Maintaining a Sales Floor: Putting your Best Foot “Floor-ward”

By: Heidi Zengel

Bill Blake, president of WRB Associates, a space planning and design company, suggests a “walk-through” of the retail store to see the store with fresh eyes, as a customer would. Here is his checklist to ensure business owners keep a well-maintained store.

EXTERIOR

Brightness: Look at the store’s exterior brightness. Is it underlit, making the store dark, unwelcoming, dangerous, and forbidding? Or harshly lit, creating an institutional feeling?

Display Windows: If your store has display windows, look closely. They tell an immediate story. Do the windows use vignettes to tell a story? Is the story told within conceptual price points? What do they say about the store? What is on display? Is there a selection of merchandise on display that is consistent with the price point of your store? What assortment of merchandise can you see from the outside? 

How do fabrics on upholstery or accessory items blend with each other? Do you have an array of types and colors of wood available in the window? 


Is the window lit in a pleasing manner to show furniture and products to their best advantage?


Exterior Signs: Exterior signs visually communicate in a powerful way. Signs can use corporate colors and logos and transmit a feel for what the store is about through typography and design. Does your store have distinctive signage? Do the signs convey a certain image of quality or contemporary styling or budget pricing? Does the building need more signs? Does signage in the entrance on the main road identify your store properly? If your store is in a strip mall, does the position of your sign on the main directory showcase your store in the best possible way? 

Entrance Doors: Do the entrance doors tell the customer your hours, which credit cards you carry, and if there are any special sales in progress?

INTERIOR

Entry: The next step is to enter the store. Is there a vestibule? Vestibules have several advantages. They provide a barrier to the weather. They are also useful for preventing theft because it is more difficult for a thief to go through a double set of doors with an ill-obtained object. The negatives for vestibules include subtracting space from the total store and diminishing the dramatic impact of your spectacular and carefully designed entrance.

Interior Lighting: While you walk through the store, note its brightness. This is a very important factor in showroom display. Many furniture stores have old ceilings painted black. This effectively lowers the ceilings, distorts colors, and imparts a gloomy atmosphere.

Focal Points: Does the store look crowded or cluttered? Is there a first focal point? Is there a second, third, or fourth focal point? Is the store organized by department? Does the store have or need gallery set-ups? How and where do the aisles direct the customer? What merchandise is on display? Is there a warehouse clearance area? Where are areas for salespeople to rest, observe customers, and do paperwork?

Aisles: Aisles should always lead to certain destinations. Where are aisles leading customers? From a selling point of view, they should guide a customer to see all the merchandise. Aisles can serve as vantage points for salespeople to observe the customers, allowing them to interpret body language and respond to other cues. Are the aisles at least 4-feet wide? Fire marshals require this amount of space for safety. The 4-foot width is also needed to provide adequate space for moving furniture when modifications of the interior floor plan become advantageous. What are the aisles covered with? Do the floor coverings help direct store traffic? Aisles usually start 24 feet to 30 feet from the exterior wall around the perimeter of the building to large pieces of furniture.

Displays: Do displays look attractive and well-maintained? Vignettes need extra space of at least 3 feet around, not counting the aisles.

Non-Selling Areas: Where are the lavatories? Where is the office space? Where is the customer service area, the receiving area? Are these designed for easy access and optimal efficiency?

First impressions are everything to customers. From the moment they step into your showroom, they decide whether to shop at your store. According to William Blake, former vice president of Siemens Furniture and president of WRB Associates, a space planning and design company, the visual presentation in your store is the most important thing in assuring future sales. “I don’t care what you’re selling,” he says. “From toothbrushes to cars, presentation is what sells today.”

For any presentation, there are two important factors: the product and how you display it. In the unfinished business, the product is your furniture and the display is your store. 

Primping the Product

There are a few tricks of the trade that you can use to present your product in the best possible way. One important trick is simple cleanliness, keeping everything dust-free and fresh. Joyce DeGrande, of Barewood Furniture in New Berlin, Wisc., suggests retailers spend a couple of minutes near closing walking around their store pushing in chairs and closing drawers and doors. She says these are simple things a retailer can do but often don’t. “It can make a big difference in the store’s appearance,” she says. 

She also says “refluffing” the accessories, grouping like colors and textures together, and displaying items in groups of odd numbers (not even) all help the store become an eye-catcher instead of an eyesore. 

For stale or out-of-season pieces, it may not matter how much primping you do. It’s imperative to try alternative methods to get them sold. Blake advises that if pieces haven’t sold, they’re either not in the right place in the store, or they’re not the right price. While most retailers know the value of moving merchandise within the store, some don’t realize that even subtle differences can increase profits. By changing the location or grouping of merchandise, it will make the store appear as if it was recently replenished with new merchandise. 

DeGrande recommends that as furniture is sold off the floor you shouldn’t put the same items back in the same spots. “Selling off the floor and putting out new items eliminates the ‘shop worn’ look that a lot of unfinished stores seem to get from endless touching and years of being in one spot,” she says.

Selling the Store
So if presentation is everything, what does your store display about you? If it’s clean and sparse, will customers automatically think it’s a posh furniture boutique, and thus they will find higher prices? Or if the furniture is piled up, warehouse-style, will they think your store is unorganized and the products will be cheap? According to Blake, either is a definite possibility. When he renovated a store and products were in piles, it gave off the look of a warehouse. “All of a sudden, customers thought things were going to be cheaper and on sale,” he says. “That’s why it’s important to convey exactly what your store is and exactly what you sell.” 

The easiest way to define your store to the public is with signs—big signs. The first place to think about signage is the outside. Make sure your logo or company sign is visible with large print and proper lighting so drive-bys can quickly identify it. 

If you’re trying to be the best bargain store, then Blake says you better have banners and prices that constitute that’s what your store is about. Signs that say “sale,” “clearance,” “90 days credit” or any other promotion should be bright and hang from the ceiling to catch customers’ attention. 

For price tags, it’s best to be clear and concise. Rather than having signs that say “25% off,” simply mark the furniture as “SALE: $50.” And Blake warns against common retailing tricks like rounding items down to the penny, such as “$59.99,” because it doesn’t fool the customers and it is passé. But the absolute worst blunder, according to Blake, is hand-written signs, which look cheap and feel like they were a second thought. 

Aisle Be Seeing You in My Store

With signage accounted for, it’s imperative that you arrange your store so shopping is as easy as possible for customers. Blake, whose company specializes in creating blueprints for retailers either just starting out or looking to redesign their store, says having a blueprint before any type of redesign is the most important thing. 

For a new retailer, it’s key to think about all aspects, from presentation rooms to play areas for kids. By coming up with a floor plan, it’s easy to see how all the furniture, as well as office equipment, will fit into the space. 

Whether yours is a warehouse or vignette store, it’s important to keep it organized and visually appealing. One common error furniture retailers make is failing to give customers enough room to maneuver around the product. Keep in mind that there needs to be adequate room for strollers, wheelchairs, and most valuably, customers. Blake reports that most stores today are overstocked. “Their floors are crowded,” he says. “Too much is not good. Less is better.” The reason is, too much product on the floor doesn’t give a chance for colors or lighting to work, not to mention it makes customers feel like they’re being edged out of the store. 

To make customers feel comfortable shopping, you need to provide space and a friendly atmosphere. This includes a pleasant, colorful environment. DeGrande advises that you introduce color to your walls, carpeting, and accessories. “Unfinished furniture is very bland and needs color around it to make it continue to look new and fresh,” she says. However, DeGrande warns that while some colors are good, others, like browns, oranges, yellows, and beiges, should be avoided.

The key thing is to make the store comfortable to you, the retailer, especially if you spend a lot of time there, as most self-employed furniture retailers do. DeGrande says, if anything, try something new. “Your store can be a lot of fun,” she says. “For the amount of time I spend at mine, it is my first home rather than my second. I like a happy and fun environment. Go for it.”
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