a product because consumers will not be confused regarding the
source. Furniture is unique in a sense,
because the use of labels is not often
prominent or conspicuous.
When it comes to furniture design or
marks, the key is to avoid consumer con-

“If you plan to copy design
features of another’s furniture product, it is important
to avoid copying any
protectable ‘trade dress’
features.”
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“The law generally allows competitors
to copy product designs, but if you copy and you attempt to pass off your goods
as those of another—by false advertising, using another’s trademark, or misleading
consumers—then the law will not allow it.”
fusion regarding the source. If you know
that a non-functional design is exclusively associated with a particular manufacturer, it may be best to avoid using
it or a similar design even if you have
your private label. On the other hand,
if that design primarily serves a function,
then it is not protectable, no matter what
the manufacturer might say, unless it is
covered by, and marked with, a patent.
In addition, don’t assume that consumers
automatically associate the design with
some other manufacturer.

Do Your Research
Try to figure out what the consumer
perception of a particular design or
configuration is. If you were to design
something similar, determine if consum-

ers would be puzzled about where
the piece of furniture came from. Just
because a design is highly attractive
or performs well, that does not mean
it is associated with only one company. Generally speaking, the law allows
competitors to copy product designs.
But, if you copy and then attempt to pass
off your goods as those of another—by
false advertising, using another’s trademark, or misleading consumers in some
way—the law will not allow it. Many
“house brands” or “store brands” will
copy colors and packaging and then
use their private labels to distinguish
the products. There is no reason why
furniture companies cannot implement
similar marketing strategies. For example,
a retailer should be allowed to engage
in comparative advertising and promote
their private label furniture over a high-

er-end competitor’s similarly designed
piece of furniture. Again, in the absence
of a patent, the retailer must remember
not to attempt to deceive consumers
regarding the source.
When in doubt about copying furniture product designs, it is always best
to consult with an intellectual property
attorney to decide on an appropriate
plan of action and minimize the risk of
liability.

Copying Functional Designs
If you see a new design that affects the
way the furniture operates or looks, you
are generally okay and encouraged to
incorporate that design into your products. Functional aspects of furniture are
not protected by trade dress or copyright. While you cannot protect them
yourself, the law promotes reproduction
to foster marketplace competition. Using
other furniture’s functional aspects can
enhance your designs and keep you out
of legal trouble.
Functionality can be hard to define in
practice. One type of functionality can

“In the absence of a patent, the retailer
must remember not to attempt to deceive
consumers regarding the source.”
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“Copyright law protects original design
features that are conceptually separable
from the functional parts of furniture.”
be thought of as the parts of furniture
products needed for them to be used
properly. This definition may include
chair legs, a lampshade or a table top.
Even a piece of furniture’s aesthetics can
be functional depending on the reason
for its looks. If the aesthetic design of a
product is itself the “mark” that a company is trying to claim protection for, then
trade dress law—concerned only with
source identification—will not provide
any legal protection. The reasoning for
not extending trade dress protection
to aesthetic product features applies
when the right to use those features
would place competitors at a significant non-reputation-related disadvantage. Consumers of furniture, like fashion,
deserve to purchase aesthetically pleasing products from various manufacturers
and brands. Marketplace competition
supports this notion and provides consumers with options. Keeping this in mind,
you can reuse someone else’s aesthetically functional designs for furniture in
most situations when doing so relates
primarily to design aesthetics, not source
identification.

Role of Patents
DON’T copy furniture designs that
are covered by a patent. While this protection is rare, a patent will fully protect
the furniture and its ornamental or useful
features. Therefore, if you plan to copy
a design, it is important to do a quick
search to make sure that the design or
100

configuration is not covered by a patent.
The purpose of a patent is to protect
new and useful inventions. They can be
used to protect new furniture designs
if they meet these criteria. In addition,
design patents can protect the overall configuration or look of furniture.
However, this expansive protection is
limited. For utility patents (ones that cover
useful features), the coverage is 20
years from the filing date of the original
application. A design patent has a time
frame of 15 years from the date of grant.
It is important to keep this in mind while
searching because a patent may have
already expired. As previously mentioned, patents are difficult to obtain. In
addition to requiring a novel concept,
obtaining a patent is expensive and
takes a significant amount of time. For
instance, the USPTO’s website indicates
that the average time to obtain a design
patent is around 21 months.
Before implementing a new feature
into your furniture, running a quick patent
search can save you from a later headache. More likely than not, there will be
no patent coverage. Nevertheless, it is
better to be sure than to find yourself in a
legal battle. The quickest way to check is
to run a quick internet search somewhere
like Google Patents.

Copyright Protection
The last form of protection you can
try to implement is copyright protection.
Copyright law protects original design

features that are conceptually separable from the functional parts of furniture.
These creative aspects are protectable.
Consider, for example, a lamp that has
a cat statue as the lamp-stand. Since the
cat statue can be imagined separately
from the lamp and still be considered a
creative statue, the cat statue portion of
the lamp is protectable. Other examples
might include carvings on furniture pieces or artistic designs in a metal door.
Copyright can be useful for protecting
designs, but it is not without its limits. It
cannot protect the overall configuration
or design of furniture, because typically
furniture is considered a “useful article”
unprotectable under U.S. copyright law.
Only conceptually separable creative
“original” elements are protectable. This
means that if an element is normally part
of a useful article such as a piece of
furniture, it is still considered an unpro-

“Furniture retailers can
and should include
indemnity provisions
in purchase orders sent
to manufacturer and
suppliers.”
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“Even an ‘innocent’ retailer who
purchased furniture from a manufacturer
may be on the hook for infringement
if the retailer purchased infringing furniture
from a manufacturer who violated
another’s copyright.”

tectable useful article. However, as mentioned above, artistic carvings are not
normally part of the furniture so those
ornamentations are conceptually separable and may be protectable if they
are original.
Implementing creative designs that
are conceptually separable from furniture can be very beneficial. If you design
furniture with these characteristics, it may
be a good idea to try to register with the
U.S. copyright office. It is a simple process that affords you the most protection.
Plus, it will make enforcing your rights
much easier.
If you can enforce your copyrights the
law will provide you with remedies. On
the other hand, if you are caught duplicating a copyrighted work, you will be
at risk of being forced to destroy your
inventory, pay damages, disgorge your
profits, and potentially pay the owner’s attorneys’ fees. Even an “innocent”
retailer who purchased furniture from a
manufacturer may be on the hook for
infringement if the retailer purchased furniture from a manufacturer who violated
another’s copyright. In the fashion industry, for instance, retailers are often sued
for copyright infringement even though
the retailer merely purchased goods
from a vendor or supplier. Furniture retailers can and should include indemnity
provisions in purchase orders sent to
102

manufacturer/suppliers.

Conclusion
Furniture manufacturers are allowed
to protect certain design features as well
as lawfully compete by copying designs
under appropriate circumstances. U.S.
intellectual property laws provide the
guideposts for determining what can
and can’t be protected. Trademark law
can protect marks and certain configurations but is limited to those that identify
the source of the furniture. Patents cover
functional and ornamental designs; however, they face heavy costs and lengthy
waiting periods. Copyright is another
possible avenue for protecting conceptually separable original design features.
It, like trademarks, is also limited to
nonfunctional aspects of the furniture.
Understanding these laws can help you
decide how to protect your furniture and
how to lawfully compete by copying
unprotectable design features.
Buying, selling, and advertising furniture without understanding the intellectual property laws is a risky business. If
the boundaries are unclear to you in a
particular situation, it is best to consult
with an intellectual property attorney.
Intellectual property lawsuits in furniture
cases can be challenging, confusing,
and at times overwhelming. Securing a

favorable judgment may appear difficult given the legal hurdles, but filing a
lawsuit may be the only way to protect
a company’s intellectual property rights
and prevent others from mass copying.
Not all companies have the resources to
protect intellectual property in litigation
or to defend against such claims, so
careful strategic consultation with legal
counsel is the best approach before
making any decisions.
About Scott P. Shaw: National intellectual property (IP) attorney Scott P.
Shaw specializes in litigation and licensing within the furniture manufacturing
and retail industry—from design and
technology to eCommerce and counterfeiting. He is the Managing Partner
of Merchant & Gould’s Los Angeles
office. As an experienced IP trial attorney, Scott focuses his practice on litigation, supporting clients in protecting their
IP and defending against infringement
allegations. His experience includes
matters involving copyrights, trademarks,
trade dress, patents, trade secrets, false
advertising, unfair competition, contract and licensing, and class actions.
Throughout his career, Scott has handled numerous lawsuits from inception
through trial, including many trials as the
first-chair lead trial attorney. He can be
reached at sshaw@merchantgould.com
or 949.330.0202.
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