Is it really 7: 00am?

I can’t believe they get you guys here this early every day. I guess I’ve been in retail too long. You know ten to eight is more my style. And at market these hours are usually reserved for working off the last bits of sake hangover.

When Chris asked if I would talk to you guys I wondered what the heck an ex Pier 1 merchant could possibly offer a group of seasoned furniture hawkers.

I don’t know if you guys are aware of my background at all but my family ran a chain of home décor stores in Montreal, which we sold to Pier 1. So, I’ve worked in home décor a total of about 20yrs and have only been in the furniture business about a year. In fact we just celebrated our first anniversary as an Ashley Furniture Homestore.

Anyway, I started thinking back about what drew me into this business and how when we first started talking with Ashley I went around to all the furniture stores in my area to try and get a feel for the market (that was before they all hated my guts I have to send spies now).

These stores were, by and large, horrible, sterile, dirty, boring. When I would go in casual clothes they would “curb qualify” me (that’s some furniture jargon I’ve picked up in the last year) 

Anyway when I saw what an anachronism these stores were I realized that there was a real opportunity to open a modern furniture store that treated customers with respect and really change the way furniture was sold in my market.

Then I went to visit my first Homestore In Bryant Arkansas and I was blown away. Great displays designed to really show off the furniture. Things weren’t lined up. The settings were dressed up and accessorized. It was a gorgeous store. I left there thinking I’ve gotta have one of these.

Now for all of you guys who have opened a Homestore in your territory you know that they send a team down to gang decorate you. It’s quite amazing, in seven or so days you go from whatever to wow! 

Anyway they did that for us then like liquor at a market party the Ashley design team vanished and the moment they did we started messing with it. 

At Pier 1 where we make our money $20 at a time it’s pretty important to get folks to come into your store as often as possible and to that end are constantly working to keep our displays fresh and on the move so that items missed on a previous visit might be seen the next. 

The Homestore is a brilliant environment for this style of merchandising being a showroom as opposed to a stocking vendor you can really focus your efforts on your displays and on keeping things new. Maintaining the WOW factor is always a challenge but in the Homestore imminently doable. 

Like all of the retail merchants I’ve ever met I think I do everything better than anyone else can. But, the truth is it takes team to keep a store with the footprint as large as a Homestore looking great. 

My team consists of a Decorator who comes in once or twice a week; a visual merchandiser who is fulltime; and a housekeeper also fulltime. Finally of course you guys my team learns every time you step into my store. You have an advantage not only because you’ve got the inside track with Ashley but also because you get to see the insides of more furniture stores that I’m likely to ever get the opportunity to. 

I’ve got a handout that briefly describes their respective roles at our store if we can’t make copies here I could email it to Chris, George, and Eric and they could forward it on to anyone who is interested.

For the record I mention that decorators can be difficult to work with and I just want to say that if you’re ever in Vermont and come by the store, which I invite all of you guys to please come and do, we’re very proud of our store and our beautiful state but, you see my wife is our decorator and I would just as soon you keep the difficult to work with comment between us. 

One of the things that we do that I noticed a lot of furniture stores don’t is that we get our sales staff to help with housekeeping and display. We use an ups system and when staff is not up or next up we ask that they work with the visual merchandiser to build displays.  This has many advantages: sales staffs become more sensitive to décor and are able to apply that sensibility with clients, it keeps them from skulking around like vultures until they’re up.

Another idea that we have tried to import form pier 1 is to make our displays fun. 

For example we have taken our nail head leather groups and collected them together with the dry bars into one area of the store and have created what looks like a gentleman’s club. We dowsed all of the over head lights leaving just spots and table lamps matched the décor to give it a manly feel and shut down the ambient music and we’ve got miles Davis type jazz playing on a separate sound system.

In another area of the store we have set up the black bed group with the steel rail with a revolving colored light and disco music playing. This has transformed an otherwise almost dead zone into a crowd stopper. Nobody walks by this group without turning around to take a look anymore. 

Furniture merchants that want to thrive in the future are going to have to get creative about how they merchandise their stores gone are the days when you can put out a stack of sofas and expect your customers to care about them. 

You’ve got to consider lighting, not just is everything lit, but rather what mood does the lighting evoke. You’ve got to think about how sound compliments the environment that you’re trying to create if I never have to hear that old banal Woolworth elevator drivel again it will be too soon. The look of your salespeople, service folks, delivery drivers, etcetera is important. Their attitude and approach also has to evoke the same good feelings. At 5 6 and 700 dollars for a sofa you cannot afford to burn customers. They have got to come back and they’ve got to bring their friends. 

At our Pier 1 meetings we always ask our staff what business we’re in. Some think it’s the décor business, others say tableware, still others think it’s wicker. The answer is we’re in the entertainment business and the shopkeepers who don’t figure this out will find their customers shopping online. 

Everyone want to talk about what they love doing I’d like to thank you guys for this opportunity. 

