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 Omnia Leather

Anthony Manrique, Katherine Skinner

X
This original artwork is provided as part of a planned project and is not 
to be exhibited, copied or reproduced without the written permission 
of Graphically Speaking. © 2016.
Colors depicted in this rendering may not match actual material 
�nishes. Refer to product samples for exact color match
Graphically Speaking does not assume liability for any errors or 
omissions involving spelling, color, or design upon being proofed by an 
authorized agent of the customer. All artwork designed by Graphically 
Speaking remains under ownership of Graphically Speaking until 
purchased by customer. Any unauthorized reproduction of artwork in 
part or whole will result in payment to Graphically Speaking. Upon 
signature or email approval customer admits to checking for any errors 
and/or omissions and is bound by monetary obligations to Graphically 
Speaking for work performed.

Used with permission

Graphically Speaking

The Ashton
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Omnia’s strength comes from our 
experience and diversity. 
For more than 26 years, we’ve hand-

crafted innovative styles in every configuration 
you can imagine, that are current, yet timeless.

From retro to ranch, stationary to motion, Omnia 
offers your customers the flexibility to create 
personalized looks that speak to their lifestyles.

Discover why Omnia is your best resource for 
top quality American Made upholstered design!

The Ashton is 
available in over 

400 leather & fabric 
combinations to create a truly 

personalized design.
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The day after tomorrow

Only infrequently does it become possible 
that dramatic changes are forced upon 
an industry. I’m not thinking about the 

kind of change that can result from a recession, 
the invention of a new retail format, or the move-
ment of manufacturing in search of lower costs.  
I’m thinking about disruptive change, the type that 
could make furniture factories and retail stores as 
we know them obsolete; the kind that could do 
to furniture manufacturers and retailers what the 
last 20 years of the 19th Century did to cabinet 
makers.

It’s not hard to envision a world where advances 
in potentially disruptive technologies such as 3D 
printing and virtual reality combine in a sophisti-
cated way to make local manufacturing the norm, 
reduce the need for large footprint stores, and 
usher in style and construction innovations that 
change the nature of furniture design from largely 
derivative and evolutionary to revolutionary. 

Can you imagine: 

...salespeople remotely ‘walking’ customers 
through displays in your virtual store using high 
resolution virtual reality headsets? 

...your design staff remotely showing home fur-
nishings to customers, placed exactly as it will 
appear in their room setting (scanned automat-
ically in great detail including furnishings they 
plan to keep in their room) to be viewed from 
any perspective? 

...your design engineers purchasing manufac-
turing specs from vendors who, instead of 
manufacturing it themselves will work with your 
local 3D printing ‘factory’ to manufacture and 
deliver the goods?  

Forward looking companies are keeping track 
of technologies that may become their reality, 
tomorrow or maybe the day after.

Russell Bienenstock
Editorial Director

EDITOR’S CORNER
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Back in the 1963 season, the 
Cincinnati Reds featured a new addi-
tion to their club. Pete Rose quickly 
got the nickname “Charlie Hustle” 
because of his ability to get from 
home plate to first base, 90 feet, in 
4.3 seconds. Back then, a lot of play-
ers could do that, but Pete would run 
that fast… on a WALK!

It takes more than talent and drive 
to make it to the BIGS, it also takes a 
lot of luck; being with the right team, 
no injuries, and good coaching. 

WHAT IF PETE ROSE had none of 
the above? Perhaps an early inju-
ry, more interest in playing guitar 
than second base, or bad coaching? 
Imagine that instead of wasting 20 
plus years playing kids’ games, he 
pursued the noble career of selling 
furniture and mattresses! You can bet 
that drive, talent, keen sense, agility, 
and HUSTLE would still be part of his 
DNA. 

You could be sure that if your store 
opened at 9 am, Pete would arrive at 
8 am. He would get his equipment in 
order (aka floor samples) including 
power beds and recliners, know his 
team’s line-up, and check in with his 
manager for any scouting reports. 
He would be thoroughly ready for 

‘today’s’ game and would stretch out 
while on deck. When that first shopper 
arrived, Pete would run the 90 feet 
from the desk in 4.3 seconds to greet 
his opportunity!

You probably already know that 
Pete Rose holds the all-time record 
for hits. He amassed 4,256 of them in 
his 23 year career. When interviewed, 
Rose said part of his success was to 
focus on the moment. He imagined 
that each time he came to the plate; 
it would be his last time EVER! And 
he didn’t want to strike out or pop 
out. Furniture Salesperson Pete would 
frame sales presentations the same 
way. He would treat every UP as 
his last opportunity of the day, and 
would perish the thought of it ending 
as a be-back. In baseball, Pete was 
known as a Singles Hitter, so while he 
would swing for the fences, his main 
goal was to get on base. Furniture 
Salesperson Pete would show every 
shopper the newest leather sectionals, 
bedrooms with armoires, and nine 
piece dining rooms with china cab-
inets, but would also sell recliners, 
lamps, bookcases and even discontin-
ued accessory items. BTW- baseball 
player Pete also hit a total of 1,041 
Home Runs, Doubles, and Triples! 
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PETE ROSE 
FURNITURE SALESPERSON

by Gordon Hecht

Late Spring is 
the best part 
of the base-
ball season. 

Most everyone’s 
favorite teams are 
still in the race, 
often due to the 
performance of 
veteran players, 
but sometimes due 
to fresh-faced 
rookies.

RETAIL   OBSERVER
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Furniture Salesperson Pete would sell 
a lot of $99 twin mattress sets, $599 
Sofa/Loves, and add in a few bar-
stools. But he’d sell his share of high 
end merchandise too! 

Baseball Pete ended his career with 
an on base percentage of close to 
40%. That means that he was suc-
cessful getting on base 15% more 
than the average player. Baseball 
Pete knew that he always got three 
swings at bat. If the first pitch wasn’t 
right, he still had two more chances. 
Furniture Salesperson Pete would also 
take three swings, which is; asking for 
the sale three times. He would close 
40% of everyone who walked through 
the door; no exceptions. Because 
in baseball, every at bat is counted. 
Chances are that his closing rate 
would also be 10-15% more than the 
REAL average at most furniture stores. 

Successful ballplayers think 
about first place finishes. Furniture 
Salesperson Pete would think about 
being first in the store, first to greet, 
first to sell, and first to follow-up 
and assess strengths and weakness-
es. Baseball Pete played in 17 All-
Star Games; and in a demonstration 
of adaptability, played five different 
positions in those games! Furniture 
Salesperson Pete would answer the 
call to serve at any of your locations, 
anytime. He would quickly adapt to 
the new environment and be an All-
Star performer in a short period of 
time. 

Baseball Pete Rose was a Home-
Town Cincinnati Kid. He graduated 
High School in Cincy and played his 
first 11 seasons for the Reds. In the 
early days of free agency, Pete moved 

on to play for the Philadelphia Phillies. 
He left for more money and a chance 
to play for a WINNER. Furniture 
Salesperson Pete would probably be 
very happy playing for your team. 
But if there came a day that he 
felt under-appreciated, under-paid, 
and no longer playing for a winner, 
chances are that he would move on 
to a competitor’s team. 

At the age of 43 The Phillies told 
Baseball Pete that he was washed 
up, too old for the game. He signed 
on with the now defunct Montreal 
Expos and was soon traded back to 
the Reds who made him their player 
manager. He played part-time and 
amassed another 200 hits to wrap 
up his career. “Washed-Up” Pete had 
three more successful years including 
getting the all-time record for hits. 

A Furniture Salesperson Pete might 
come to work at your store at ANY 
age, and be of any gender. Your next 
Furniture Salesperson Pete may be 18 
years old and a year out of school, or 
over 65 and a year from retirement. 
HE may be a SHE, and may not dress, 
look, or speak like you. But Furniture 
Salesperson Pete will OUT-HUSTLE 

the rest of the players on your team 
and the team down the street. And, 
will be coachable, flexible, driven, 
and enthusiastic. Pete will always try 
to sell your best products, but will 
take any sale over a be-back. If you 
are lucky enough to find someone like 
Pete, treat them right, pay them fairly, 
and you’ll enjoy their long career.

About Gordon Hecht: Gordon Hecht 
is a Growth and Development Manager 
for National Bedding Company’s 
America’s Mattress stores, over 400 
mostly locally owned and operated 
bedding stores across the country 
selling Serta-branded and America’s 
Mattress-branded mattresses. He 
has been recognized for outstanding 
sales and management achievement 
with several organizations including 
Ashley Furniture HomeStores, Drexel-
Heritage, RB Furniture, Reliable Stores, 
and Sofa Express. He has served as 
Store Manager, Multi-unit manager 
and National Director of Sales. 

He is based in Columbus, OH and is 
married with one adult son. Questions 
and comments can be directed to him 
at ghecht@serta.com.

“Furniture Sales Pete
would also take three swings, which is asking for the 
sale three times. He would close 40% of everyone who 
walked through the door; no exceptions.”
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FURNITURE SALESPERSON
Pete R

ose

RETAIL   OBSERVER
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R ecent study 
looks at the 
costs and 
benefits  

of leaving  
product pricing 
off of retail  
furniture store 
websites. 

This is the second of a two-part 
series on the results of a nationwide 
survey to understand today’s U.S. 
consumer—specifically, their shop-
ping behaviors and purchasing pat-
terns of durable goods for the home 
such as furniture. In our March/April 
issue, we discussed a common mis-
conception among independent fur-
niture retailers: If your store is located 
in a small town, it’s easy to assume 
everyone knows your business. Nearly 
1,800 respondents challenged this 
conventional wisdom; the results show 
if you’re an independent durable 
goods retailer in a small market, most 
of your prospects don’t know who 
you are. Here, we look at another all-
to-common misunderstanding among 
independent retailers: to avoid pub-
lishing pricing online. 

To publish pricing online or not to 
publish pricing online—it’s one of the 
most hotly debated discussion points 
when we talk with independent retail-
ers. Whether we’re at trade shows, 
town halls or through our own small 
business, my brother Jim and I have 
spent countless hours coaching retail-
ers on why they can’t afford not to be 
transparent with their pricing.  

Understandably, the internet can be 

a double-edged sword for the inde-
pendent retailer. Nine times out of 10, 
consumers go to the internet first to 
research products and decide where 
to shop. So a website that ranks highly 
on leading search engines can help 
to neutralize some of the sophisticat-
ed marketing efforts by the national 
chains. But that’s not enough. 

Just how many sites does the con-
sumer research before they buy? 
Depending on the durable goods 
product and price range, our survey 
turned up some fascinating results. 
As conventional wisdom would have 
it, the more a consumer expects to 
spend, the more research they’ll con-
duct to fully understand their options. 
What was surprising, however, was 
the sheer number of sites consumers 
anticipate browsing! 

For example, if consumers expect 
to spend $300 to $500 on furniture, 
they anticipate visiting an average 
of four to seven sites to learn about 
and compare their options. But if they 
expect to spend $5,000 or more on a 
new sofa or other furniture, they plan 
to visit upwards of 17 websites—that’s 
a lot of online competition for retail-
ers!   

Knowing your prospects will be 

 B E F O R E  T H E Y

BUYby Jennie Gilbert

RETAIL  SURVEY
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conducting such a large amount of 
competitive research means your 
website will be viewed and quickly 
judged against four to 17 others, on 
average. To compete and remain in 
the running, it goes without saying 
your site must compare favorably 
to the other sites your prospects are 
viewing. While there are many char-
acteristics that go into the evaluation 
of an effective website (with many of 
them considered subjective), for the 
purposes of this article, let’s look at 
it from the customer’s perspective: 
What do they expect when they visit 
a furniture (or other durable goods) 
store’s website? 

What do your online 
customers really expect?

In our national survey, we asked 
consumers what mattered most to 
them when visiting a retail website. 
Almost 100 percent of respondents 
said the single most important vari-
able in a quality website was their 
desire for comprehensive product 
data. As part of that data, nearly 85 
percent cared a great deal about sites 
showing product pricing—though they 
also indicated that price isn’t the only 
factor that’s important in their deci-
sion-making process. This runs count-

er to retailers’ mis-perception—and 
worry—that prospects will eliminate 
their business from consideration if 
their prices are higher than their com-
petitors. Here are some other com-
mon beliefs by retailers as it relates to 
putting their prices online:    

-	 Some retailers assume withholding 
online prices will compel custom-
ers to visit their brick-and-mortar 
store, increasing their chance of 
closing the sale.

-	 Some worry their competition will 
use pricing information against 
them.

“If consumers expect to pay
$300 to $500 on furniture, they anticipate visiting an average of four to seven  
websites, but if they expect to spend $5,000 or more, they plan to visit upwards of 17.”
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“When you withhold  
pricing information from 
prospects on your website, 
instead of leaving you in 
the running, it makes most 
prospects dismiss you as a 
viable option.”

RETAIL  SURVEY
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-	 For many, setting prices and 
keeping them up to date is hard 
enough—it’s a lot easier to simply 
not include them on their site.  

No doubt, there is persuasive 
logic at the heart of these argu-
ments. But despite these reasonable 
assumptions, online consumer behav-
ior shows nearly the opposite: when 
you withhold pricing information from 
prospects on your website, instead of 
leaving you in the running, it makes 
most prospects dismiss you as a viable 
option. Instead of luring more curious 
prospects to your stores to learn pric-
ing, withholding pricing discourages 
potential prospects from trusting you 
enough to visit your physical loca-
tions. 

On the topic of building trust with 

consumers, this could make for its 
own series of articles. But suffice to 
say, the evolution of the digital age 
we’re living in has put “trust” at a pre-
mium with transparency as something 
consumers have come to expect. 

Speaking of consumer expectations, 
how do they feel when a site they’re 
shopping on does not display prices? 
The majority of respondents, 85 per-
cent, said they would leave the site 
and go to a competitor’s site that did 
list prices. What about the remaining 
15 percent? Though they might stay 
on the site, they would be frustrated 
that the company hadn’t shared pric-
ing details. So if they’re not leaving 
your site immediately, you’re leaving 
them with a feeling of frustration. And 
let’s not forget about those four to 17 
other sites that are a click or tap away.

Meet your online  
prospective customers 

Our research dug deeper into the 
demographics of our survey respon-
dents. When asked the same ques-
tion, “How important is pricing on a 
retailer’s website?” and spliced the 
data by age, location (population 
size) and income. Simply put, the 
grand majority of site visitors leave 
a site that does not include product 
pricing no matter where they live, how 
much money they make or how old 
they are. 

If the data doesn’t sway you on this 
issue, perhaps the voluntary com-
ments of consumers across the coun-
try will: 

•“I never trust a site that does not 
display prices.” – 61-year-old 
woman, Memphis, TN 

• “I find it shady that a retailer 
would not disclose prices.” – 
29-year-old woman, Elgin, IL. 

• “…I find that a little sketchy if a 
seller doesn’t display their prices… 
what are they hiding?” – 23-year-
old man, Russellville, AR 

• “No prices, no shoppy.” – 
71-year-old man, Whittier, CA 

• “I need to know the prices to 
make a decision. I would assume 
everything is priced too high.” – 
37-year-old woman, Monticello, IN 
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“The majority of respondents, 85 percent, said they 
would leave the site and go to a competitor’s site that 
did list prices. What about the remaining 15 percent?”

RETAIL  SURVEY
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Might your prospects see a higher 
price on your site and leave for a com-
petitor? Possibly. But without prices, 
they will almost certainly leave, nine 
out of 10 times. By not showing prices, 
your prospects will make the assump-
tion you have something to hide or 
they can’t afford to shop in your store. 
Not to mention you can’t put a price 
tag on losing the consumer trust you 
have worked so hard to gain.  

What this means for  
your business (and ours) 

While hiding prices may make sense 
from the retailer’s perspective, the situ-
ation is entirely different from the con-
sumer’s perspective. Case in point, 85 
percent of our survey respondents told 
us pricing information is a necessity to 
keep them on a website. And the 15 
percent that might stay without it report 
they have lost trust in the retailer. 

Losing 85 percent of your audience 
is clearly unacceptable, as is angering 
or alienating the few that do remain. 
Showing pricing on your website is 
absolutely essential to the success of 
your website and your business. 

If any of this information feels like a 
bitter pill to swallow, you’re not alone. 
When we first read the results, we were 
not only surprised by the numbers 
and strength of consumer sentiment, 

we found ourselves with egg on our 
face. You see, our own website didn’t 
clearly state the prices of our products 
and services… because we shared the 
same concerns mentioned earlier by 
our retailer clients. 

But upon close review of the survey 
feedback, we decided to take our own 
medicine: we now publish our own 
pricing right on our website for our 
customers, prospects and competitors 
to see. It wasn’t a bitter pill after all. 
Our business has only grown because 
of it. 

About Jennie Gilbert: Jennie Gilbert 
is the Chief Operating Officer of 
Retailer Web Services, a Scottsdale, 
Ariz.-based company whose mission 
is to help independent retailers realize 
their dreams through the promise of 
technology. Jennie is a frequent speak-
er at durable goods retail conferences 
and the co-author of RE:THiNK: 11 
surprising things you should do now 
to win retail customers in the digital 
age (Retailer Web Services, 2015), 
available on Amazon and at www.
retailerwebservices.com. 

“If any of this  
information feels like  
a bitter pill to swallow, 
you’re not alone.”

B E F O R E  T H E Y

BUY
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A shop that POPs! is simply irresist-
ible to customers. It’s a special desti-
nation that engages the customers in 
such a way to make them feel special 
too. It magnetically attracts shoppers, 
made curious about the special expe-
riences and things they will find there. 
A shop that POPs! keeps its focus on 
attracting shoppers who have dis-
cretionary income and willingness to 
spend it on the special things they find 
in the store. 

What makes a shop that POPs! so 
special is that it puts the customer 
first. It is staffed with energetic, happy 
people who are knowledgeable, well 
trained, and make delighting the cus-
tomers their first priority. It presents a 
carefully curated range of merchan-
dise and displays it to the delight of the 
customers. It’s a store that consistently 
presents an image and environment 
that makes the customers feel they 
have found a home away from home. 
It’s what every retailer aspires their 
store to be. 

My new book, Shops that POP! 7 
Steps to Extraordinary Retail Success, 
shows retailers, large and small, how 
to make their shop POP! too. It’s filled 
with case studies of stores that work 
the POP! magic, and presents hun-
dreds of ideas for retailers to put to 
work immediately in their stores. The 
most important thing retailers need 

to understand is that success in retail 
today is less about WHAT they sell, 
and more about HOW they sell it. 

Take the lifestyle and furniture store 
Leon & Lulu, located in Clawson, 
Michigan, a Detroit suburb, under the 
direction of Mary Liz Curtin and her 
husband and business partner Stephen 
Scannell. I recently sat down with Mary 
Liz to understand the secret of Leon & 
Lulu’s success.

Every retailer has their special chal-
lenges when it comes to delivering 
their special POP!, but furniture stores 
even more so, with their relatively 
high-priced offerings and the chal-
lenge of irregular, infrequent customer 

 
SHOP THAT POPS!

Success at 
retail is less 
about WHAT 

you sell and more 
about HOW you 
sell it!

Retail Profile of Leon & Lulu: How to transform your furniture store. 
 

by Pam Danziger
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“Shops that POP!  
encourage customers  
to touch, feel, taste, try 
on, and participate in 
the store in a highly  
personal way.”

RETAIL   EXPERIENCE
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“Mary Liz’s Leon & Lulu shop
doesn’t just POP! because they’ve mastered how to sell furniture.  
It is a unique combination of 7 key factors that transform the ordinary store  
into a shop that POPs!”

purchases. “So many people are terri-
fied about buying furniture,” Mary Liz 
explains. “They will spend $50,000 on 
a car that they will be paying on every 
month for years. But when they come 
in to buy a sofa for far less money, 
they have a complete meltdown.” The 
difference, she explains, “Cars are 
pervasive, we talk about them all the 
time, but furniture, once you have it, 
you don’t think about it again. Most 
people buy a car every couple of 
years, but for a sofa, it may every 7-10 
years or longer. They are scared of 
furniture sales people and they don’t 
really know who to trust.”

Leon & Lulu Magic

Leon & Lulu has found the way to 
overcome fear of furniture buying by 
getting customers to feel comfortable. 
They engage customers by addressing 
each customer’s lifestyle and special 

needs first, before turning the discus-
sion to the furniture on the sales floor. 
“We start every interaction with a chat. 
We ask about their lifestyle, whether 
they have pets or children, and if they 
eat dinner on their sofa. We try to 
understand all those things to guide 
them to the right fabric, the right piec-
es, so that we can help them make 
an informed decision. They become 
much more confident going through 
the process.” 

But Mary Liz’s Leon & Lulu shop 
doesn’t just POP! because they’ve 
mastered how to sell furniture. It is a 
unique combination of seven key fac-
tors that transform the ordinary store 
into a shop that POPs!

Here’s how Mary Liz Curtin has cre-
ated the POP! magic at Leon & Lulu: 

#1 - Highly Personal 

Shops that POP! deliver a shop-

ping environment that fully involves 
the shopper and engages them inter-
actively in the shopping experience. 
Shops that POP! encourage customers 
to touch, feel, taste, try on, and partic-
ipate in the store in a highly personal 
way.

Having the right sales staff on the 
sales floor is key. Each staff member is 
carefully trained to make a delightful 
customer experience their first priority. 
Mary Liz counsels, “Your customer 
base is the most important asset you 
have. When a bigger business moves 
into your space, it is even more import-
ant to understand your clientele, know 
who they are and what they need from 
you. While we ‘indies’ cannot compete 
on price, the relationships we build 
with our customers, the service we 
offer and the careful selection of offer-
ings keep us in business. Whatever the 
size of your business, always think of 
your customers first. Make their expe-
rience with your business as fabulous 

“When a bigger 
business moves into 
your space, it is even 
more important to  
understand your  
clientele, know who  
they are and what they need 
from you.” -Mary Liz Curtin

RETAIL   EXPERIENCE
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as it can be and they will not want to 
leave.”

#2 - Shopper Curiosity 

Shops that POP! excite consumer 
curiosity to explore and experience the 
store fully. It starts with creative shop 
windows and entrances, followed by 
imaginative and well-executed visual 
merchandising. Curiosity lures shop-
pers into the store and down the aisles 
to transform a buying trip into a shop-
ping experience. 

Leon & Lulu has a leg up in the 
curiosity department, being located in 

a local historic landmark building: a 
re-purposed roller skating rink. That 
sets the mood of fun and frolic in the 
store, which Mary Liz exploits to the 
max by often having store greeters 
work in roller skates, serving coffee, 
popcorn, and on weekends, warm 
cookies. “So it’s a really fun experience 
to be here,” she says. “We are in the 
process of doing an adaptive re-use of 
a second historic building that was an 
operating theater from 1941 to 1962. 
The skating rink and theater were both 
built in 1941, and they are right next 
to each other giving us a chance to 
increase our square footage by about 
8,000 square feet. We re-created the 
theater marquis, a faithful reproduc-
tion of the 1941 original which had 
been removed. The new space will 
include a café. It’s all part of complet-
ing the experience for our customers. 
We now own the entire entertainment 
district of Clawson Michigan!“

People driving or walking by are 
drawn to come inside and satisfy their 
curiosity. But it goes well beyond the 

window displays and front door. “We 
feature intricate room vignettes that 
change constantly,” Mary Liz says. 
“We bring all kinds of accessories into 
these room-like vignettes, try to keep it 
moving and make it look like someone 
really lives there. We also show a lot of 
color on the floor, which makes it fun. 
People may order something safer, but 
they love to see the cheerfulness and 
excitement.” 

Mary Liz has special advice for furni-
ture stores: Accessorize. She says, “We 
are accessory heavy. Many furniture 
stores have the same accessories that 

“We bring all kinds of 
accessories into these 
room-like vignettes,   
try to keep it moving, 
and make it look  
like someone really  
lives there.”

 
SHOP THAT
POPS!

“Leon & Lulu has a  
leg up in the curiosity 
department, being  
located in a local historic 
landmark building:   
a re-purposed roller  
skating rink.” 

RETAIL   EXPERIENCE
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have been kicking around for years.” 
Accessories add vibrancy to any room 
setting, and Leon & Lulu works them 
for all they are worth. Plus, when times 
got tough selling furniture back during 
the Great Recession, the accessories 
kept the store afloat. “We were lucky 
to have small things to balance the 
sales.” But today, those customers who 
bought the small indulgences and gifts 
in 2008 are back to buy big-ticket fur-
niture,” she adds.

#3 - Contagious, Electric

Shops that POP! exude energy and 
excitement that is contagious. It is this 
quality that makes a shop a dynamic 
place, exciting to visit, and a thrill to 
be in. 

Energy can’t be dialed in. It must 
be planned and staged, and the sales 
staff is its essential spark. “Our staff 
is always busy, moving things, folding 
things, doing something so it is an 
energetic, exciting place to be,” Mary 
Liz explains. Plus the staff is trained 
to have talking points ready when 
a customer comes in, avoiding the 
dreadful and dreary ‘may I help you?’ 
introduction. 

“We carry lots of vintage and 
antique items, so it is easy to engage 
the customers on something interest-
ing, not necessarily what they are here 
to buy, but it gives us something to talk 
about before we move into the real 
business,” she explains.

#4 - Authentic Experience

 Shops that POP! present a cohesive 
vision that combines all the tangible 
and intangible elements of the store 
into a unified whole. These elements 
include atmosphere, store design and 
merchandise that presents a distinc-
tive point of view that holistically ties 
together all the disparate elements 
of the store into one authentic expe-
rience. 

“Leon and Lulu is a destination store 
so it has to be worth the trip here,“ 
Mary Liz observes. “And by having so 

many product categories, people can 
shop for their homes, themselves, for 
friends and special occasions. They 
have a lot of reasons to come, and 
plenty of things to keep them busy 
shopping here for several hours. 

“My husband and I believe in being 
overstocked at all times. It isn’t a typ-
ical retail point of view, but I believe 
that more stores would be successful 
if they did that. People want to shop 
from a full cart.”

“We do about 35-40 percent of our 
volume in furniture. Being a furniture 
store that carries housewares, gifts and 
clothing has been terrific for us. Our 
regular customers come to us to buy 
the smaller categories, but when they 
are ready to purchase a new sofa they 
already know and love us.

“Last year we had more than 80 
special events in this store. Leon and 
Lulu host an artist’s market four times 
each year, which is a chance for local 
artists to show their work. We do a 
girls’ night out on the first Tuesday of 
every month, a books and author’s 
event where about 50 local authors 
sell their books, dog adoptions, blood 
drives, and charity events for as many 
as 400 people.” 

Since Leon & Lulu is a home store, 
they work diligently to make the store 
home-like too. Every single area in the 
store must be comfortable. Says Mary 

“We want our guests to 
feel at home, so we offer 
coffee, water, popcorn, 
sometimes wine. We 
treat the store like  
a place where a party  
is about to happen.”
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Liz, “We treat the store like a place 
where a party is about to happen, a 
social area where our guests feel com-
fortable and at home. When we serve 
in our space we let customers drink red 
wine and eat. We don’t care where 
they sit because we want them to have 
a good time and leave happy. That 
is more important to us than having 
them leaving with a bag in their hand. 

#5 - Conceptually Driven

Shops that POP! are about more 
than stores selling stuff -- they are con-
ceptually driven and reflect visionary 
values. The shop transcends being just 
a store, becoming a place for a new 

experience. 

“Our goal is to make our customers 
happy and to provide them with things 
they need to make their homes better, 
happier,” Mary Liz explains. “So we 
put them first. If you keep your custom-
er first, her needs and desires in mind, 
then the money part follows. Our 
whole driving force is finding things 
that will serve a need for customers, 
that they will like or that will amuse 
them.”

#6 - Value Proposition 

Shops that POP! have a careful-
ly constructed pricing strategy based 

upon offering fair value for a reason-
able price. Pricing is not about how 
low can you go, but how much value 
can you offer. Pricing, therefore, hing-
es upon the value to the shopper, not 
the price tag. 

Mary Liz makes delivering value 
to the customers a priority. “You are 
always going to have people who 
come in and say ‘that is too much 
money!’ Take notice of it, but also 
take notice of the quiet ones willing to 
pay the price and are actually buying,” 
Mary Liz advises. “People today want 
their money’s worth. The customer is 
better educated and knows more than 
she ever has. She is willing to pay the 
money for quality, so she doesn’t have 
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“Our regular customers 
come to us to buy the 
smaller categories, but 
when they are ready to 
purchase a new sofa  
they already know and 
love us.”

Leon & Lulu re-created the theater marquis,  
a faithful reproduction of the 1941 original 
which had been removed. The new space 
will add 8,000 square feet and include a 
café. It’s all part of completing the  
experience for customers. 
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to replace something in a few months 
or a year because it breaks. She wants 
to get a lifetime of value for what she 
is buying.” 

That makes communicating the 
quality and value in the product offer-
ings critical to furniture store suc-
cess. And that also means having a 
well-trained and educated staff to 
communicate those value messages 
effectively.

#7 - Immediately Accessible 

Shops that POP! have all the six pre-
ceding qualities, plus another essential 
feature — they are immediately acces-
sible to everyone, free from preten-
sions or snobbishness. They know they 
are good. Rather than resting on their 
laurels and expecting everybody else 
to know it too, they constantly reach 
out, drawing people into their web 
with missionary zeal and self-effacing 
charm. 

Without a doubt, Leon & Lulu is a 
super-accessible, non-exclusive des-

tination for shoppers totally free from 
pretensions. That is in the store’s DNA. 
But with such a heavy emphasis on 
furniture, the price points alone can be 
off-putting for some shoppers. That’s 
where being a lifestyle store, rather 
than just a furniture store comes into 
play. “In a store like ours where we 
have some pretty pricey stuff, to have 
a selection of more affordable items, 
$1, $5, or $10, is important. A lot of 
people can’t afford the $1,500 mir-
ror, but can leave with a pillow, or a 
great picture frame. Offering a range 
of goods at all different prices lets the 
customer take home a part of the store 
as a remembrance of the fun she had, 
at a price point she can afford.”

Ultimately success at retail is less 
about what you sell, and more about 
how you sell it. And Mary Liz Curtin 
understands that Her secret is deliv-
ering what customers really want in 
the in-store shopping experience – the 
personal touch. Mary Liz concludes, 
“We all are competing with online 
entities and other competitors offering 
‘the better deal.’ But it is awfully hard 
to compete with one of our sales peo-

ple saying ‘this is the sofa that is per-
fect for the way you live,’ or reassure 
them that it matches the carpet. That 
personal interaction is huge.” And it is 
ultimately what makes Leon & Lulu a 
shop that POPs!

About Pam Danziger: Speaker, author, 
and market researcher Pamela N. 
Danziger is internationally recognized 
for her expertise on the world’s most 
influential consumers: the American 
Affluent. Her new book, Shops that 
POP! 7 Steps to Extraordinary Retail 
Success, reveals the secrets to crafting 
a retail shopping experience that’s 
irresistible to high-value shoppers. As 
founder of Unity Marketing, Pam leads 
with research to provide brands with 
actionable insights into the minds of 
their most profitable customers. She 
is the author of five books including a 
recent mini-book, What Do HENRY’s 
Want?, explores the changing face of 
America’s consumer marketplace. Pam 
is frequently called on to share new 
insights with audiences and business 
leaders all over the world. Contact her 
at pam@unitymarketingonline.com.

Leon & Lulu’s carries a wide 
selection of accessories  
including wall art, lighting, 
glassware, table top, and 
even an area (far right) 
devoted to products made in 
Michigan or in the shape of 
the great state of Michigan! 

 
SHOP THAT
POPS!
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Capel

Contact information on page 80.

Surya

Contact information on page 80.

Hooker

Contact information on page 80.

Best Selling

DESIGN
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Durham

Contact information on page 80. 

Bramble

Contact information on page 80.

Flexsteel

Contact information on page 80.

Fashion Bed

Contact information on page 80.
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Tayse Rugs

Contact information on page 80.

Norwalk

Contact information on page 80.

Maxwood

Contact information on page 80. 

Best Selling

DESIGN
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Omnia

Contact information on page 80.

West Bros.

Contact information on page 80.

Kas Rugs

Contact information on page 80.

Dimplex

Contact information on page 80.
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Nourison

Contact information on page 80.

Momeni

Contact information on page 80.

Arthur W. Brown 

Contact information on page 80.

DESIGN
Best Selling

Terry Seitz

Contact information on page 80.
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Lazarro

Contact information on page 80. 

Oriental Weavers 

Contact information on page 80.

Drexel Heritage

Contact information on page 80.

Jaipur Home

Contact information on page 80.
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G
reg Bongiorno’s 
pockets were empty 
when he drove into 
the ancient city of 
Mesa, Arizona, a few 
decades ago. “So he 

just started working and never left,” 
said his son, Mike. “One of his jobs 
couldn’t pay him, so they gave him 
some furniture instead. Greg sold it, 
and that’s how he got into the furni-
ture business. From 1979 until 2002, 
Greg owned and ran a few different 
furniture stores throughout the valley.” 
Greg is now owner of the Potato Barn 
conglomerate, three eclectic retail 
stores, at Gilbert, 28,000 square 
feet; Mesa, 24,000 square feet; 
Scottsdale, 22,000 square feet and, 
also at Gilbert, the warehouse/outlet 
store, 54,000 square feet. And the 
family just broke ground in Scottsdale 
for a new location, soon to be built, 
42,000 square feet. 

Their spirit blossomed when the 
Bongiornos left Europe. The joy of 
adventure, of family, of loving interac-
tion. Or maybe the vision had already 
begun to percolate, “What’s beyond 
that turn in the road, that mountain, 
that ocean? 

“The family history in America starts 
with my great grandparents who 
came over on the boat from Sicily,” 

Mike said. “They settled in New York, 
beginning in the city and slowly mov-
ing east to Long Island. Back east is so 
different from Arizona, the buildings 
are aged and have history. Greg was 
born in an area that had a vintage 
industrial feel. I go back and visit 
every year, and it really inspires cre-
ativity. The city has the old factories 
and warehouses, and Upstate has the 
old barns. I think Greg missed that 
feeling when he came to Arizona and 
so he tried to recreate it. The house 
I grew up in and now live in looks 
like it was plucked up from that area 
and dropped in our neighborhood in 
Mesa.

“Grandpa was always in the con-
struction business, and he definitely 
took a lot of pride in how he designed 
a project. He was very creative in how 
he laid out a building floor plan. He 
enjoyed what he did and it showed 
in the final product. My Dad used to 
help out with the construction jobs, 
but I think he was determined not 
to get stuck in the family business. 
(When I was a kid, I said I’d never 
work in furniture either!)

“Dad really got into music as a kid; 
growing up in the sixties it was hard 
not to. That was when he started 
developing his artistic side. My grand-
pa told me that Dad always had a 

different style. He jokes that the only 
time he saw him wear a tie was when 
he used one as a belt!

“Greg kind of wandered around 
after high school, playing music and 
traveling the country. The kind of 
guy that will get in a car and just see 
where he ends up. And that’s how he 
ended up in Arizona.”

Several decades later, Greg’s phi-
losophy has the Bongiorno family 
living an engagingly contagious lev-
eraged lifestyle, time for work, time 
for relaxation, time for fun. They revel 

 
by Janet Holt-Johnstone

POTATO 
BARN 

“Potato Barn
is open four days 
a week. And the 
Potato Barn  
never advertises.” 
Never? Well,  
almost never!

38   FURNITURE WORLD May/June 2016

RETAIL  SUCCESS STORY

furnworld 06.16 most 3 NO EXTRA.indd   38 5/25/16   9:45 AM



furnworld 0616 most ads.indd   39 5/24/16   8:36 AM



The Scottsdale location and the 
outlet at Gilbert.

in their vibe, open-handedly offering 
it to their totally accepting customers. 
Up front, Potato Barn opens for busi-
ness four days a week. That’s right, 
Wednesday through Saturday, 10 
a.m. to 6 p.m. Customers know the 
wait is worth it and adapt their buy-
ing schedules to the concepts of their 
eccentric home furnishings friends. 
And the Potato Barn never advertises. 
Never?! Well, almost never.

Mike continues. “It was actually 
in 2002 that Potato Barn was born. 
Officially. It was in May of 1979 with 
a loan of $1000 and a pickup truck 
that we started up in our house at 
Mesa. That loan had to be paid back 
in 30 days with interest of a new 
sofa. We went out and purchased 
five sofas, and were able to pay back 
the loan. 

“Eventually, when we were run out 
of the neighborhood, we took a 600 
square foot location shared with an 

auto body shop in town. Moving 
from location to location gave us our 
gypsy beginnings.

“In 2002, Dad found an old aban-
doned building alongside some rail-
road tracks near the small town of 
Gilbert, a very unpopulated agri-
cultural area in the south east val-
ley, a little less than 25 miles from 
Phoenix. In that barn for many years 
potatoes had been packed, shipped 
and loaded onto the trains pulled 
up right next to the building. An old 
potato barn, so that’s what he called 
the store. He thought it would be 
great for a new concept in the furni-
ture business. His idea was ‘to bring 
in some cool, unique pieces that are 
affordable’.

“We tried to create a different 
environment than a typical retail 
store. We were in an old dusty barn 
in the middle of a field. It was hot in 
the summer, cold in the winter and 

it leaked every time it rained. With 
some paint, a little demo and repairs 
to a very leaky roof, we stocked it 
with whatever we could find. And 
the furniture was ‘cool and unique’! 
Who knew this spot would soon 
be the fastest growing area in the 
country?!

“Greg’s inspiration really came 
from his memories of Upstate New 
York antique shops and cross country 
road trips seeing all kinds of vintage 
chairs, lamps, tables and European 
antiques in old, restored villages. 
His idea was to bring this cool vibe 
of home furnishings from all over 
the globe to people here in Arizona. 
The Potato Barn mission is to create 
a feeling with artistic and unusual 
pieces that can’t be seen everywhere.

“We’ve always had a laid back 
approach when it comes to sales, 
we don’t have any high pressure 
sales people following you around. 

“After nine years, 
in 2011, we left the barn for a store with modern amenities.  
Like air conditioning and a parking lot.”

RETAIL  SUCCESS STORY
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We like to let the customers wander 
the store freely and get inspired by the 
one-off pieces we carry from all over 
the world. Our customers are their 
own salespersons. However, we are 
more than happy to answer questions 
and provide assistance when needed.

“Our selection is always changing 
with a lot of vintage or one-of-a-kind 
pieces coming in every week. We offer 
high style and quality for a reasonable 
price, like a boutique on steroids.

“Our hours and policies are also 
unique. Being open four days a week 
allows us to really enjoy personal and 
family time. It also keeps our prices 
down by reducing our overhead. It 
condenses our business and creates 
a sense of urgency for the customer. 
Almost like an event, a series of events. 
This is what we have this week, come 
back next week to see what’s new. 
Everything about our ‘bare bones’ 
operation is done to keep prices down 
for our customers. No commission 
sales people, no advertising, nothing 
extra that we would have to build into 

the retail price. 
“Also, we truly are a family business. 

Most of our employees are related to 
us or are friends of the family. It has 
made it a great place to work. And to 
shop at!

“In 2010, my wife, Lindsey, start-
ed working for us. She is now one 
of the buyers and does some of the 
bookkeeping and accounting. Lindsey 

built our first website at home and 
then helped us get started with social 
media. Once we began to expand, we 
had a professional website built.”

Lindsey added, “I actually have no 
history in furniture or design. I worked 
at a jewelry store starting in my junior 
year in high school, and eventually 
worked my way up to management 
and buying. After almost 10 years in 

“Everything about our 
‘bare bones’ operation  
is done to keep prices 
down for our customers. 
No commission sales 
people, no advertising, 
nothing extra that we 
would have to build into 
the retail price.”

 

Pictured is the old abandoned building 
alongside some railroad tracks that 
became the original Potato Barn location. 
Below, Mike Bongiorno (left) and Greg 
Bongiorno at the ground breaking for the 
latest store location in Scottsdale.
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jewelry retail I’d had enough of the 
crazy hours and decided to join Mike 
at the Potato Barn about a year after 
we were married. As we grew, it just 
became a natural transition for me to 
take over part of the buying. And I can 
help add a ‘female touch’ with the 
accessories and décor I bring in now. 
And I can’t complain about working 
only four days a week!”

“None of us have had any real for-
mal training in design,” Mike reflect-
ed. “It’s been a learned skill, devel-
oped over time. In the beginning Dad 
sold $99 dinettes, just like everyone 
else. In the ‘80s he manufactured 
sofas. He was always trying to design 
something different, even back then. 
It was in the ‘90s that we started hav-
ing estate sales; there were a lot of 
vintage antiques to sell. During that 
time, we met a guy who was importing 
German antiques. We used to bring 
the containers in, park them in front of 
our house and sell them in our yard. 
That was the first taste of vintage for 
us and it opened our eyes to a totally 
different style. Since then we have 
tried to sell what gets us excited, stuff 
we want to buy for our own homes.

“After nine years, in 2011, we left 
the barn for a store with modern 
amenities. Like air conditioning and 
a parking lot. In 2012, we opened 

our second store in Scottsdale. We 
moved the Scottsdale location twice 
before we settled at our current loca-
tion. Our third store is at Mesa; we 
opened it in 2014 and expanded it 
a year later. Our outlet/warehouse in 
Gilbert opened last year and we just 
expanded it last month. 

“And, finally, last week (March, 
2016) we finalized our new construc-
tion plans for a permanent location in 
Scottsdale. We are so excited to build 
a store from the ground up and have 
a building of our own to show for all 
the years of hard work we’ve put into 
this business.”

Family tradition will be in evidence 
at the Grand Opening. “We do come 

from a musical family. My grandpa 
was a prodigy on the mandolin, at 
least that’s what he told us. My dad 
has played in bands his whole life. 
I had a few bands I’ve played in 
and actually went to school to learn 
studio recording. As we speak, my 
little brother is trying to make it as a 
musician. His band will probably play 
at our Grand Opening in Scottsdale. 
When we left the original barn, we 
threw a big party, music provided by 
all of our own bands. So maybe we 
just use that side of the brain for music 
and it carries over to the furniture. 
Most musicians are a little quirky and 
think outside the box. And we run our 
business the same way!”
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“Our Selection
is always changing with a lot of vintage or one-of-a-kind 
pieces coming in every week. We offer high style and  
quality for a reasonable price, like a boutique on steroids.”
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One doesn’t have to dig for humor 
with the Bongiornos, it’s always there, 
bubbling to the surface. Said Mike, 
“One of our early purchases was a 
five piece dinette that we bought from 
a Phoenix supplier, put it in the back 
of our pickup truck and headed back 
to the house to display our wares. But 
when we were crossing over the Tempe 
bridge, we noticed from the rear-view 
mirror that boxes were flying out and 
being struck by the cars behind us! 
Having no choice but to stop and 
retrieve our battered investment, we 
picked up the stuffing and bent metal 
and put it back in the truck. Our first 
sale was as-is and at a loss. Not all 
that much has changed!”

Potato Barn’s website doesn’t con-
flict with corporate vibes, it reinforces 
and supports them. A gentle approach 
defining the Barn’s vision, titillating 
the potential customers’ imagination, 
inviting them to “share” involvement. 
An invitation to come calling. “We 
specialize in a wide array of styles from 
urban industrial and rustic to shabby 

chic and vintage. Many items in our 
collection feature heavily distressed 
finishes and reclaimed wood. Take a 
look at our Gallery before you visit to 
see our style, and then come to our 
Scottsdale or Gilbert locations to enjoy 
a hassle-free shopping experience.”

The website’s Gallery features a 
huge range of enticing visuals labeled 
“Rare Rooms”, “Fabulous Finds”, “Our 
Shopping Experience” and “Design 
Details”, replete with provocative teas-
ers like, “Choose a theme that spills 
from one room to the next, or create 
a unique environment through each 
doorway”. Or, “Sometimes you need 
just that one item to tie the whole room 
together. With our unique variety of 
knick-knacks and centerpieces, one 
is certain to call out to you by name. 
Placed in the right room, it will be the 
talk of your next party, with everyone 
asking, ‘Where DID you find that?!” 
And, “Who doesn’t love the thrill of the 
hunt?” Cognitive sophistication. Who 
can possibly resist?

Move forward and you’ll find Potato 

Barn’s policy statements. “No Returns, 
Exchanges, or Refunds. All Sales Are 
Final.” Customers are encouraged to 
bring their tape-measures with them, 
”to bring in samples and pictures from 
items already in your home before 
you make your purchase to ensure 
your new piece has a happy home”. 
Thereby eliminating customer service!

Delivery is referenced, and Mike 
added, “In the past, when we just had 
one location, we handled our own 
deliveries. As we grew, it became 
more cost effective to use an out-
side company. Now all our locations 
use outside delivery companies. Since 
acquiring a distribution center in 2015, 
our Potato Barn delivery truck is now 
used to transport goods to all our 
locations.”

And “no advertising”? Never? Ever? 
“We have done very limited advertising 
in the past, just a handful of newspa-
per ads and one TV commercial in 
2005. Since then, we have relied pri-
marily on word of mouth. We’ve had a 
Facebook Page for a couple of years, 
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and are just starting Instagram which 
we think will be a great tool for our 
business. It’s been hard getting Greg 
(who does not own a computer, has 
never used the Internet and still owns 
a flip phone) on board with e-mail 
advertising, social media and even a 
website until recently. We’ll get there 
eventually!”

Outreach to the surrounding com-
munities also extends Potato Barn’s 
visibility. “We’ve donated furniture gift 
certificates to many of our local char-
ities, auctions and schools. And we’ve 
sponsored some youth sports teams.”

The Bongiornos make their presence 
known at Furniture Markets. “There 
are four main Markets we attend each 
year,” Lindsey told us, “two in High 

Point and two in Las Vegas. Greg 
and Mike focus on the larger case 
goods, containers and upholstery, and 
I handle all the smaller stuff, accesso-
ries, art, rugs, mirrors, lamps. We run 
around like maniacs at the Markets, 
just trying to get as much buying in as 
possible and hope at the end we’ve 

made good decisions! Greg and Mike 
like to be the buying risk takers. I have 
a more conservative buying style. It 
keeps things interesting but, in the end, 
balanced!”

The immediate future of the new 
Scottsdale store is a great topic of 
discussion these days. “We do have 

“The website’s Gallery 
features a huge range  
of enticing visuals 
labeled Rare Rooms, 
Fabulous Finds, Our 
Shopping Experience 
 and Design Details, 
replete with provocative 
teasers.” 
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plans to highlight our original barn 
beginnings with large art pictures 
that will hang in the store showing 
where we began. The interior will 
have exposed aged brick walls and 
old barn wood. We’re considering a 
small coffee shop within the store... 
but we’re not sure yet!”

And down the way? The founder’s 
perspective involves, “Trying to really 
establish Potato Barn as a brand”. 
Greg’s goal “has always been to try 
and deliver the most affordable life-
style trends out there in the furniture 
industry. Now as we’ve grown and 
developed our own style, we are 
trying to bring our own designs to 
the stores. By working directly with 
the factories we are creating a look 
that makes us different from other 
stores. The brand and the concept 
is always changing, depending on 
what the industry is doing and what 
our spin on the trend is. And we 
know that this concept could do 
well in other areas. We have always 
talked about setting up ‘free reign 
franchise’ stores across the country. 

Loose guidelines where the owner 
can still put their own flair on it. It’s 
all part of branding the Potato Barn 
and the lifestyle.” 

Mike and Lindsey’s shared point 
of view, “The future for us is really 
about the roots. First, we would 
like to grow some roots and estab-
lish some permanent locations. The 
Potato Barn has ‘changed venues’ a 
few times over the years. Different 
locations in different cities, but it was 
part of the process. We want to be 
able to call something home and 
really dial in to what we do. We have 
accomplished that in Scottsdale.

“The future is also keeping to our 
roots. Unique, cool and affordable. 
The past few years have been very 
experimental for us. We have really 
tried to come up with our own style 
by creating what we want to see in 
the stores. The new products and 
ideas that we have for the stores are 
very exciting. But the concept is the 
same, keep bringing in cool stuff and 
people will get excited. The home is 
an extension of our lives, let’s make 

it cool. Like our own personal gallery 
or museum. 

“It’s hard to know exactly what the 
long term future of the Potato Barn 
is, we’re not exactly sure what we’re 
doing next month! It’s all about the 
feel. That’s the thing, there is no 
perfect formula. But we’re into this 
stuff, we enjoy it. We want to grow 
this brand so that we can keep doing 
what we do, it’s what we know. We 
were crazy enough to open a store 
in the middle of nowhere in a broken 
down barn. We’re crazy enough to 
keep going. I don’t think we are try-
ing to take over the world, just carve 
out our little niche and go with it!

“Mesa will be our home for the 
unforeseeable future and maybe one 
day we’ll pass down our original 
house to the next generation.”

 It’s all a matter of leveraging.

Editor’s Note: Many thanks to Greg, 
Mike and Lindsey Bongiorno, writers 
in residence at the Potato Barn, for 
their invaluable, insightful and enter-
taining input!! -JHJ
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“The new products and ideas that we have for the stores are very exciting, but  
the concept is the same, keep bringing in cool stuff and people will get excited.” 
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This was the question one of my cli-
ents asked me the other day, voicing a 
complaint that I hear all too often. In 
this particular case, the RSA with pre-
mium skills averages about $8K less 
in sales per month than her co-work-
er. My client was worried about how 
much this problem was unnecessarily 
costing the store in profits. My quick 
calculation produced the following 
answer; at a 48 percent average profit 
margin, $8,000 per month X .48 = 
$3840 per month in reduced prof-
its. This amounts to about $46,000 
annually (of lost profit), for one sales 
person, who, when observed in action 
on the sales floor, appears to have 
superior sales skills.

Comparing the performance of two 
or more RSAs should be done very 
carefully, and probably done on an 
annualized basis. If you compare 
day to day, or even month to month, 
variances may not be as noticeable 
or significant. If you divide $8,000 by 
30, the average number of days in a 
month, it comes to a rather modest 
$267 per day in missed sales. Doesn’t 
sound like much, does it? Anybody 
can be short in sales on a given day, 
due to the breaks. But by the end of 
the year, the store owner looks at the 
bottom line and $46,000 is missing, 
IN PROFIT. This phenomenon hap-

pens frequently, every day, in thou-
sands of fine stores across this great 
country. In an ironical twist to this sit-
uation, many store owners will move 
heaven and earth to find a missing 
$100 bill when doing the daily recap, 
but swallow thousands of dollars in 
lost sales without a whimper.

Now, the paradox is; this under-per-
forming sales person is making 
$46,000 per year in commissions 
and bonuses, which is about what 
she is costing the company in lost 
profits. Does it sound like something 
is wrong with this picture? A very small 
amount of analysis would show that 
the under-performing RSA with supe-
rior skills could pay for her keep just 
by matching her less skilled co-worker 
in sales.

So, what does this have to do with 
the question posed in the title of this 
article? Is this RSA worth it, even with 
her palpable skills? Let’s make some 
observations and see if we can gain 
some understanding.

Are There Alternatives 
To Salespeople?

Of course, there are alternatives. In 
most of the famous big box retailers, 
who may carry some furniture, but 
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C
an you 
explain 
why one 
of my 

salespersons with 
clearly superior 
skills under- 
performs another 
salesperson with 
good but less  
evident skills?”

 

HOW MUCH 
DO RSAs MATTER? 

What’s the solution to under-performing sales associates?  
by David Benbow

“

RETAIL  SALES
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also sell everything else from tires and 
lawn fertilizer to wine product and 
cheese food, they provide price tags, 
some of which display explanatory 
labels. They employ well-scattered 
clerks (not to be confused with sales-
people) around the store. In this type 
of store, the customer looks for the 
clerk, whereas in furniture stores, the 
RSA looks for the customer. When 
you get to the check-out counter, 
the cashier politely asks if you found 
everything you were looking for. 
(Yeah, I found everything but a clerk 
who could answer my questions.)

One particularly huge retailer, who 
specializes in Nordic furniture and 
various miscellaneous home furnish-
ings, operates in a somewhat differ-
ent fashion from traditional furniture 
stores. They do not have traditional, 
commissioned RSAs on the floor; (at 
least they didn’t the last time I visit-
ed one of their stores.) To succeed 
without what I consider to be authen-
tic salespeople, they spend a lot of 
money on advertising and image and 
work too attract a lot of shoppers, 
who shop pretty much as they do in a 
grocery store. (When I say “authentic 
salespeople,” I mean RSAs who actu-
ally make an effort to CLOSE the sale, 
and who get paid to close sales.)

How do they do it? Why don’t fur-
niture stores, big and small, operate 
this way? 

If the above-mentioned stores can 
operate without highly paid retail 
sales associates, why can’t furniture 
and mattress stores? I mean, after all, 
aren’t we told that the internet has 
changed everything we used to think 
about customers?

Are Customers Really 
Well Informed Today?

I read a lot these days that custom-
ers, thanks to the internet, are SO 
much better informed than they used 
to be. If that is so, why do we need 
Retail Sales Associates?

I worked for many years as an 
RSA, both before the internet, and 
after the internet. In my opinion, very 
often, the internet revolution has con-
verted UNINFORMED customers into 
MISINFORMED customers. 

Even the nation’s most famous con-
sumer information reporting magazine 
is frequently, and rightly, criticized for 
misinformation by well known mat-
tress and furniture industry voices. If 
you can’t believe the self-appointed 
consumer information publications, 
whom can you believe? And, if the 
famous magazine’s information is of 
questionable value, how much can 
the customer rely on the widely vary-
ing data found on the internet?

Do RSAs Earn Their Money?

They’re supposed to. Otherwise, 
why have RSAs? Wouldn’t it be nice 
if a store owner or manager could 
know just how efficient and effective 
the sales staff is? Maybe someone 
will develop an algorithm to produce 
a number that could be considered 
the optimum sales target for a given 
store. The actual sales figures would 
then be a measure of sales effec-
tiveness. It should be possible, with 
a similar algorithm, to produce an 
optimum sales figure for each sales 

“The paradox is;
this under-performing sales person is making $46,000 
per year in commissions and bonuses, which is about 
what she is costing the company in lost profits.” 
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associate. Note: I only offer this as 
an idea. In my own stores, we had 
no algorithm, we just guessed, pretty 
much like everybody else.

Every sales manager and store 
owner also knows that some RSAs 
produce more than others. Is this per-
formance disparity a matter of talent, 
a matter of effort, or is it a combina-
tion of both? In some stores, the top 
performers operate at a high efficien-
cy quotient, and the low performers 
probably cost the store some of the 
profits that the top performers accrue 
with their excellence.

More often than not, the disparity 
between the top performer and the 
low performer is far greater than in 
the example we gave at the begin-
ning of the article. If the skilled, but 
under-performing RSAs are costing 
the store $40,000 per year in profit, 
how much are you losing with the less 
effective RSAs? At what point, does 
the store owner stop and consider, 
“How much money am I losing every 
year due to poor sales performance?” 

I have read about an interesting 
psychological phenomenon that can 
be described as “The fear of loss is 
greater than the desire for gain.” This 
may explain why that missing $100 
bill discovered at closing time worries 
the store manager more than the 
thousands lost every year from poor 
sales performance.

What About Incentives?

Incentives can include commis-
sions, bonuses, spiffs and other moti-
vating actions to spur sales. Do they 
work? Some say they do, and some 

say they don’t. In recent years, I hear 
more about an industry trend toward 
salaried sales people. A famous store 
owner in the Gulf Coast area of Texas 
makes a good case for salaried sales 
employees. Another famous store 
owner in Colorado makes a good 
case for commissioned sales people. 
I’ve known other store owners who 
paid a base salary with commissions 
and bonuses based on performance. 
We will not argue in this article, pro 
or con, on the merits of any pay or 
incentive schedule.

A Good RSA Is Hard To Find

Some stores, especially in small-
er markets, have trouble attracting 
decent applicants for sales positions, 
especially if the job is commission 
only. Job seekers are understandably 
reluctant to jump off into a situation 
that has no guarantees; and this 
is especially true for mature adults 
considering a career change. This 
wary attitude on the part of sales job 
applicants is probably less of a prob-
lem for well-known stores that have a 
reputation for high pay. Either way, 
however, attracting talented, moti-
vated people into furniture retail is 
usually a challenge for any store, no 
matter how famous.

Why Do Some RSAs 
Outperform Others?

This, of course, is the real question, 
and the stimulus for this article. 

Talent, motivation, personality, 
energy, greed, product knowledge, 

focus; all of these elements, among 
many others, are factors in superi-
or RSA performance. And, on the 
negative side; indolence, ignorance, 
self-satisfaction, laziness, distraction, 
and a few other elements explain lack 
of performance.

I use the word “talent” frequently 
when I refer to successful, productive 
Retail Sales Associates. But, what is 
talent and how does an interview-
er recognize it in a new applicant? 
Again, if somebody knows how to 
recognize talent in a new applicant, 
please call me and let me know. I 
have been fooled so many times, it 
pains me to even think about it. I often 
see potential, but rarely talent.

I try not to use sports analogies, but 
there is a phrase going around these 
days that was originally spoken by 
Bear Bryant, the old Texas A&M and 
Alabama college football coach who 
was phenomenally successful in his 
long career. Among his many well-
known and often quoted maxims, this 
one is the most applicable to the sales 
training dilemma

“It is not the will to win, but 
the will to PREPARE to win 
that makes the difference.”

That sentence, I believe, really sums 
up the word TALENT. If you are willing 
to prepare, with the goal of becoming 
fully prepared for the RSA job, then 
you probably have talent, and you 
will probably prove that talent in a 
successful sales career.

Okay, anybody that has read my 
book or any of my articles knows that 

“Very often, the internet revolution has converted UNINFORMED customers  
into MISINFORMED customers!”

RETAIL  SALES
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I really believe in training and prepa-
ration. But, what about the RSA in the 
first paragraph who, even with great 
talent, lags behind his/her co-work-
ers?

Focus And Execution 

Another word we hear a lot today 
is the word, “focus.” To me, it means 
concentration, execution of the plan, 
not letting outside distractions get in 
the way of doing our job. 

Imagine Bear Bryant’s football team 
preparing intensely for the Cotton 
Bowl. Every player is ready. The game 
starts and on the first play, the speedy 
wide receiver hurtles down the field 
in pursuit of a long pass. But on the 
way down the field, the wide receiver, 
who also happens to be an ornithol-
ogy major, notices an unusual bird 
circling overhead, takes his eye off the 
ball to observe the bird, loses sight of 
the ball and a sure touchdown is lost, 
and then ultimately, the game. The 
receiver was prepared and talented, 

“When a store fields 
an all-star sales team, 
then the RSAs will be 
worth it. RSAs will  
matter. All it takes is 
the will to prepare.”

HOW MUCH 
DO RSAs MATTER? 
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but he lost focus. 
Maybe this is why that talented RSA 

in the first paragraph of this article 
sells less than another RSA, who may 
be less talented, but exerts greater 
focus.

Then, there is execution, which is a 
fancy way of saying, “Do your job.” 
Using football again, very few games 
are won with trick plays. Games are 
won by solid, sensible plays and run-
ning those plays correctly every time. 
That is execution.

Which means, if the RSA prepares, 
learns how to sell (run the plays), and 
stays focused, he or she will succeed. 

Well, so much for the motivation-
al speech. What about those pesky 
distractions that can cause even the 
talented RSA to lose focus?

Distractions

Is it possible for the RSA to get dis-

tracted while working the sales floor? I 
think so, and I think distractions are a 
major contributor to failure. What are 
some common distractions?

1. Cell phones. When I started in 
the furniture business, we didn’t 

have cell phones. Now, we do. We 
didn’t have Facebook, now we do. 
Ironically, these items can be great 
tools for business, but they can also 
be business-killers, and usually are, 
when it comes to RSA usage of them.

2. Down Time. For most RSAs, the 
hours spent on the sales floor, 

especially during slow days, can get 
pretty boring. Our business has lots 
of down-time, which COULD be used 
productively, but rarely is. 

3. Other RSAs. It’s hard to ignore 
those other people on the sales 

floor, and I’m not saying you should 
ignore them. The problem is, RSA-
interaction can get non-productive 
pretty fast if it is not regulated and 
policed.

4. Customer problems. Most RSAs 
like to make sales. Not many 

like to handle customer problems. 
Some large stores offer the benefit of 
a Customer Service Desk for handling 
inquiries and complaints. But, for 
many stores, the RSA is not only the 
salesperson, but also the customer 
service representative and fielder of 
complaints. It’s probably better if your 
top performing RSA is taking ups and 
not explaining to a disgruntled cus-

tomer why the finish is coming off her 
new night stand.

Now To The Real Problem

We started off this narrative with 
the question, “Are RSAs Worth It?” 
We still haven’t gotten to the final 
answer (if there is one), but one more 
issue needs to be discussed before 
we conclude. That issue is Sales 
Management. Once again, we will 
drag out a sports analogy. How many 
coach-less Super Bowl champions can 
you name? How many manager-less 
World Series champions have been 
enshrined at Cooperstown?

These are not trivia questions. They 
are serious issues. 

Maybe the great RSAs, the Hall-of-
Famers, would still be great without 
good managers and coaches. But 
what about the rank and file; the aver-
age producers? Could their perfor-
mances be enhanced with good sales 
management? I believe the answer 
to that simple question is self-evi-
dent. Very few people are self-start-
ers. Very few workers perform well in 
an unstructured environment. A good 
Sales Manager with a smart Sales 
Management philosophy should build 
the structured environment in which a 
sales force of otherwise average sales 
people could flourish. 

Now that we have broached the 
subject, let me say that this article is 
not about the attributes of a good 
Sales Manager, nor is it about build-
ing a structured sales environment, 
but a Furniture World Magazine arti-
cle is coming soon on this subject.

So, Are RSAs Worth It?

The original question, which asked 
whether furniture stores really benefit 
from RSAs or not, has no definitive 
answer. It’s sort of like, should you 
pay commission or salary? Should you 
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“RSA-interaction can get 
non-productive pretty fast 
if it is not regulated and 
policed.”

Find authoritative 
articles on EVERY 
retail store topic!
 
Visit www.furninfo.com
Get the latest news and info. Sign 
up for FW’s FREE weekly eNews-
Magazine.
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RSAs
use RSAs or clerks? It depends on your 
store and situation.

Let me say this, however. You give 
me a team of talented RSAs and I will 
go up against any store in the world, 
selling anything, with any merchandis-
ing or marketing philosophy, and we 
will beat them. 

Things have changed, admitted-
ly, but not that much. As has been 
stated before in this magazine, “The 
one-on-one conversation is still the 
best selling method in the world.” 
And, that is especially true if one of 
the participants in this conversation 
is a well-prepared, talented RSA who 
enjoys the benefit of a strong, struc-
tured sales environment with enlight-
ened, intelligent Sales Management.

You don’t have the one-on-one 
sales conversation in Wal-Mart. You 
don’t have it at your local neighbor-
hood grocery store. Rarely do the 
hard-to-find clerks at those stores 
have the product knowledge to be 
very helpful. That’s why they put that 
long ingredient list on the back of the 
package. I don’t know about you, 
but I think I would be shocked, but 
pleased, to find a PhD in nutrition 
working every aisle of the frozen foods 
section. 

But, in our friendly neighborhood 
furniture and mattress stores, we CAN 
have this. Every furniture store has the 
opportunity to put an all-PhD sales 
team on the floor. When a store fields 
an all-star sales team, then the RSAs 
will be worth it. RSAs will matter. All it 
takes is “the will to prepare.”

About David Benbow: David Benbow, 
a twenty-three year veteran of the mat-
tress and bedding industry, is owner 
of Mattress Retail Training Company 
offering retailers retail guidance; from 
small store management to training 

retail sales associates. His years of 
hands-on experience as a retail sales 
associate, store manager, sales man-
ager/trainer and store owner in six 
different metropolitan areas qualifies 
him as an expert in selling bedding. 
David is the author of the recently 
published book, “How to Win the 
Battle for Mattress Sales, the Bed 
Seller’s Manual”, a complete, text 
book for mattress and bedding retail 
sales associates, beginner and expe-

rienced professional alike. The book 
can be purchased on-line at http://
www.bedsellersmanual.com or www.
mattressretailtraining.com.

He offers hands-on training classes 
for retailers on a variety of subjects 
and on-line classes that can be down-
loaded from the websites mentioned 
above. David can be contacted via 
e-mail at dave@bedsellersmanual.
com or by phone at 361-648-3775.

HOW MUCH DO THEY MATTER?

Call Today 1-800-465-0716
Fax: 888-437-7230 • info@nouveauconcept.com

39” Twin

39” X 80” 39 XL

48” 3/4

48” X 80” 3/4 XL

54” Full

54” X 80” Full XL

60” Queen

80” King

AVAILABLE SIZES

#854

#853

#855

#859

13” high platform beds
available in 18 colors 
for quick ship
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PRICE RIGHT
•“We can’t get that price!”

• “Nobody will buy it!”

• “Our customers like to negotiate!”

• “People shop us on the internet!”

• “Our competition has the same 
product and they’re undercutting 
us!”

Should I go on with the whining? 
Believe me when I say that I’ve heard 
every single excuse. It’s time to turn 
whines into Wins. My response to 
these excuses and the countless others 
I regularly hear from retailers is this: If 
you think that selling on price is your 
ultimate game, then you’re in the 
commodity business. And to survive 
in the commodity business, you either 
need to produce huge volume or pro-
vide minimal (and likely unexception-
al) service to your customers. 

If you truly believe in the products 
and services you’re offering to your 
customers, you don’t need to have low 
prices in order to sell. I’ve crisscrossed 
the globe working with retailers grow-
ing sales and margins simultaneously. 
I’ve witnessed firsthand that selling 
more at higher prices is the most 
important success factor for sustained 

high profits and cash flow. This article 
is about some right ways to achieve 
this. Henry Ford once said “whether 
you think you can, or think you can’t, 
you’re right” – and those words ring 
true for our purposes now: For those 
of you who think you can’t sell more 
volume at a higher price, and those 
who think you can; both are correct. 
Please read on with an open mind.

Right Attitude 

Customers want to buy what is right 
for their situation – that’s why they are 
looking in your store after all. They 
are not interested in being sold, and 

By David McMahon, CMA, CSCP

E
arning the 
right to 
sell more 
at higher 

prices is the  
most important  
way that the best 
retailers generate  
sustained profits 
and cash flow.

“Customers can instantly 
see through salespeople, 
and quickly detect both 
need-to-sell and help- 
me-buy attitudes, right 
from the jump.”
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they will only accept the help they may 
or may not need from someone who 
has their best interests at heart. They 
can instantly see through salespeople, 
and quickly detect both need-to-sell 
and help-me-buy attitudes, right from 
the jump.

The salespeople who keep custom-
er’s genuine interests at heart are the 
ones who are able to communicate 
effectively and offer the right solutions. 
They build authentic relationships that 
gives them the right to ask for the 
sale. These are the salespeople that 
customers want to buy from. 

Salespeople must realize: It is never 
about them – it’s about the custom-
er. The second a salesperson thinks 
of themselves when working with a 
customer, the purchase becomes less 
likely. Unfortunately, attitude is not 
trainable, it’s habitual. And modifying 
poor attitudes takes time, repetition of 
proper actions, constant monitoring 
and management. Hiring a person 
with an attitude of service plus the 
ability to converse, listen, make a 
proposal and then shut-up, trumps 
industry experience when weighing 
hire options and building your team. 

The right selling attitude is the 
required first step in maximizing your 
top line and selling at the highest 
gross margin. You see, if a customer 
is serviced beyond their expectations, 
price becomes less of a factor in the 
buying decision. Time is valuable, and 
where a salesperson spends the right 
amount of time with a customer (not 
too little, not too much), extra value is 
created in that customer’s mind.  

Right Number of Salespeople

Why were sales up? Why were sales 
down? You know the answers you 
often get if you ask these questions 
to salespeople. “Customer traffic was 
good” or “customer traffic was poor”, 
right? This could be true, however, 
these answers are often provided with-
out the use of hard data, so really they 
are only guesses. 

I’ve witnessed countless instances 
where customers went unserved long 
enough that they decided to leave. 
This doesn’t happen in your business, 
does it? You see, when all of your 
salespeople are working with custom-
ers or working with too many cus-
tomers at once, other customers get 
lost to the point of almost becoming 
indivisible.

Imagine for a moment that you’re 
fishing on a boat with five other peo-
ple. Suppose there are plenty of fish 
in the sea, and that you have the best 
fishing technique on the boat plus 
some irresistible bait. With five hooks 
in the water, how many fish could you 
possibly catch at any one time? Five, 
right? Now suppose the fish down 
there are all different sizes – some big, 
some average and some tiny. What 
size will the five fish be? Who knows? 
It will likely be a mix – whatever fish 
swims by the hook first. Now, what 
if, you had ten people fishing? Well, 
assuming there were still enough fish, 
you could likely get ten fish at any one 
time and double your catch. Finally, 
what if the number of people fishing 
just barely outnumbered the amount 
of fish in the water? You would maxi-

mize your catch. At the end of the day, 
the people who were best at fishing 
would eat the most, and those who 
had poor technique would go hungry. 
In any event, the boat would have a 
bigger catch with the proper number 
of people fishing. 

The same thing is true for selling 
and properly servicing customers. To 
maximize sales volume, you must, 
must, must, know your traffic without 
a doubt, and then staff appropriately 
during peak times. 

Right Goals 

It is pretty easy to ballpark the 
sales volume that an operation can 
achieve. Here are two ways:

1.Take the total goals of all the 
salespeople and subtract 5 to 

10%. 

2.Multiply the number of sales-
people a by an average, consis-

tent performing team member’s sales 
(often around $40K-50K / month).

The problem with retailer goals is 
either they are not ambitious enough, 
or they’re non-existent. A-players in 
life have big goals. They may not 
always meet them, but they get a lot 
farther along than those who target 
averages. Those people who don’t 
have any goals and lack a set plan 
are aimless and living off of luck. They 
often get the short end of the stick. 

With respect to goal selling and 
hitting those goals, here are some 
practices that I believe in:

“Have sales team members
set their own goals based on desired income. Encourage them to think big.  
Tell them there is no penalty for not hitting their goals.”
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•	Set individual sales and margin 
goals that are a stretch. (This is 
different than accounting budgeted 
goals).

•	Have sales team members set 
their own goals based on desired 
income. Encourage them to think 
big. Tell them there is no penalty 
for not hitting their goals. 

•	Avoid incentivizing people for hit-
ting their goals. Instead, incentivize 
people and teams for being top 
performers or improving them-
selves.

•	Define a subset of selling metrics 
that are constantly tracked. Ensure 
that salespeople understand how 
their goals can be achieved by 
affecting their metrics. Examples of 
metrics could include KPI’s such as: 
revenue / selling opportunity, aver-
age sale, and gross margin.

•	Train around improving these met-
rics. Overall sales volume growth 
and margins will follow. 

Right Selling System

A selling system is a necessary doc-
umented tool that acts as guide to 
direct the salesperson along the road 
of serving the customer the right way. 
When speaking of a selling system, I 
specifically use the words: necessary, 
documented, tool, and guide. 

A selling system is necessary because 
without one, the team operates in a 
sort of chaos – sometimes controlled 
chaos, sometimes uncontrolled. The 
selling system outlines the best practic-

es with the different parts of the sale, 
and puts the team in the desired direc-
tion. I define the 5 parts of the selling 
system as:

1. Greeting

2. Understanding

3. Solving

4. Closing

5. Following up 

Defining your system underneath 
these parts is critical. It helps people to 
act the right way more often, improves 
the game of average team performers, 
and gets new hires up-to-speed more 
quickly.

A selling system is documented, 
because otherwise, nothing told or 
said will be retained and organized 
day-in-and-day-out. A document-
ed system can be reviewed, posted, 
updated easily and used consistently. 
Repetition and practice of the right 
techniques is the way to mastery. 

I’m also a believer in keeping the 
system as brief as possible (under 5 
pages for sure). Too much detail is 
overwhelming. It must also be sim-
ple to read, well-written, and based 
in reality. By-in is critical, so for this 
reason, I suggest obtaining input from 
team members for its creation and 
ongoing maintenance.

The documentation helps the sales-
person with common complaints such 
as, “Is that the best you can do for 
me?” Or “Is there any discount?” Or 
“I’m spending 20 Grand with you, 
shouldn’t I get a discount?” I can list 
twenty more, and I’m sure you can 

too. Your system helps your team 
remember that they could respond 
with comments such as: “I agreed 
with you!” (Always agree), and “We 
are 110% committed to servicing your 
needs, now and into the future” or 
“Our price reflects our value and 
unwavering commitment to you. Do 
you agree that you will absolutely love 
your new room with these options?” 
(Nod, smile, and shut up). Don’t say 
more than necessary and close when 
the buying signal presents itself. Asking 
for a discount is just a buying signal. 

A selling system is a tool and a 
guide because it is not the law. Any 
salesperson should be able to go 
off script when the situation with the 
customer dictates it. For example, 
suppose the selling system says that 
in the initial conversation stage the 
preferred welcome is: “Welcome to 
XYZ Furniture and Design. (Pause 
for thank you). Which room are you 
looking at today?” In this particular 
situation, however, the salesperson 
notices that the customer is wearing a 
finishers t-shirt from a local triathlon 
that they themselves also ran in – go 
off-script! You have something in com-
mon. Make a friend and you will have 
a customer for life. 

Require salespeople to thorough-
ly know, practice, be tested on and 
implement your selling system. Also, 
allow them to adapt it to fulfill the 
requirements and requests of cus-
tomers or situations, provided desired 
conclusions are reached. 

A customized selling system is a 
must-have for selling more at higher 
prices. If your customers love your 
selling system, you have a good one.
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“In the field
I see mostly ongoing product training and  
very little selling systems training.  In my opinion, this needs to be reversed.” 

Right Management / Leadership / Training

Training is continually practicing the selling system, which means 
repeatedly going over the techniques to improve selling metrics. 
Consistently observe and provide feedback of in-the-field perfor-
mance. The operative words here are continual and repeat. 

I’ve witnessed managers too many times sitting in offices with 
their heads buried in computers doing so-called management 
work. Sales management is not office work. Sales management 
is not support work. Salespeople are in the business of managing 
customers, which means they need to be working with customers in 
one way or another for most of their time. Sales managers are in 
the business of managing salespeople, which means they need to 
be working with salespeople in one way or another for most of their 
time. Make sense? One of best sales managers I have encountered 
said to me “Dave, I don’t have an office. My office is the floor!” Not 
by coincidence, his company sales have increased over 40% in 3 
years. Margins were up 12%.

Managing By The Numbers? 

I’m not exactly a huge fan of that saying. You gauge performance 
by the numbers at scheduled intervals. That is not managing, that is 
evaluating. Managing is an interactive activity, not an after-the-fact 
exercise. You should manage by observation, provide feedback 
and leadership to improve the metrics gauged. 

Leadership and Management are not the same. A good leader 
sets the course and tone of the business for the team to follow with 
purpose. A manager ensures that team members are doing the 
right things day in day out. 

In the field, I see mostly ongoing product training and very little 
selling systems training. In my opinion, this needs to be reversed. 
To maximize sales and margins, Leadership, Management and 
Training are all critical.

Right Incentives

Give me 20 random companies, I’ll show 20 different compen-
sation plans. I often have the question in my mind, “Why is this so 
difficult”? You pay the best people the most money, because they’re 
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team players who perform the way you 
want them to perform, right? 

So, what do you want salespeople to 
do? Simple question. Simple answer.

If anyone disagrees with me here, 
please send me an email – we can 
debate it. 

You want salespeople to: 
•	Service the customer to the  

highest level. 

•	Continually improve on selling 
more. 

•	Continually improve the margin 
they sell at. 

•	Demonstrate leadership to the 
sales team and set a positive  
example. 

If this is what you want, build your 
commission structure totally around 
this, by:

•	Establishing individual sales com-
mission rates that are variable with 
delivered gross margin. 

•	Establishing individual pay for per-
formance bumps based on written 
sales dollar thresholds at gross 
margin percentage standards.

•	Establishing team written volume. 

bonuses that are split up between 
salespeople by percent of gross 
margin dollars achieved 

Right Product Merchandising

A supportive product merchandising 
strategy is necessary for sales people 
to sell more at higher prices. Having 
more of the right product on display, 
at the right price, time and in the right 
fashion, assists both customers and 
salespeople with making favorable 
transactions. 

The right product is determined by 
what is selling. Achieving a higher 
percentage of the showroom devoted 
to best-sellers will lead to higher sales. 
I have written extensively in the past 
on strategies on how to do this by 
constantly reviewing your merchandise 
lineup. Understand which products are 
top sellers, decent sellers and non-sell-
ers, and then take action. Good sell-
ers should always be displayed and 
kept in appropriate quantities for the 
projected rate of sale and lead time. 
Non-sellers should be put into a mark-
down routine to remove them from 
your line-up. 

Furthermore, keeping a better mix 

of best sellers as opposed to “Dogs” 
allows you to try new merchandise 
more often. It keeps the floor fresh 
and increases the odds of finding new 
top sellers. 

Pricing of the best sellers and new 
merchandise should be set to maxi-
mize margins. If you can’t get mar-
gin here, you will never get it. From 
my experience, standard pricing levels 
should be set at least 5 gross margin 
percentage points higher than where 
you wish to end up on your P&L if you 
have a lean inventory. For select items 
and groups, the standard pricing ceil-
ing should be tested. Pricing for mar-
gin is a game of detail. Price point is 
what matters with detailed pricing. On 
a piece-by-piece or group-by-group 
basis, inch up the price-point to where 
it makes sense in the big picture line-
up. With regard to markdown items, 
take a step approach where increas-
ingly severe discounts and/or spiffs are 
applied. Use a 3-5 period down-step 
approach to achieve higher margins 
and faster turns. 

The fashion in which you display 
your merchandise, prices and product 
information will either add to sales 
and margin or detract from it. Answer 
these questions about the products on 
your floor:

•	Is all our available merchandise  
on display?

•	Do the vignette settings look clean 
with the appropriate pieces in each 
room setting?

•	Is there a variety of options?

•	Is it easy for the customer and 
salesperson to work the floor?

•	Is all the information available 
quickly to make a buying decision?
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•	Can we price special order and 
custom jobs quickly?

•	Is their package pricing with indi-
vidual options shown?

•	Is there info or proper POP on 
design, accident insurance, and 
delivery?

In all this, functioning IT systems 
allow for information to be known 
at a moment’s notice so that quick 
actions can be taken. Those invento-
ry managers who are the best at the 
merchandising game will typically 
get 5-10 margin percentage points 
ahead of their peers. 

Right Follow-up

Follow-up is actually the fifth part 
of an exceptional selling system. I’ll 
conclude this article with this import-
ant element in greater detail. It helps 
pave the way to sell more at higher 
prices into the future. Here are two 
important facts:

1.Return customers produce high-
er revenue per opportunity and 

greater margin. 

2.Return customers cost less mar-
keting dollars per customers to 

bring back.

This is true simply because cus-
tomers return only if they enjoyed 
their experience with you. Now, 
because they enjoyed their experi-
ence, they are a warm audience. 
They know you, they like you, and 
they appreciate what you provided 
for them. They trust you, and price 
is secondary to you having helped 
them find the right solution for their 
situation. Return customers tend to 
buy more often, are OK with order-
ing, and are open to more complete 
room solutions. They will tell their 
friends and family about you.

Prior happy customers that you 
keep in contact with will think of you 
when they are in the market for what 
you offer before your competition. 
This is a primary purpose of the fol-
low-up – the cheapest form of mar-
keting. There are several follow-up 
points that can help you get repeat 
customers back more often. Here is 
a short list:

•	Email or text a ‘thank you’ with 
e-receipt (for purchases) within 
five minutes of leaving the store.

•	Personal written sales thank-you 
note and/or a call.

•	Special order status update.

•	Delivery scheduling.

•	Personal after delivery thank  
you note.

•	Six month anniversary of pur-
chase communication.

•	Next purchase. 

•	Private sale invites prior to any 
events.

•	Top customer routine follow-up

Those salespeople who work their 
prior customer lists the right way 
become known and develop a fol-
lowing for themselves and your busi-
ness. They get more be-backs and 
thus have less need to live-on-the-
door. They will be able to sell more 
and get decent margins in less time. 
They are professionals.

Taking the right actions with your 
business will give you the right to 
sell more at higher prices. You will 
maximize your revenue per customer 
served, and, you will do it by pro-
viding what really sets you apart – A 
truly better customer experience.

About David McMahon: David 
McMahon, CMA, CSCP is a 
Management Consultant, Certified 
Supply Chain Professional and 
Certified Accountant. He is VP 
of Performance Groups for 
PROFITsystems, a HighJump 
Product. He can be reached at david. 
mcmahon@highjump.com. 

PRICE 
RIGHT
RIGHT MERCHANDISING

RIGHT FOLLOW-UP
RIGHT INCENTIVES

RIGHT MANAGEMENT
RIGHT LEADERSHIP
RIGHT TRAINING

RIGHT SELLING SYSTEM
RIGHT GOALS

RIGHT STAFFING
RIGHT ATTITUDE

“Inventory managers  
who are the best at the  
merchandising game will 
typically get 5-10 margin 
percentage points ahead 
of their peers.” 
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M
any 
hard-
working 
retailers 

struggle to earn 
the money and 
live the lifestyle 
they deserve.

If you find yourself overworked and 
under-paid, you are probably focus-
ing hard on bringing new customers 
to your front door. Yet if your closing 
rate is low, and you aren’t maximizing 
the sales tickets you already write, you 
may find yourself using excessive and 
wasteful advertising in an attempt to 
fix this problem. It’s a recipe for failure 
and there is a smarter way to operate 
your business.

Trying to improve poor closing 
rates by relying heavily on vendors to 
bring in information and support is a 
another common tactic. It’s easy to 
rely mostly on reps for training, and 
it’s economical, but if that’s the only 
place you’re getting information, as 
a fellow retailer, I’m here to tell you 
that’s a very dangerous way to go 
about improving your business. I can 
count on one hand the really great 
reps I know who have the talent and 
take the time to help retailers grow 
their businesses. 

You may also have invested money 
in programs to train your salespeople, 
but most sales training programs only 
focus on what to do once a customer 
is in front of you. They don’t tell you 
how to get more customers and how 
to actually grow your business. And 
no matter how many times and in 
how many ways your salespeople ask 
customers to buy, if you don’t have 

a process in place to dramatically 
increase close rates, you are leaving 
a lot on the table. 

If you find yourself on this kind of 
treadmill, I think you will be interested 
in the following five discoveries that 
came to light from recent conversa-
tions with retailers just like you.

1. Use Your Vendors Differently: 
You may already have all the 

information and products you need to 
run an amazing store. It is likely, how-
ever, that the biggest issue holding 
you back, revolves around doing what 
you’ve always done and expecting a 
different result. Take an honest look 
at your advertising over the last five 
years, three years, even the last year. 
What, if anything, has changed? What 
was different about your product mer-
chandise mix over these years? What 
was different about your sales training 
process? Most retailers who are being 
honest will admit that almost nothing 
has changed in spite of their desire 
to sell more, and make more money. 
Trying the same thing and expecting 
different results is Einstein’s definition 
of insanity. 

The first area I suggest you look at 
is how to merchandise your products 
in ways that you never thought of, to 
get more sales at higher and more 
predictable profits. For example, one 
of our ‘natural’ vendors offers a cer-
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tified organic foundation at $900. For 
the person wishing to have an organic 
certified mattress set and base, it has 
value. 

A starting price adjustable bed base 
from Serta in our store is the same price 
as this certified organic foundation, 
also $900. A customer might choose 
to purchase the organic set paired 
with the organic flat foundation, but 
most customers who buy an organic 
mattress only care about what they’re 
directly lying on. So, we now offer cus-
tomers the option of “upgrading” to 
an adjustable base as a package deal! 
What this does on the back-end for us 
is stop “show-rooming”. By offering 
the adjustable bed base packaged 
with the organic sleep set at the same 

price, but with more value and func-
tion, we are able to win the business 
of the handful of customers who pre-
viously used our showroom to test out 
the mattress and then went online to 
buy. It’s a value Gardner’s Mattresses 
& More customers can only find within 
our four walls. As an added benefit to 
us in this example, the adjustable bed 
base package option actually puts an 
extra $75 to the bottom line, as the 
adjustable base is less expensive than 
the organic foundation!

Another example of creative re-mer-
chandising includes bundling lower 
cost but good quality, pillows, sheets, 
protectors and protection plans into a 
package. This is something we do to 
provide a great value for customers, 
at less cost. 

One vendor affords us the oppor-
tunity to promote a $419.34 value 
package while having a hard cost 
of only $105. This package includes 
a choice of two pillows with three 
options, a mattress protector and pil-
low protector, plus 600 thread count 
sheets in a choice of four colors. 
We’ve also found that when bundling 
or packaging our offers, it’s a good 
idea to give customers the opportunity 
to choose the specific pillow, mattress 
protector or sheet set that goes into 
their package. Customers who get a 
choice of options, view our package 
deals as an opportunity, and not as 
just stuff we want to give them or get 
rid of. 

2. Find The Missing Piece: There’s 
a saying that little hinges swing 

big doors and that couldn’t be more 
true in our industry. Often you need 

just one more piece in your business 
puzzle to explode sales. For our store, 
Gardner’s Mattresses and More, this 
missing piece was to offer a store-wide 
comfort guarantee.  

We developed a Dream Room, 
inspired by car dealerships that allow 
customers to take a car home for the 
weekend, before buying. We built a 
room that looks like a high-end hotel 
room in our store. When a customer 
shows an interest in a mattress, we 
allow them to try that bed out for an 
hour or two. Once a customer has 
thoroughly “drive tested” a mattress 
we feel confident that we’ve found the 
right fit and can stand behind it. 

Our Dream Room closes at a 100%. 
Each and every week we have 2 to 4 
appointments that yield four thousand 
dollar average tickets. We can forecast 
sales by just looking at the number of 
Dream Room appointments we have 
booked. That’s very freeing, gives us 
tremendous peace of mind and is also 
very profitable.
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3. Focus On Conversations: What 
mattress retailers think they need, 

they don’t really need at all. Most 
everyone says, “I need more custom-
ers”. I’m here to tell you, you don’t 
need more customers. What you need 
are better systems, and better process-
es to convert shoppers to buyers. What 
you need is something to take all the 
momentum you’re creating, and all 
the advertising that you’re doing, to 
capture all those eyeballs, all those 
impressions, all that awareness. 

You’re flushing money down the 
drain if you don’t have a way to 
immediately begin a conversation with 
somebody once they’ve hit your web-
site. If you don’t start a conversation, 
you are just collecting impressions, 
and impressions can’t be deposited in 
the bank. More new customers in most 
cases isn’t what you need, and I’ve 
seen retailers spend themselves right 
out of business. You need to convert 
better, you need to raise that closing 
percentage number from 45 to 50 
to 55, 60 to 70% which is where our 
stores sit. We do this by converting all 
those “be-backs” automatically in a 
timely, relevant and personal way. You 
don’t need more customers, you need 
a system to manage what’s already 
coming to you to better monetize the 
investments in advertising you are 
making.

4. To thrive you must curate a 
better experience: Today, just 

creating impressions and clicks is not a 
recipe for success. To get real results, 
you need to create desire. The best 
way to do this is not necessarily to 
change vendors or bring in new mer-
chandise. What you need to embrace 

is a better way to present, propose and 
deliver your solutions. Your number 
one job is to create an exceptional 
consumer experience. 

If you are satisfied with selling cus-
tomers a quality mattress at a fair 
price, and delivering it, you will con-
tinue to struggle because that type of 
consumer experience can be had at 
Costco, Sam’s Club and, without even 
leaving home, by using Amazon. 

You probably already have all the 
pieces to be super successful. You’ve 
been in business for a while, you’re 
the local expert, you’re the guy who 
does right by his community, you sup-
port the local little league team. When 
the phone rings and a charity needs a 
bed for a displaced family from a fire, 
you’re there. If it seems like customers 
have forgotten about you, it’s probably  
because you have not developed a 
better experience to create desire and 
a better connection with customers so 
they want to do business with you. 

5. Run Your Business. Don’t Let it 
Run You: There is a foundational 

solution for every store owner. And 
it resides in having a commitment to 
implement systems and process in your 
business. That means you can’t afford 
to have a fly by the seat of your pants 
mentality.

A McDonald’s store owner is con-
tractually NOT allowed to be in his 
restaurant flipping burgers, it is NOT 
part of the system. You too should 
have a system in place that allows you 
not to be in your store and still have 
it run smoothly and profitability. Such 
a system can have your sales staff 
sending one-off emails to “be-backs”, 
handwriting thank you cards, and 

scribbling down phone numbers to 
make follow up calls. But with all the 
technology available today you can 
make it much easier and effective via 
a series of complex and reliable pieces 
of software, plug ins and third party 
vendors.

A proper automated system based 
on your curated experience, and 
focused on conversions can run your 
business for you, and not the other 
way around.

About Jeff Giagnocvo: Jeff 
Giagnocavo is the Chief Sales Officer 
of Infotail Systems, Inc., a profit auto-
mation company empowering you to 
get 100% of the profits you deserve, 
100% of the time, automatically. For 
more information visit www.Infotail.
com.
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Your complete lighting source

the accent is on service
Service Lamp Corp.

Call us today at 800-222-LAMP
 www.servicelamp.com

We bring life to your showroom!  Service Lamp specializes in serving 
home furnishings retailers with store-wide lighting services.  
Our fixtures and  leading edge lamps enhance the beauty of showrooms 
while providing maximum energy efficiency.  Service lamp is your complete 
lighting source for new construction, remodeling, maintenance 
and operations offering the best products for every 
application at very competitive prices.

FREE lighting consultation and design. 

See Us At Las Vegas & High Point 
Ask about the latest Cost Saving LED’s

NAHFA Retail Resource Center

Philips Evokit
LED linear luminaire

Philips 
LED PAR30

Philips 
LED PAR38
in Black with 
AirFlux TechnologyPhilips LED PAR38

with AirFlux Technology

New! 
Update Your

T8 Flourescent
Bulbs To LED

Philips Chloride
LED Exit Sign

Philips Capri
Downlight CRL5K

Philips Lightolier
Spot LED
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OUR LEATHER FUTURE 
What might furniture retailers need to know about a lab-grown future? 

Here’s the (multi) million dollar 
question. Is it necessary to rely on 
animals for the meat, eggs, milk and 
leather products consumed and used 
daily by billions of people around the 
world? 

Some companies are on a mission 
to prove the answer is “no” through 
the development of biofabrication pro-
cesses that could make animal protein 
and lab-grown leather a viable main-
stream option for consumers. However, 
despite the early success some of these 
companies have generated with bio-
fabricated leather samples, real and 
warranted skepticism still exists. Are 
consumers ready for lab-grown leath-
er? Will biofabricated leather cost 
more than the animal-based alterna-
tive? Will biofabrication entrepreneurs 
be able to beat the clock – developing 
products that can be sold to the mass-
es before investor patience wears thin 
and their funding runs dry?

It’s an interesting topic for anyone 
in the furniture industry and one that 
warrants an open-ended, educational 
discussion. Let’s dig deeper into the 
definition and history of biofabrication, 
the potential positives and negatives 
associated with lab-grown leather, and 
how this type of leather may (or may 
not) change the leather and furniture 
industries.

Biofabrication and  
Lab Grown Leather

According to a 2014 Wall Street 
Journal article, biofabrication is a 
tissue engineering technique that can 
grow cells by obtaining tissue samples 
through small biopsies that don’t hurt, 
injure or kill animals. This technique 
could prove vital to environmental 
sustainability as growing population 
numbers will likely put our planet at 
risk due to the amount of land ani-
mals required to sustain more people. 
Consider the following from a 2013 
TED Talk delivered by Andras Forgacs, 
CEO of Modern Meadow – one of the 
first companies to prioritize biofabrica-
tion research and development:

•	In 2012, 60 million land animals 
were required to provide meat/
dairy products and leather goods 
for the roughly 7 billion people 
worldwide.

•	By 2050, more than 100 million 
land animals will be required to 
provide the same for the antici-
pated worldwide population of 10 
billion people.

•	So – what does that mean? 
Maintaining a land animal herd 
that large would have a devastat-
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ing effect on the environment. In 
2012, land animals were already 
responsible for inhabiting 33% of 
dry land, consuming 8% of global 
water, and emitting 18% of the 
world’s greenhouse gasses.

•	And biofabricated, lab-grown leath-
ers could provide a viable solution 
that protects the planet. In fact, 
One Green Planet reports that lab-
grown products will use 99% less 
land, consume 96% less water, and 
emit 96% fewer greenhouse gases, 
with minimal waste, and no risk of 
livestock diseases.

While the environmental advantag-
es associated with biofabrication could 
be massive, there is a lot of uncertainty 
about how future conditions may affect 
the market for leather used in the fur-
niture industry. 

Leather is a byproduct of the meat 
industry and according to a Food and 
Agricultural report released by the 
United Nations, the per capita con-
sumption of beef is expected to grow 
from 10.1 Kg per person in 2015 to 
10.6 Kg in 2030. At the same time, 
human population growth will increase 
from 7.35 billion in 2015 to 8.5 bil-
lion people in 2030. 

Based on just these estimates, 
leather production should continue 
to increase, although it’s not certain 
that it will keep pace with growth in 
demand for leather, especially high 
quality leather used in leather seat-
ing. Nor is the future clear regarding 

how environmental issues will play out 
with regard to leather production and 
pricing. 

Even so, biofabrication compa-
nies like Brooklyn, NY-based Modern 
Meadow (http://www.modernmead-
ow.com) are betting that the world is 
at the start of an emerging trend that 
will cause consumers and furniture 
retailers to seek out affordable and 
environmentally friendly alternatives to 
traditional leather.

Biofabrication & 
Its Implications

While lab-grown leather may seem 
like the perfect alternative, it could 
also be too good to be true. As 
a 2015 Guardian article suggests, 
Modern Meadow and their contem-
poraries are still a long way from turn-
ing lab samples into consumer-ready 
products. And despite increased leath-
er costs, the public may not be ready 
for lab-grown leather.

As my company, Creative Colors, 
described in a recent blog post, 
“Choose Leather that Fits Your 
Lifestyle,” many types of leather 
already exist and customers often pur-
chase “faux” or bonded leather due 
to the affordable price. Some people 
know this type of leather as “pleather” 
– a substitute for real leather that can 
easily be mistaken for real leather. 

The major issue consumers often 

associate with bonded leather is that 
it may scratch, rip, tear and become 
discolored. While many customers 
believe the price is right upon pur-
chase, they often end up spending 
more in the long run as they are forced 
to more quickly replace these items. 

However, there are some serious 
advantages afforded by the biofab-
rication process that may overcome 
potential roadblocks. In addition to 
disconnecting the relationship between 
the meat industry and leather, lab-
grown leather process is consider-
ably more efficient than the tradi-
tional, animal-based process. Modern 
Meadow’s Creative Director, Suzanne 
Lee, says it takes her company about 
1.5 months to make a finished square-
foot leather sample. Compare that to 
the 2-3 years it requires to raise, feed 
and shelter an animal before the tra-
ditional process can even begin. And 
that doesn’t even take into account 
the fact that the biofabrication process 
eliminates waste entirely and affords 
leather makers significantly more con-
trol over the look, feel and shape of 
the final product. 

Regardless, the short-term prospects 
for lab-grown leather and its long-term 
viability is likely contingent on these 
key factors.

• Will biofabrication technology 
improve to a point where pro-
duction costs for biofabrication 
become competitive? 

• Will consumers consider the untar-
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nished, unscarred final product the 
real, durable, and authentic leather 
they crave?

•Will environmental concerns create 
a preference for bio-fabricated 
leather?

• Will there be a mis-match in the 
future between the supply of quality 

leather and demand?

Is Lab Grown  
Leather the Future?

At Creative Colors, we have been 
fortunate enough to work with some 
of the best home furnishing retailers 

in the country, and around the world, 
for more than 35 years as a leading 
repair and restoration franchise. And 
in that time, we’ve discovered the 
key distinction between average and 
great home furnishings retailers is 
their ability to educate customers on 
the leather products that best fit their 
budget, lifestyle and expectations. Of 
course, the key to getting that right is 
ensuring store managers and sales-
people understand current trends and 
available product options.

So – what’s the takeaway on bio-
fabrication? It’s clear that at some 
point the leather and furniture industry 
will need a man-made, environmen-
tally friendly and cost effective leather 
replacement. If the biofabrication pro-
cess can generate leather that is com-
parable to traditional, animal-based 
leather in quality and durability at 
an affordable cost, companies like 
Modern Meadow will have uncov-
ered a goldmine. However, if furniture 
retailers buy in too early and these 
lab-grown leather products fail to meet 
quality expectations, the industry could 
suffer from warranty issues and unnec-
essary repair expenses.

If biofabrication allows consumers 
to access cheaper leather products 
that they believe in, this trend would 
represent a boon for the entire leather 
and furniture industry. The bottom line 
is that biofabrication and the devel-
opment of lab-grown leather is an 
exciting and potentially transformative 
trend that furniture retailers should 
track with a curious and discerning 
eye. Here’s to hoping we can all ben-
efit from man-made leather products 
that keep our planet safer and our 
wallets thicker in the near future!

About Kelli Bollman: Kelli Bollman is 
the Vice President of Creative Colors 
International, a leading national 
repair and restoration franchise, and 
President of J&J’s Creative Colors Inc., 
a privately-held repair and restoration 
company serving South Chicago and 
the Southern Suburbs. Bollman is a 
passionate, optimistic and person-
able executive who leads Creative 
Colors International’s training pro-
grams and oversees all operations at 
J&J’s Creative Colors, Inc. She can be 
reached at kelli.bollman@creativecol-
orsinc.com. 

Launched in 1991, the Creative 
Colors International (CCI) franchise 
system was created through its affili-
ate, J&J’s Creative Colors, an industry 
leader in refurbishment techniques and 
systems. Today, both companies con-
tinue to be family-owned and operated 
by the second generation. Catering to 
the abundance of upholstered items 
in every home, business and vehicle, 
CCI is the ultimate in on-site repair, 
restoration, cleaning, protection, and 
dyeing of leather, vinyl, plastic and 
fabric. Through proprietary technol-
ogy, CCI restores damaged material 
at a fraction of replacement costs, 
saving customers up to 90 percent. 
CCI repairs are stronger than the 
original area and are nearly invisible 
to the naked eye. In the Automotive, 
Furniture and Commercial Markets, 
CCI offers on-site repair and resto-
ration to all types of leather, vinyl, fab-
ric, plastic and carpeting by repairing 
and redyeing holes, cuts, tears, burns, 
scrapes, fading and discoloration. For 
more information on CCI’s services 
and franchise opportunities, visit www.
wecanfixthat.com.

FUTURE
leathe

r

“Modern Meadow and  
its contemporaries are 
still a long way from 
turning lab samples 
into consumer-ready 
products. And despite 
increased leather costs, 
the public may not be 
ready for lab-grown 
leather.”
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Everything Your Store Needs
To Run Flawlessly

Download our FREE Demo AND 50 Page Brochure 
at: www.CustomDesignSoftware.net 

“So easy to use, it’s brainless!”
Best Furniture Point of Sale Software

Since 1991

Complete Furniture Software PackageWe love AMS & Easy Chair Customers!

Love Your POS Software! 
Call 800.884.0806

Mac & 
Windows 
Versions 

Dymo Printer

POS Printer EMV Credit Card 
Processing

Replaces EDI PO’s Product 
Availability, Shipping 
Information & More!

Cash 

Scanner

POS Scanner

Use Your iPad
With CDS Software

See Us In Las Vegas
Retail Resource Center 
Building B1050

Ask About Our In House Financing Module!

This Full Featured System Features All The Best Bells & Whistles

Mini Scanner

CHECK OUT 
OUR GREAT 
NEW LOOK!

• Point of Sale, Order Entry.
• Automatic Inventory Reduction
• Automatic Purchase Orders.
• Special Orders / Lay-A-Ways
• Customer Service Module.
• Email Blaster & Mailing List.
• Credit Card Processing.
• In House Financing Module.
• Ashley Integration Partner.

• Web Site Development.
• Sell From Your Own Website.
• QuickBooks Integration.
• Auto Bar Coding & Tags.
• Real Time Multi-Store Integration
• Automatic Delivery Routes & Mapping
• Integrated Accounting
• Ipad Remote Integration
• Much, Much More!

Voice Commands
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Store owners generally do a really 
good job of planning store openings, 
but hardly ever consider planning an 
exit strategy. Store closing is a subject 
that is taboo for most furniture store 
owners to think about, much less plan 
for. Promotional companies, or liqui-
dation specialists, thrive on working for 
furniture stores without an exit strategy 
that are on the verge of bankruptcy.

If you are one of these owners who 
has not given serious thought to an exit 
strategy for your business, you need to 
read on. The information you will find 
in this series of articles may just help 
you salvage your future and go happi-
ly into that goodnight! This article will 
inform you of the danger signs that 
strongly suggest that it is time to plan 
to exit your business. It also includes 
tips and suggestions to assist store 
owners with conducting a successful 
store closing event.

Danger Signs

“What are the signs that would sug-
gest that I should start thinking about 
closing my store?” I’m glad you asked! 
Here are the five major signs followed 
by an explanation about how each 
might impact your business.

1.An economic downturn in your 
city due to the closing of one or 

more major employers.

2.One of the major big-box nation-
al furniture chains opens a store 

very near your own location.

3.Strip shopping centers in your 
area begin to close up. 

4.Your business has declined for 
the last three years.

5.You have personally financed 
some or all of the operations of 

your business more than three months 
in a row.

#1 - An economic downturn

As a store owner you know it is up 
to you to stay informed about business 
conditions in your community. This is 
especially true if you live in a small 
to middle sized town with one or two 
major employers. The first thing you 
need to understand is that you have 
no control over a company moving 
operations to another city or worse 
yet, closing their doors. You can, how-
ever, control what you do when this 
happens.

     by Jeff York

FINDING 
THE EXIT

T
his is the first 
part in a  
two-part 
series of  

articles concerned 
with the value of  
having an exit 
strategy in place 
before you need 
one. 
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     by Jeff York

Whenever a major employer moves 
or ceases operations you need to get 
out and visit other retailers in your 
area. Talk to the owners or store man-
agers and find out if their business is 
being affected by the actions of this 
employer. When people, who live 
primarily from paycheck to paycheck, 
lose their jobs, the first thing they do is 
to stop buying anything but what they 
need to live. All purchases that can be 
postponed usually are: that includes 
clothes, homes, cars, new electronics, 
appliances and unfortunately furniture. 

Besides getting out to find out how 
other retailers in your area are doing, 
you need to take a very close look at 
who your customers are. If many of 
your customers were also employees 
of the company that is closing or 
moving out of town, start preparing 

for the worst. Get in touch with your 
cities’ economic development depart-
ment and find out if there are any new 
companies looking to open a location 
in or around your city. If so, find out 
when they plan to start operations and 
how many people they intend to hire. If 
this new company will be able to com-
pensate for lost jobs within the next 6 
months, you may be able to weather 
this downturn in economic activity. If 
this isn’t the case you need to seriously 
consider exiting the market before you 
lose your business. 

One good way to keep informed 
about the employers in your area is to 
join the Chamber of Commerce in your 
city and participate in the Chamber’s 
activities. Most major employers will 
also be members of the Chamber. 
Network with their representatives so 

you can stay ahead of the curve and 
have time to conduct a high impact 
event to raise extra cash while your 
customers still have jobs.

#2 - A major big-box 
retailer comes to town

On your way home from work you 
come up on some new construction 
and you read that dreaded sign; “Big-
Box Furniture Store Coming Soon”! 
There are two responses you can 
choose when this happens. One is to 
hang your head and decide that the 
end of your business is near. Or, you 
can invite all your current customers 
to participate in an event. If there was 
ever a time to accelerate communica-

“When store sales have been in decline for three years or more  
this is a strong signal that change is needed.”
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tions with your current customers it is 
when you know a “big-box furniture 
retailer” is coming to town.

Before you panic, you need to also 
consider whether or not this big-box 
store will cater to your customers. Will 
they offer some of the same products 
you offer? Consider the price points 
they offer in each furniture category. 
After all this consideration if you come 
to the conclusion that you are going to 
be fighting for the same customer, you 
may want to start making plans to exit 
the market. You don’t have to execute 
these plans but you definitely need to 
have a plan in place. Get in touch with 
a reputable company that can give 

you advice about how to maximize a 
store closing event. Get all the par-
ticulars such as realistic sales projec-
tions, the proper level of inventory to 
have on hand, a plan for graduating 
the discounts during the course of the 
event and a complete plan on how to 
set up your store for the event. 

Hoping for the best without prepar-
ing for the worst in this circumstance is 
why many furniture store owners find 
themselves out of business with noth-
ing to show for all their years of hard 
work. There have been many national 
furniture chains that are no longer 
in business because they had no exit 
strategy in place. No business is too 

big to fail!

#3 - Strip shopping  
centers begin to close

As seasoned retailers we all know 
that success is often about location, 
location, location! Retail shoppers are 
mobile, but retail stores are station-
ary so, when you see stores in Strip 
Shopping Centers closing their doors, 
it usually means that shoppers are 
relocating to another area. If you 
are a well-established furniture store 
with a large enough customer base 
that you don’t need new customers, 
these store closings may not have any 
effect on you. If you still need new 
customers to support your business 
you need to consider moving your 
business to a new retail location if 
possible. Sometimes the cost to move 
operations to a new location is just too 
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high. So what do you do? 

Typically a furniture retailer stuck in 
this dilemma will resort to offering their 
products at a discount to entice shop-
pers to come back. This often leads to 
the store becoming a discount retailer 
with barely enough profit margin on 
products to keep their operation alive. 
It may make better business sense to 
consider closing your operation at 
the first sign that the retail market is 
moving to a different local. If you have 
a solid exit strategy in place before 
your retail market collapses, you may 
be able to liquidate your store and 
use the proceeds to move to a better 
location. In retail we know that timing 
is everything. If you are not prepared 
to respond to a change in your retail 
market you could end up an unem-
ployed business owner with little or no 
financial safety net. 

#4 - Your business declined 
for the past three years

There are many reasons why a retail 
furniture store could have a decline in 
sales from one year to the next. But 
when store sales have been in decline 
for three years or more this is a strong 
signal that change is needed. As a 
store owner you have three options; 
re-invent your store, move location or 
close. 

What happens more times than we 
care to admit is the store owner tries to 
“ride it out.” Sales continue to decline 
until the store closes down. 

A better response to this circum-
stance would be to have a high impact 
orderly liquidation of all inventory and 
open a new business in another loca-
tion. This can be accomplished only if 
you have a carefully thought out plan 
to exit your market. This is where a 
professional familiar with orderly fur-

niture liquidations can help. Having 
your exit strategy in place months 
before you execute it gives you the 
best opportunity for a successful event. 
An even better plan would be to work 
with an exit strategy consultant before 
sales begin to lag and have your plan 
ready before it’s too late to execute an 
effective store closing event.

#5 - You are personally 
financing your operation

You may be in trouble if you have 
personally financed some or all of the 
operations of your business more than 
three months in a row.

The very first time you have to take 
some of your own earnings to support 
some or all of your store’s operations 
should raise a huge red flag! If your 
business is not cash-flowing and fund-
ing all operations you need to act fast. 
This does not mean that you shouldn’t 
invest personally in expanding your 
operations. That is a totally different 
business decision. What I am warning 
you about is spending your own money 
to keep your business open. The first 
time this happens take a close look 
at your payroll. Are you overstaffed? 
If so, will your business be alright if 
you eliminate or limit the hours of one 
or more employees? I recently talked 
with an owner who had a three-store 
operation. He also had a central office 
filled with employees who supervised 
the supervisors in each department 
in each store. In other words, he was 
paying more than double the amount 
necessary for his supervisory team.

If you have cut your payroll as 
far as you can and you are still 
funding your operations personally, 
one solution is to consider running 
an “Emergency Cash Raising Event” 
and see if you can raise enough 
cash to get your operational expenses 

covered. Maybe a well-orchestrated 
“Wall-to-Wall Liquidation Event” will 
get your business back on solid finan-
cial ground, allowing you to re-invent 
your store for future success. You need 
to think very carefully about how you 
will respond to your current business 
situation. The point is this; if your store 
is not cash-flowing, you need to do 
something radical fast! 

About Jeff York: Jeff York is a veteran 
of the furniture industry with over 15 
years of experience in management 
and consulting. He was a Managing 
Partner for the furniture division of a 
consulting and liquidation firm where 
he prepared marketing packages and 
managed store closing events for fur-
niture stores from Sarasota Florida to 
Cleveland Ohio. Currently Mr. York 
consults with small business owners 
and prepares custom marketing pack-
ages for furniture store owners who 
want to do their own Store Closing, 
Going Out Of Business or other High 
Impact furniture event. To find out 
more, visit his website at www.diyfurn-
promo.com.

FINDING
THE EXIT
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Furniture Medic Launches 

Nationwide Search for Sales Leader 
Qualifications: Must have at least 3 years of B2B sales expe-
rience, excellent communication skills, and knowledge of the 
cabinet/wood/furniture industry.  Duties include: selling new 
national accounts, account management with existing cus-
tomers, teaching franchisees about sales, and more! Being 
located in or around Memphis, TN is a plus, but candidates 
anywhere in the US will be considered.

About Furniture Medic: We are part of the multi-billion 
dollar ServiceMaster Company, so there are a plethora of 
opportunities for future growth. 

Contact: Email rlewis@furnituremedic.com, Brand Leader of 
Furniture Medic. 

furnworld 06.16 most 3 NO EXTRA.indd   80 5/25/16   9:45 AM



furnworld 0616 most ads.indd   3 5/24/16   8:36 AM



furnworld 0616 most ads.indd   4 5/24/16   8:36 AM


