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ON OUR COVER: It's
become a cliché but the
pandemic has really
become a life altering
experience, as well as
greater teacher. The

retailers gracing our cover

all took the time to share
with you how those 12
months changed them
as both human beings
and businesspeople. Our
thanks go to (from top
left): Eric Bennett, Lori

Fecho, Jim Fee and Randall

McKay; (from top right):

Scott Reid, Jim Rice, Darryl

Sherman and Andrew
Tepperman.
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EDITOR'S LETTER

DEFLATION AND PANDEMICS
In many ways, this may be the most
educational issue of the Merchandiser we have
published. First off, we ask a small group of
retailers from across the country to share with
you what they’ve learned from the pandemic,
particularly how it has made each of them
a better human being as well as a better
businessperson. Then, we examine the race
to the bottom and its impact on this country’s
furniture, mattress and appliance retailers.

BY THE NUMBERS

THE DEFLATION DILEMMA
There really has been a ‘race to the bottom’
when it comes to the retail pricing of
furniture, mattresses and appliances. But
the reasons aren’t quite as clear cut as most
believe. An analysis of the Consumer Price
Index coupled with conversations with some
of the best minds in our industry has helped
to shed some light on this complex question.

ON RETAIL
GO FROM INFORMED
TO COMMITTED

For any business there’s power to be found
when the boss elevates the team he or she
leads from informed to committed. Donald
Cooper, our resident guru on all things retail
explains why this is and how to get it done.

RETAIL

LESSONS FROM
THE PANDEMIC
COVID-19 has been a life altering event. This
is now old news but almost everyone agrees
it has contained a multitude of teachable
moments. So, HGO approached eight
influential independent furniture, mattress
and appliance retailers from across the
country and asked them to share what they’ve
learned. They all seem to agree that either

14

despite or because of it, this tragedy has made
each of them better human beings and better

businesspeople.

INDUSTRY
CALENDAR

A list of furniture, mattress and appliance
industry events to be held across North
America over the coming few months. Many
are presented in a digital format.
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EDITOR’S LETTER

L~

DEFLATION
PANDEMICS

In many ways, this may be the most educational issue

of the Merchandiser we have published. After examining
the race to the bottom, we ask a group of independent
retailers to share with our readers the lessons learned
from the pandemic.

ﬁ OR AS LONG AS I HAVE BEEN WRITING ABOUT THE FURNITURE,
mattress and appliance industry, everyone from store owners to
manufacturers have complained about the ‘race to the bottom’ when

r it comes to pricing. In some ways, the issue has always been treated

— like urban myth - everyone thinks it’s true but there really wasn’t a lot

of evidence to support the contention.

One popular observation was the key retail price point for a three-seat station-
ary fabric covered sofa hadn’t moved in 30 years while the price of the typical fam-
ily car had at the very least quadrupled over that time.

A few weeks ago, I took a closer look at the annual Consumer Price Index pub-
lished by Statistics Canada and discovered prices for upholstery, case goods, mat-
tresses, refrigerators and laundry equipment have been declining over the past
couple of decades.

After consulting with a few really smart people, from both inside and outside
the industry, we discovered there are reasons to explain this phenomenon, reasons
we explore later in this issue. And some of those reasons will be somewhat sur-
prising. For example, although most of us see the housing market as ‘hot’ at this
precise moment, when looked at over the past 20 years some say it peaked in 2004
and has been declining slowly since then. Others note this industry is remarkably
stable, particularly at retail which means competition has been increasingly price
oriented as the merchant’s fear of losing market share became greater than his
desire to improve margins.

In this issue we also asked a small group in independent retailers from across
the country to answer two apparently straightforward questions about their ex-
periences over the past year of so. We asked them: what have you learned from
the pandemic, both as a businessperson and as a human person; and how has it
changed your business, your approach to business and how you see its future?

The answers they gave are worth reading. In many cases, they are downright in-
spirational. They also reminded me that this industry is populated with many fine
human beings. I hope you enjoy reading this issue as much as I enjoyed writing it.

i e %

{_ Michael J. Knell
Publisher & Editor
mknell@homegoodsonline.ca
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IHt DEFLATION DILEMMA

There really has been a ‘race to the bottom’ when it comes to retail pricing of
furniture, mattresses and appliances. But the reasons aren’t quite as clear cut as
most believe. An analysis of the Consumer Price Index and conversations with
some bright minds has helped to shed some light on this complex question.

BY
MICHAEL J.
KNELL

8 HGO merchandiser

for $1,000 in 2002 sold for $821 in
O =& 2020. Similarly, a piece of upholstery
also selling for $1,000 in 2002 sported a price tag
of $938 last year. An analysis of the Consumer
Price Index (CPI) from Statistics Canada shows
every major category of furniture and major ap-
pliances suffered significant price erosion over
that time. But almost everything else bought by
the Canadian consumer cost a lot more last year
than it did 19 years previously - and sometimes
by a significant amount.

A good example is the family grocery bill,
which Statistics Canada says was just under
$154 in 2020 for every $100 spent in 2002. An-
other is what the CPI refers to as the ‘all items’
basket (basically every product the consumer
buys on a regular basis) which went from 100
in 2002 to 134 in 2020.

As the chart accompanying this report
shows, major appliances haven’t been immune
from this downtrend trend in pricing. For ex-
ample, a washing machine or dishwasher priced
at $1,000 in 2002 was tagged at $844 last year.
A similarly priced refrigerator sold for $865 last
year. Many experts, both inside and outside the
white goods industry, have cited improvements
in technology and greater efficiencies in manu-
facturing - not to mention tougher competitive
pressures — as the primary drivers for the defla-
tion when it comes to both the core group of ma-
jor appliances and most categories of consumer
electronics, especially televisions and audio-
visual equipment such as DVD players.

But when it comes to furniture and mat-
tresses industry veterans as well as outside
observers note there are other factors in play,
particularly when the inflationary pressures
on many of their components are considered.

A[ MATTRESS RETAILING IN CANADA

For example, foam used for upholstery seating
and mattresses as well fabric for both seat cov-
ers and ticking have seen prices increase at a
relatively alarming rate, particularly in recent
years.

Anna Feng, an economist at the Conference
Board of Canada - a private think tank based
in Ottawa — notes the overall inflation rate in
Canada has averaged 2.0% annually over the
past two decades, prompting her to believe
“this deflation in furniture price was caused
by muted consumer demand for furniture and
an increase in options available - challenging
pricing power.”

Ed Strapagiel, the Toronto-based retail con-
sultant and analyst, said demographics has
also played a role, pointing out “population
growth has slowed down and so has the rate
of new household formation which, in turn,
means less robust aggregate demand for furni-
ture and appliances.”

For Edward Leon, chief executive officer of
the Toronto-based Leon’s Furniture Limited
(LFL) - parent of both Leon’s and The Brick as
well as this country’s largest full-line furniture,
mattress and appliance (FMA) retailer - the
drivers are closer to home.

“The fact that our industry’s pricing hasn’t
kept up with the increase in CPI is due to a
couple main reasons,” he believes, “First, the
incredibly competitive nature of our industry
(at both wholesale and retail) and secondly, the
fact a large portion of our goods are sourced
internationally and often come from countries
and marketplaces that do not necessarily fol-
low the economics of our domestic market.”

Kim Yost, president and CEO of Mega Group,
the member-owned buying group based in Sas-
katoon, concurs with these sentiments and p



expands on them noting an examination of the
CPI says quite a lot about the state of FMA re-
tailing in Canada.

“First of all, we have lost share of wallet - that
is, of disposable income - over that period,” he
told Home Goods Online in an interview. “There
are also new categories of goods which didn’t
exist 20 years ago that are now competing for
those same dollars - think cell phones and digi-
tal subscription services.”

He also notes the life cycle of many prod-
ucts sold by FMA retailers have shortened
over the past couple of decades. “Consumers
expect to change their furniture, appliances
and mattresses more frequently,” Yost pointed
out. “Appliances were once expected to last
20 years, but the industry says that’s down to
about 12. Mattresses used to have a 20-year
warranty, now the average replacement cycle
is less than 10 years. Furniture has become
more fashion oriented, and expectations are it
will be changed sooner. It’s also reflected in the
re-sale value of secondhand furniture which is
next to nothing as well as the abundance of
cheaper quality, lifestyle furniture.”

The Conference Board’s Anna Feng also ob-
serves one of the main factors determining
FMA prices on retail floors is simple economics
- the law of supply and demand. “People tend
to buy more furniture after they purchase a new
home,” she observed, adding the demand for
FMA correlated directly to the Canadian hous-
ing market.

Although the Canadian housing market -
both in terms of starts and resales - has set his-
toric highs over the past five or years, Feng said
a slightly different picture emerges when look-
ing at the past two decades. This view suggests
the market has been in something of decline.

“Housing starts peaked in 2004 and have
seen only modest growth since,” said Feng,
a member of the board’s economic forecast-
ing group and responsible for publishing its
monthly Index of Consumer Confidence. “Be-
cause of that, retail sales of furniture stores
slowed significantly to an average annual
growth rate of 1.7% between 2008 and 2018,
much slower than the 9.9% growth rate re-
corded in 2002. As such, the muted growth of
furniture sales weighed heavily on Canada’s
furniture prices in recent years.”

Combined with this muted demand has been
the different type of competitor being faced
by the typical brick-and-mortar FMA retailers.
“We've seen many more online retail players
come to the industry,” Feng observed, “particu-
larly in the mattress segment with the mattress-
in-a-box phenomena, which are much cheaper
than those bought in standard mattress stores.
Naturally, prices weakened as supply rose and
demand remained muted.”

Another key factor in this downward spiral
has been the emergence of imports. For exam-
ple, in upholstery alone, imports now account
for 80% of the Canadian market - a far cry from
the share they had at the turn of this century.

“Global sourcing is more efficient,” Yost
said. “The products are cheaper. This is an eco-
nomic for many categories, not just furniture
- look at clothing, computers and televisions,
for example.”

Ed Leon of the publicly held LFL also notes
there has been little change in the FMA retail
segment’s traditional competitive environ-
ment over the past decade or so. “Our industry
has had very little consolidation or reduction in
worldwide players who are most anxious to con-
tinue competing for the business.” p

C 0 N S U M E R P R I C E I N D EX Annual Average [not seasonally adjusted)

2011 to 2020 2002 =100

Anna Feng is an economist
with the Conference Board
of Canada. A member of its
economics forecasting group,
she authors its monthly Index

of Consumer Confidence.

Ed Strapagiel is a seasoned
retail consultant and analyst

based in Toronto.

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2018 2019
All-items 19.9 | 121.7 | 122.8| 125.2| 126.6| 128.4| 130.4| 133.4| 136.0| 137.0
Food 127.7 | 130.8 | 132.4| 1355 | 140.5| 142.6 | 142.7 | 1453 | 150.2| 153.7
Upholstered furniture 90.7 90.4 91.8 91.9 95.5 95.8 93.4 93.1 94.0 93.8
Wooden furniture 95.8 94.7 95.1 94.9 96.8 98.3 96.1 93.5 94.7 96.1
Other furniture (mainly mattresses) 90.9 86.8 88.9 85.4 87.1 89.4 89.6 87.2 83.6 82.1
Cooking appliances 83.1 84.8 83 82.5 86.3 89.1 87.5 86.1 85.7 82.1
Refrigerators and freezers 82.1 83.3 80.8 80.8 85.3 90.0 86.3 86.4 87.1 86.5
Laundry and dishwashing appliances 89.0 90.0 86.1 85.0 89.9 93.5 90.4 89.1 87.6 84.4

Source: Statistcs Canada Table 18-10-0005-01 (formerly CANSIM 326-0021)
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Kim Yost is president and chief
executive officer of Mega Group,
the member-owned buying
group based in Saskatoon that
operates the BrandSource
Canada banner.

Ed Leon is the chief executive
officer of the LFL Group, the
publicly held and Toronto-based
parent company of Leon’s, The
Brick and Appliance Canada.
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Indeed, it could be argued that last major
shake-up in Canadian FMA retailing came in
2013 when Leon’s acquired The Brick to create
LFL. In fact, the only major player to exit the
sector over the past two decades was Sears Can-
ada in 2018 even though there has been a real
decline in the number of independent stores.

THE RELUCTANCE TO RAISE PRICES

These experts also tend agree these factors
have also provided retailers with a reluctance to
increase their prices over the past two decades.

“It’s been challenging for companies to in-
crease their prices, given the competition and
subdued consumer demand for furniture,” Anna
Feng said. “Higher furniture prices would fur-
ther drive consumers away from purchasing fur-
niture, which would reduce profits for furniture
stores. In particular, the mattress segment has
seen a complete change in the way the industry
works — to where consumers seek the mattress-
in-a-box option more and more. That means the
composition of what people buy today is dif-
ferent than what they did in 2002, and this has
trended towards cheaper options.”

Ed Leon has a more direct view of this. “I
don’t believe we have been reluctant to raise
prices as much as we're fearful of losing our
share of the pie”

Mega Group’s Kim Yost doesn’t necessarily
disagree. “While there has been increased com-
petition, we also fear loss of market share,” he
said, although there are other factors at play.
For example, the opening price points in al-
most every category of furniture, mattress and
appliances offer the consumer little in the way
of added value, but they are disproportionately
featured in almost all retail advertising.

“This has led to the consumer perception that
furniture can be bought at lower prices,” Yost
remarked.

Ed Strapagiel believes “it’s not that the indus-
try has been reluctant to raise prices. It’s that
the industry is not able to raise prices to the
above factors.”

BREAKING THE CYCLE

While most observers seem to agree on what
have been the primary causes of this deflation-
ary trend in FMA prices, not all are confident
the cycle can be broken. While considered to
be big ticket items, furniture and appliances
haven’t been able to demand higher prices the
way automobiles have, for example. This is be-
cause the contributing factors that influence
pricing aren’t likely to see that influence dimin-
ish, at least in the short term.

Anna Feng of the Conference Board notes

the recent ‘working from home’ trend seen over
the course of the COVID-19 pandemic will help
grow demand for furniture, particularly since it
has also spurred a move towards the purchase
of larger homes by many Canadian consumers.

Despite this, she remains of the view that “go-
ing forward, the outlook for furniture prices will
be mixed. On one hand, the recent rapid growth
in housing starts is not deemed to be sustain-
able and we forecast they will decline gradually
over the next years.”

She also thinks the pandemic has done two
things that could give FMA retailers more pric-
ing power. “The pandemic has led to people
staying at home more,” Feng observed. “This
might increase household taste for higher
priced furniture - and increase the demand for
it — as they spend more time at home.

“The pandemic also led to a significant in-
crease in savings,” she continued, “which could
eventually be spent on furniture. If demand
reaches a high enough level, pricing power will
return to furniture retailers.”

While admitting the process will be neither
simple nor painless, Kim Yost believes the de-
flationary spiral can be broken.

“We need to add more quality and recogniz-
able value to the products we sell,” he main-
tained, adding that this is already being done in
a number of categories such as adjustable bases
for mattresses; powered motion furniture; and
full featured refrigerators and laundry pairs.

He also believes manufacturers should take
firmer control of their MSRP (manufacturer’s
suggested retail price) while providing greater
support for minimum advertised prices and hold-
ing retailers accountable for adhering to them.

“Furniture manufacturers also need to in-
crease their consumer brand,” Yost said while
encouraging them to develop fully featured pri-
vate labels for retailers to feature on their sales
floor. “Retailers must also be less reluctant to
show and promote trade-up price points. Inde-
pendent retailers have always had greater suc-
cess in getting consumer to trade up compared
to the big box stores.”

However, Ed Leon is somewhat more pessi-
mistic on this issue. “I do not see a change in
this cycle as long as we maintain trade relations
with the rest of world,” he said. “Further to this,
without a contraction in the number of players
at both the wholesale and retail level, the eco-
nomics of an open and competitive marketplace
will prevail.” (&1

MICHAEL J. KNELL is the publisher and editor of
Home Goods Online and all three of its plat-
forms.
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BY DONALD
COOPER

12 HGO merchandiser

(o fhom
INFORMED £ COMMITTED

For any business there’s power to be found when the boss elevates
the team he or she leads from informed to committed. Our resident guru
on all things retail explains why this is and how to get it done.

RE YOUR STAFF IN THE DARK,
A engaged or fully committed?
0 In many businesses one of big-
== gest employee complaints is
about the lack of communication. “Nobody
tells us what’s going on around here!” is a line I
hear it all the time. We all talk about the impor-
tance of communication. Some of us even brag
about how good we are at it. But, shouldn’t we
go beyond communication to create true em-
ployee engagement and commitment?

Sadly, in many businesses communication
is a one-way street. It’s the process of telling
employees what management has decided to
do and then asking, or telling, the team to ‘get
with the program. On the other hand, engage-
ment and commitment start with involving
your team in creating clarity about five things:

The extraordinary value and customer
experience you commit to deliver and
how you’ll communicate them in everything
you do, in a way that clearly differentiates

you from your competitors.

What you, as a business, commit to
become (your Vision).

How you’ll get to that extraordinary
future (your Mission).

The healthy bottom line you commit to

generate. If there’s no bottom line, there’s
no business. Sadly, many of your employees
think making a profit is a bad thing. They

need to be disabused of this foolish notion
that they probably picked up in our socialist
school system. Don’t get me started on that
one! If there’s no profit, there’s no business
and no jobs - including theirs.

How you commit to behave along the
way. Your values, ethics and standards.

Involve your team in these important con-
versations. They know stuff and hate it when
you don’t ask. When you don’t ask for their
ideas, they assume you don’t care — and if you
don’t care, why should they? By asking and
listening you’ll get more and better ideas,
you’ll honour them, reduce turnover, improve
commitment and find out who ‘gets it’ and,
therefore, who might be promotable.

For over 20 years, I flew 100 times a year
speaking at various conferences and holding
business coaching sessions around the world.
Whenever I saw an airline doing something
customer unfriendly or just plain stupid, I
would always ask the front-line staff, “Why do
you do that? It doesn’t make sense.” The reply
was always the same. “We know it’s wrong and
we keep telling them (head office) but they
won’t listen!” In that kind of environment, the
best people leave in frustration and the me-
diocre people stay and take what I call ‘T don’t
give a damn pills! How many people are tak-
ing ‘I don’t give a damn pills’ just to survive in
your business?

Here’s something to think about: accord-
ing to the international polling firm Gallup »



Research, in North America only 31% of em-
ployees are fully engaged while 52% are not
engaged and 17% are actively disengaged.

In Europe, the numbers are much worse
with 90% of employees being categorized as
either not engaged or actively disengaged.
By the way, actively disengaged refers to un-
happy employees who act out in various ways
to undermine the organization and the perfor-
mance of others. Get rid of them! Do it legally
but get rid of them.

ALWAYS EXPLAIN WHY

The simplest way to move your team from
blind compliance to engagement, commit-
ment and creativity is to always explain why.
Whenever you’re assigning a project, discuss-
ing a policy, coaching team members on a
particular process or trying to improve some
part of the business, always tell them why
it’s being done. Explain the desired outcome
you’re looking for and why it’s important. It
might take a little longer, but the results will
be significant better.

When you communicate to your people by
just telling them to ‘do it’ they’re informed and
the best you can hope for is blind compliance.
But, when you truly involve them, listen to them

and respect them, they're
much more engaged and
committed! And here’s the
magic, a few of your brighter
folks will say something won-
derful like, “Oh, if that’s the
outcome we’re looking for, I
have a few thoughts on how
we might do it even better.”
Now we have engagement,
passion and creative input!
So, will you have better
informed employees. Or will
you commit to creating more
engaged, more committed
and more creative team? It
really is your choice. [E

A regular contributor to Home Goods Online,
DONALD COOPER has been both a world-class man-
ufacturer and an award-winning retailer. Now a
Toronto-based business speaker and coach, he
helps business owners and managers rethink,
refocus and re-energise their business to create
compelling customer value, clarity of purpose
and long-term profitability. For more information,
or to subscribe to his free, monthly management
e-newsletter, go to www.donaldcooper.com
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LESSONS
FROM THE

PANDEMIC

COVID-19 has been a life altering event. This is now old news but almost everyone agrees

it has contained a multitude of teachable moments. So, HGO approached eight influential

independent furniture, mattress and appliance retailers and asked them to share what

they’ve learned. They all seem to agree that either despite or because of it, this tragedy
has made them better human beings and better businesspeople. BY MICHAEL J. KNELL

every television newscast
and on the front page of

every major newspaper in this country
for the past year. At press time, almost
900,000 Canadian had contracted
the disease, just over 22,000 had
succumbed and the roll-out of the
vaccines was in its early stages.

During the year since the pandemic
was declared in March 2020, the
containment measures imposed
by federal and provincial health
authorities caused the majority of
furniture, mattress and appliance
(FMA) stores to be closed to in-
store traffic for as long as 16 weeks.
Making matters worse, in many
larger markets, these merchants were
forced to close over Boxing Week,
the most critical seven-day period on
the annual retail calendar. The total
number of weeks enforced closure
varied depending on where each
brick-and-mortar store was located.

There is no question this has
been a life altering event. Everyone
has been affected. It has changed
perceptions, minds and attitudes.
The way we work and interact with
others has been radically changed. In
many ways, the pandemic has been
the accelerant of change - speeding
the arrival of long anticipated change.
The best example being a quicker and
broader acceptance and adoption of
e-commerce by most FMA retailers.

I_I HE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
I][I has been the lead story on

lé_k HGO merchandiser

Recently, Home Goods Online
reached out to a number of leading
independent FMA retailers from
across the country and asked them
two questions:

What have you learned from the
pandemic, both as a businessperson
and as a human being?

How has it changed your business,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

I want to thank each of these
energetic and thoughtful industry
leaders for taking the time to consider
the questions and respond fully. Aside
from some minor editing to ensure
clarity, their answers are presented as
submitted.

ERIC BENNETT
President/Owner

Bennett’s Furniture & Mattresses
Peterborough, Ontario

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson
and as a human being?

We need to increase investments in
having vaccines ready for the next
pandemic. I read it is now possible to
pre-prepare for almost any pandemic
with ready-to-go vaccines. Just

more money for research and it will
happen. Friction must end between
competing interests including the
advice of scientists and the business
community. The federal government

should form a committee to prepare
for the next pandemic as soon as this
one is over. Explain to the press and
public that while “science is super
important but ultimately politicians
have to make the final decisions.”

How has it changed your husiness,

your approach to business and how

you see its future?

The biggest change has been the
move towards more digital and having
your store featured online has become
more urgent. Time will tell how much
this pandemic changes our society.

If a lot more people work from home,
that will be good for smaller cities

in Canada as people will leave the
large urban cities. The other thing

is the pandemic certainly proves

the home furnishings industry is

in competition with non-furniture
businesses - look at how busy we are
when people cannot spend on travel
and restaurants.

LORI FECHO
Vice President
Mattress Mattress
Calgary, Alberta

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson
and as a human being?

As a businessperson, and a human
being, I've learned that who we
surround ourselves with will p



ERIC BENNETT

determine our threshold for crisis.
Those who are okay with stepping
outside of their comfort zone and
adapting to change are going to pull
through the strangest of times. I've
always felt sales is not for the faint

of heart and this strange year has
proven that more times than not. I'm
so proud of the associates who work
for Mattress Mattress and how they
have remained focused and motivated
during such a stressful and unique
time. Every single thing that has been
introduced or changed was embraced
and taken in stride. I'm grateful for
this type of teamwork.

How has it changed your bhusiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

This is interesting. We’ve made
some changes during COVID to
better handle the restrictions that
will probably stick with us. We've
learned that scheduling two or three
associates together for less hours
provides a better retail experience
than staggering their shifts and
remaining open longer hours. We
learned taking a stand and stepping
up to various guidelines provides
greater customer certainty when
they need it most. We learned we
sell products people still want to test
before buying online, so we’re less
distracted by the online mattress
sellers these days. Yes, it’s a thing and
we offer online sales too but there is

LORI FECHO JIM FEE

still a need for brick-and-mortar, so we
need to continue providing a value-
added experience in store.

JIM FEE

President
Stoney Creek Furniture
Stoney Creek, Ontario

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson
and as a human heing?

Cashflow, cashflow, cashflow.... the
original lockdown came after a soft
back end to 2019 and after shipping
the bulk of our backlog through
November and December. With
January and February typically being
soft for both written and shipped
sales, cash on hand and backlog

of sold goods were stretched thin.
During lockdown money mostly went
out, with little coming in. It was a
challenging situation for any business.
While you can’t control the timing of
a pandemic and closure, the situation
certainly sharpened the focus on
preserving cash.

I learned the value of having
associations, buying groups and
friends to network with. When you
are in the middle of it, trying to
educate yourself on how to operate
your business and how to protect your
employees, it was amazing the amount
of information that was provided
by the North American Home

RANDALL McKAY

Furnishings Association (HFA), Mega
Group, AVB BrandSource, the Retail
Council of Canada, and the Canadian
Federation of Independent Business
(CFIB) and others. It was plentiful and
invaluable. Getting on phone calls,
zoom meetings and webinars became
a daily routine. Talking to fellow
retailers throughout those months was
also a great help - we were sharing
insights and understanding of rules.
The way Mega stood up to assist
their membership was commendable
and extremely helpful. All of the
things I've listed showed the support
available and that we were not alone.

Something I always knew, but was
reinforced by this pandemic, is just
what a great team I have here with me.
They were there to assist and support
me as we all worked our way through
this. That core group did whatever was
needed to keep our business going,
even in a limited fashion, and to keep
communicating with our customers.
I'm very thankful to them.

Personally, this situation tested me.
It was very stressful. All the what-if’s
and worst-case scenarios ran through
my mind. Sleep was limited. What I
found surprising though, was after I
had done all I could do, still staying
engaged and learning, I came to the
realization that, at least for a while,
it was beyond my control. And from
that I found an inner calm and started
sleeping well. Strange, considering the
challenges at that time. p
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SCOTT REID

How has it changed your bhusiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

As for Stoney Creek Furniture, our
web site, chat service and digital
advertising became of much greater
importance. That will continue.
Inventory, that was in stock, also
became the most important thing to
promote. With the supply chain still
in disarray, having available inventory
will be key for some time. We brought
in items that hadn’t been part of our
regular line-up before, even new
vendors, based on what inventory
was available. Consumers are very
much focused on their homes right
now and we all have to do our best
to fill those needs. Hopefully, that
renewed appreciation for the home
will continue for some time.

JIM RICE

RANDALL McKAY

Owner

Daley’s BrandSource Home
Furnishings

Fredericton, New Brunswick

What have you learned from the
pandemic, both as a businessperson
and as a human heing?
The one thing that stands out to me is
we needed an interruption in our lives
so we could refocus on the important
things in life - family and our fellow
human beings.

This year in Fredericton there has
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been a lot more focus on helping the
homeless. I found people have been
more aware of the plight they face
every day. One day, I stopped to give
coffee to a lady my wife and I have
been made aware of. As I prepared
the coffee cup and bag with the cream
and sugar (just a few seconds at most)
there were two other people bringing
her warm clothing, money and food.

Before the pandemic, we all were so
busy we didn’t take the time for self
and others. In that way, it was good to
cause us to change.

How has it changed your bhusiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

On the business side we are open
fewer hours and doing more business.
I have learned to be bolder as I

go after my goals. People want to
support local, as we have done in
our purchasing for many years. The
support and patience shown to us
as we all struggle to find enough
inventory to fill orders, has been
amazing. We live in a great city.

DARRYL SHERMAN

SCOTT REID
President/Owner
Reid’s Furniture
Thunder Bay, Ontario

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson
and as a human heing?

ANDREW TEPPERMAN

I have learned just how fragile
things can be. One minute you are
cruising at 30,000 feet feeling you
can do no wrong, and the next you're
sitting alone behind a locked door
watching customers line-up and being
told you cannot let them in. Very
frustrating!

I have learned the world is not
fair! The big boxes can be open, the
internet keeps shipping, and we are
closed. Also, very frustrating!

I am, however, thankful I ended
up in the furniture business. I listen
to friends with hair salons and
restaurants talking about this being
potentially career ending as I sit here
‘inconvenienced’ while I enjoy one
of the most profitable years I can
remember. I keep telling myself there
is a light at the end of the crazy tunnel.
We just happen to be at a bend and
can’t see it.

On a personal level, I have learned
to really appreciate the quieter pace
to life. With two young boys at home,
we are not running from rink to rink,
we are not eating on the go to get to
our next appointment, we are simply
doing what we are told, which is to
‘stay home’. With that, we are enjoying
movie nights, games nights, long dog
walks, and early bedtimes. All things
considered I don’t hate being home.
In fact, we are renovating, cleaning
and redecorating - just like our
customers that are at home doing the
same thing. p



How has it changed your bhusiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

I have spent my entire working life
‘controlling my inventory’ - always
giving preference to suppliers that can
ship quickly. During this pandemic,
quick ship is anything but. Like
most of my retail friends we have
been loading up. The pipe is full, the
product is coming.

The warehouse is ready to burst
with incoming freight. The lock down
is hampering our ability to get things
out, so we are managing the cash and
looking for any ‘spare’ space to store
things. With price increases coming
every day and lead times getting longer,
the math tells me I need to order more,
but the death stares from my warehouse
manager tell me I shouldn’t.

What is the lesser of two evils? Am
I better off being closed with too much
inventory or open with nothing to
sell? I don’t know the right answer but
can’t help think if retailers would just
quit hoarding inventory, the factories
wouldn’t be buried and things would
operate like normal.

I have spent my entire working
life growing. I measured growth by
our sales and did things like expand
hours, increase advertising, hire more
people and open more stores. The
pandemic forced me to cut advertising
significantly, streamline the staff,
reduce hours and focus on different
things. Interestingly, profit went way
up. If you treat every customer like
she is your last, we have found more
of them buy. When they buy, they are
buying more stuff and more expensive
stuff. We no longer have the dreaded
night shift where we don’t see an
‘up’ - so now we are at home with
our families enjoying a much better
quality of life. The question I am
asking myself is, “What do I have to
do to make this the new normal?”

I only wish I knew what the future
holds. If you talk to some, the world is
coming to an end. If you talk to others,
they are telling you we will continue
to ‘drink from a fire hose’ and now is
the time to expand. My gut tells me
we should enjoy the ride, invest in
inventory, hold onto cash and wait to
see what the future brings. I fear we

have only begun the ‘open and close’
yo-yo pattern of business.

What I do know is this pandemic
has been hard on everyone for
different reasons. Be kind, phone a
friend, be a good person and help out
where you can.

JIM RICE

Owner
Ameublement BrandSource Rice
Edmundston, New Brunswick

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson

and as a human being?

Our little once-unaffected-COVID-free
area exploded recently. It was quite
impactful. We were living in our little
haven, hidden from any danger then
suddenly kaboom! Lockdown!

The writing was on the wall but
regardless having to close once again
was not something we were looking
forward to. The last 12 months have
been quite the eye opener. We went
through a rollercoaster of emotions
and reactions to the constantly
evolving situation around us.

Initially (back last March), we had
no idea what was ahead of us. We
went from thinking ‘that’s it, finito’
to ‘holy crap’, we can’t get product!
Everybody’s buying everything!

We had to adapt continuously,
spending most of our time sourcing
product and managing customer
expectations. Forecasting is close to
impossible, since you can’t really rely
on sources to supply the goods.

How has it changed your husiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

Nonetheless, there have been more
ups than downs to this whole thing.
Our company had the best year

ever with the best margins ever. We
managed to transition our delivery
service to a local contractor. We

had sufficient cash flow to move
forward with several renovation and
infrastructure improvements that
were previously on hold. We realized
we needed to get our web business
sharpened up - and that’s what we’re
doing right now.

So overall this pandemic has been
a ‘good’ thing for me as a furniture
retailer. My biggest concern now is
finding a crystal ball that will tell me
what lies ahead.

DARRYL SHERMAN
President

Wilson Furniture

Oshawa, Ontario

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson

and as a human being?

Personally, the transition from an
active life of work, travel and social
activity to one of self-isolation, a
changing work environment with a
different schedule and an end to social
activity has occurred with mixed
reactions.

Surprisingly, adjusting to changing
work schedules and no travel have
been easier than limiting social
activity and contact. Cancelling
major holiday get-togethers and
family milestones has been more
difficult for me. Lessons learned
include increased need for shared
communication using old and
new technologies. I love to write
letters and have continued to do so,
although e-mails and messaging
apps are much faster. Of course,
Zoom and other new tools are
useful for personal and business
communications. However, I long for
the personal contact. This includes
family and business. Personal
meetings with factory representatives
and attending trade shows are part of
my DNA and are definitely missed.
We all used to complain about too
many trade shows. Not anymore.

I am also grateful for family and
friends. I am so lucky to have a good
relationship with my wife Louise.
Working with my brother and
partner Jory, we have weathered the
COVID-19 challenges with a united
front and are confident our business
will emerge strong and viable.

Finally, I am learning to pace
myself. I have always worked six or
seven days, then after a few months
take a travel break. Not having that
option, I am now working five days »
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We are optimistic that once we are past this

pandemic. our customers will continue (o make home
lurnishing a priority for the next several years.

and taking two off. Also, our store
has reduced hours, so my work-life
balance has improved.

How has it changed your bhusiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

During the first closure (back in
March 2020), we analyzed all our
expenses and made changes where
possible to reduce them. We do this
on an ongoing basis, but that closure
expedited our need to conserve
where possible. We also looked for
opportunities to utilize available
government grants and loans.

We also communicated often and
clearly with our staff. As a small
business this is essential. We tailored
our staffing plan to meet their
differing and changing needs. I am
also aware long-term social isolation
has an impact on everyone’s mental
health and well-being. Continued
attention to staff well-being is
foremost on my mind.

When we re-opened in May 2020,
we reduced our store hours (10am
to 5pm) and closed two days a week
(Tuesday and Wednesday). Private
appointments were encouraged.
Our staff accommodates customers
by opening the store for them when
we were closed or after hours. This
has worked very well. Everyone has
adjusted to this schedule, which we
reactivated when we re-opened last
month (February 2021).

In December 2019, I began a
web site update which was initially
completed in February 2020. As
technology is changing quickly,
we completely revamped our web
site again in December 2020 and
have spent the time and resources
needed to make this site robust and
user friendly. We are beginning to
offer e-commerce options, online
appointment booking, virtual tours
and updated product in store. The
future of marketing dollars will likely
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trend away from print and radio to
social media and web marketing.

The shift from custom orders to
in-stock items will be our biggest
challenge as over 60% of our sales
have been ‘special’ orders. We don’t
import containers and with order
times extending to six months, we are
concerned our customers will opt for
‘in-stock’ items. So, we are continually
revisiting categories to determine
inventory levels. This will be our
biggest challenge in 2021.

We believe the success of our
business will rest on personal
interactions with customers and
providing a positive in-store shopping
experience. With growing residential
movement to our area, and the current
home décor boom, we are anticipating
strong sales as we recover sales
decreases in 2019 (due to shutting of
the local General Motors factory) and
2020 (thanks to the two-month closure
this past spring and the closure after
Christmas). We are already behind
for 2021 due to the store closure and
have our work ahead of us. We are
optimistic that once we are past this
pandemic, our customers will continue
to make home furnishing a priority for
the next several years.

ANDREW TEPPERMAN

President
Tepperman’s Furniture
Windsor, Ontario

What have you learned from the
pandemic, hoth as a businessperson
and as a human being?

No matter who you are or what you
do, the pandemic caused all of us to
make changes...personal, spiritual and
in business. The way we processed
what was happening, and how we
responded was very different between
the first and second waves. Back in
March (2020), we were ignorant and
full of fear and confusion. We’ve

learned a lot since then. I learned

the importance of leadership during
a crisis and saw what happened to
countries when there was a leadership
void or unwillingness to accept the
need to lead differently. For those

of us who lost family, friends and
colleagues, I believe we all learned
how fragile life is. I also learned

your ability to manoeuvre through a
crisis is predicated on the foundation
you built within your operations.

In a crisis, people are looking for
stability and trust both in their
employer and in the companies they
do business with. This is when you
need to leverage your reputation and
operational excellence.

How has it changed your husiness,
your approach to business and how
you see its future?

We have a 10-year plan with

goals. How we get there is always
changing, regardless of a pandemic
or technology and competitive
disruption. That’s the norm. That’s
reality. It hasn’t changed the
fundamentals of the business or
strategies. It hasn’t changed our
culture or structure. Out of necessity
we adopted the tools required, most
of those tools being technology
based. Another change has been how
we look at goals and how we vision
and communicate the future. We
found it more effective to create mini
goals throughout the year, focusing
on winning each quarter and less
concerned about a year-end goal. We
also delayed many projects. This

has not been the right time to
implement major change. There

are psychological, and ultimately
executional consequences if people
are not in the right frame of mind to
adopt and to adapt. [E

Michael J. Knell is the publisher and
editor of Home Goods Online and all
three of its platforms.



INDUSTRY CALENDAR

EDITOR’S NOTE: The
following is a list of published
dates for trade events of
interest to Canadian furniture,
mattress and major appliance
retailers. Because of ongoing
trade restrictions stemming
from the COVID-19 pandemic,
it is strongly urged interested
travellers visit the organiser’s
web site before making any
travel arrangements. The
dates are subject to change
and were accurate when this
issue of the Merchandiser
went to press.

May 10 to 13, 2021
INTERIOR DESIGN SHOW
Spring Virtual Conference
interiordesignshow.com

May 23 to 26, 2021
SHOWTIME
International Textile
Marketing Assn.

High Point, NC
showtime-market.com

June 5to 9, 2021

HIGH POINT MARKET
High Point, NC
highpointmarket.org

July 25 to 29, 2021
LAS VEGAS MARKET
World Market Center
Las Vegas, NV
lasvegasmarket.com

August 15to18, 2021
NATIONWIDE PRIMETIME
Gaylord Opryland Resort &
Convention Center
Nashville, TN
nationwideprimetime.com

September 21 to 24, 2021
CASUAL MARKET CHICAGO
International Casual
Furnishings Assn.

The Mart

Chicago

casualmarket.com

A view of Showplace, one of the 180

building that comprise the twice-

yearly High Point Market, the world’s

largest furniture trade event.

January 30 to February 3, 2022
TORONTO GIFT & HOME FAIR
Canadian Gift Assn.

Toronto Congress Centre
Mississauga, ON

cangift.org

March 8to 10, 2022

ISPA EXPO

International Sleep Products
Assn.

Orlando, FL
sleepproducts.org
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