
 

 

 
  

Hello,  
  
I think you'll agree, it doesn't really matter if we're officially in a recession or not...it feels like 
one. And I remember white-knuckling it through the last economic downtown, wanting nothing 
more than to just hunker down and tough it out. But fortunately I had someone who cared 
about my business and my success, who was emphatic about the need to adapt and adjust to 
changing markets. Her motto was Learn More to Earn More and it's always stuck with me.  
  
In the spirit of that advice, I'm writing to you about an exclusive business-building workshop, 
Design Business Rx.  Susan Schultz and I developed DBRx specifically to provide the valuable 
tools, tips and support that are absolutely necessary to give you the competitive edge in today’s 
difficult environment.  
  
We have distilled the best of our presentations into this half day small group consultative 
workshop. It will be exciting, exhausting and emotional, we guarantee. Now is no time to go it 
alone! I really look forward to hearing from you. The goal for all of us is learn more to earn 
more!  

Deb Barrett 

Susan Schultz 

 

 

 

 

 
       



 
 

FACT SHEET 

WHY: The design industry is in the midst of rapid, business-altering changes and business professional 
need to recognize the challenge: It's either adapt or disappear. The pressure is intense--you need to 
develop solutions to big-picture issues while still running a profitable business--which is why we've 
developed Design Business Rx-(DBRx). 
  
WHAT:  
Consulting 
Design Business Rx  (www.designbizrx.com )was started by Deb Barrett and Susan Schultz, who together 
share more than 30 years of experience in the interior design business; Deb as a practicing design 
professional, Susan as a marketing and product development specialist. We offer a range of consulting 
services from individual coaching and mentoring to small group workshops. 
DBRX Workshops  
DBRx is a business-building workshop, limited to only 10 people per session, where you work directly 
with us before, during and after the actual session date. Professionals can choose one key issue that 
most matters to them from three top- of - mind topics to work in-depth along with other motivated 
businesses. 
* Pricing: How to charge what you know your worth and make your clients happy to pay  
* Positioning: How to become a preferred design resource in a crowded market  
* Marketing: How to grow and develop your business in a slowing economy, understanding the value of 
niches, and effective communication in the Experience Economy. 
 
WHO: Deb Barrett and Susan Schultz  

Deb Barrett is the principal in Window Dressings, Inc. a custom window treatment and soft 
furnishings firm near Chicago, Illinois. Barrett is an award winning designer who has built a reputation 
for cutting edge couture treatments and as a professional speaker, columnist and author. Her work 
regularly appears in leading industry publications. During her successful tenure in design she has had 
extensive experience in a broad range of areas. Her fascination with what’s around the corner and the 
constant search for inspiration has led her to her current role as a design thinking strategist. 

Susan Schultz is a principal in Space Downtown, a home furnishings design, product 
development and marketing firm based in New York City. Throughout her successful and diverse career 
as a design professional, Schultz has become known for her insightful observations and analysis of new 
opportunities in design. Schultz’s passion for discovery is now focused on emerging design talents from 
around the globe; introducing them to the US market through her firm and in her role as design thinking 
strategist. 

WHEN: The DBRx team is scheduling workshops across the country for the first quarter of 2009. Visit our 
blog, Design Business Rx at www.designbizrx.com for more details and schedules. 
 
MEDIA CONTACTS: 
Deb Barrett 
Deb@debbarrett.com     
 
 
 
 

 
Susan Schultz 
Susan@spacedowntown.com     

http://www.designbizrx.com/�
http://www.designbizrx.com/�
mailto:Deb@debbarrett.com�
mailto:Susan@spacedowntown.com�


 

For more information contact us at deb@debbarrett.com or susan@spacedowntown.com  
Visit our blog at www.designbizrx.com 

 

 

  
 

Testimonials  

 

Design RX could be an entire day-long seminar that occurred before IWCE officially began!  

Judy Soccio SR Design  

What a great concept!   Sharon Greiner 

 Deb and Susan's RX Seminar was the best thing I did for myself this year!! They help you to think "out of 
the box" and are resourceful in areas that we as designers don't have time to research, study and most 
important understand. This information relates to us personally and in our businesses. Their information 
on marketing, the change in the design world today, and personal critique have changed my direction in 
my business. Not only do I have a new excitement for my business, I feel that I am marketing who I am, 

my authentic self, not what I always thought clients wanted from me....very liberating....  

Laurie Buell Wholesale Design  

 

 

First, I would like to say that I enjoyed the RX class. We all learn so much from each other and since 
we are not in direct competition, there is a great deal we can learn from one another’s input. There 

was just not enough time.    Doreen Mack Loft Expressions 

 

 

 



 

For more information contact us at deb@debbarrett.com or susan@spacedowntown.com  
Visit our blog at www.designbizrx.com 

 

 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE                   CONTACT: Deb Barrett 
              P.O. Box 169 
              Kaneville, IL. 60144 
              P 630-557-2357 
              F 630-557-2355 
              E deb@debbarrett.com 
              www.debbarrett.com 
    ARE WE IN A RECESSION YET? 
It doesn't really matter if we're officially in a recession or not...it feels like one. “We remember 
white-knuckling it through the last economic downtown, wanting nothing more than to just 
hunker down and tough it out. But fortunately we had someone who cared about our business 
and our success; who was emphatic about the need to adapt and adjust to changing markets. 
Her motto was Learn More to Earn More and it's always stuck.” states Deb Barrett and Susan 
Schultz, leading design professionals and founders of DBRx. 
  
In the spirit of that advice, Deb Barrett and Susan Schultz have developed an exclusive business-
building workshop, Design Business Rx: Adapt or Disappear.  DBRx is meant to specifically to 
provide the valuable tools, tips and support that are absolutely necessary to give a competitive 
edge in today’s difficult environment. Barrett and Schultz have distilled the best of their 
presentations into this half day small group consultative workshop that focuses on the critical 
issues facing the design industry professionals today.  
  
Deb Barrett and Susan Schultz, the leaders of DBRx, developed the practicum in order to work 
closely with a committed group of design professionals who recognize the significant changes 
facing our industry. “This isn't a seminar. This is your opportunity to take advantage of the 
depth of knowledge we bring to design marketing and business building, plus the chance to 
gain valuable insights from a select and highly-motivated group of your peers,” says Schultz.   
 
Laurie Buell, a recent attendee, agrees, “Deb and Susan's DBRX was the best thing I did for 
myself this year!! They help you to think "out of the box" and are resourceful in areas that we 
as designers don't have time to research, study and most important understand. Their 
information on marketing, the change in the design world today, and personal critique have 
changed my direction in my business.  Not only do I have a new excitement for my business, I 
feel that I am marketing who I am, my authentic self, not what I always thought clients wanted 
from me.” 

mailto:deb@debbarrett.com�
http://www.debbarrett.com/�
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The French word charrette means "cart" and is often used to describe the final, intense work
effort expended by art and architecture students to meet a project deadline. This use of the
term is said to originate from the École des Beaux Arts in Paris during the 19th century,
where proctors circulated a cart to collect final drawings while students frantically put 
finishing touches on their work.

Today charrette is typically used to describe collaborative sessions in which a group draft
solutions to complex problems; a modern charrette is a fast-paced work session for team
brainstorming. Its value lies in its ability to bring together disparate information from multi-
ple viewpoints and a structure that requires consensual decisionmaking, this process reduces
redundancies and the probability of unanticipated results, increasing the likelihood of the
project's success. The charrette's success is based on the ability of the team to work together
toward goals determined by all participants. 

By involving all interested parties from the beginning, all participants are in a position to
both understand and support the project’s rationale. For designers a charrette can be an ideal
scenario for problem solving—quickly generating a set of potential solutions while integrating
the aptitudes and interests of a diverse group of people. It is this emphasis on multiple view-
points that presents the opportunity for true creativity and innovation often yielding extraordi-
nary results.

Introduction

More than 400 designers from

across the country were asked

to gaze into the crystal ball

and envision what and how

they would be designing a

decade from now. Three

industry issues were up for

discussion—changes in the

home and lifestyles, client

communications and present-

ations, and product sampling.

Through a series of charrettes

design professionals brain-

stormed on the potential 

challenges and possible out-

comes; this report summa-

rizes these predictions.

This material has been prepared for Grace McNamara, Inc. It is intended for personal use only. Any reproductions or use for other pur-
poses must have written permission of Grace McNamara, Inc. © 2007
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More than 400 designers from across the country were asked to gaze into the crystal ball and envi-
sion what and how they would be designing a decade from now. Take a look at the futures they
predicted and identify your next new business idea!  

The Home of the Near Future
Our industry and the economy is rapidly changing; innovative products and services are coming to
the marketplace at an increasingly fast pace. So, put your future glasses on and ask yourself: What
room in the house will change the most in the next 10 years (2017)?

Marketing in the Design Economy
You own Design Dimensions, a design business providing furniture, window coverings, wall cover-
ings, and some color consultation to your clients. You have just discovered that an unlikely com-
petitor is moving in and will be selling the same products and services. The competitor is Apple!
Noted for their loyal customer base, great design and spot-on marketing, this will adversely affect
your operation. It will be essential to develop new marketing strategies. Your efforts will include a
creative consumer marketing event designed to combat the competition. Lucky for you, the sky’s
the limit as a major corporate sponsor has underwritten your event.

What’s the event? Where is it held? What’s the message/main theme? What elements will help
combat the competition?

Next Generation Presentations
As the principal in the same firm, Design Dimensions, look into the future and ask yourself: How
will you present your designs and projects to your clients in 2017 and what role does sampling
play? What will your sampling look like in 2017? How will you access/update/store/show your sam-
ples? How will you communicate your ideas & designs to your clients and your suppliers? 

Other questions to consider: How do other industries, i.e., travel and automotive, present products
to their customers? What products might you be selling that don't exist or that you don't sell now?
How does sampling educate the customer? Have you ever thought how a designer explained the
first Silhouette or vertical blind to their customer?

The Design Intelligence Charettes
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Several of the teams tackled the challenges that will face the sandwich generation in the coming
decade. As we live longer a new set of problems arise-What is the definition of a family unit? What
do I do with my aging parents? What do I do with my adult children that are moving home? How
do I rekindle the bonds of all the generations within our “family” unit? As a designer how do I
meet the challenge with my clients?

Intergenerational Living Compound
Multi-generation living comes back into vogue, with homes designed to accommodate 3 and 4
generations of a family. With people living longer and children returning, the home will become an
intergenerational nest with the living and common spaces changing the most. Built around an
open floor plan, but with zones to define each generation’s living space, or perhaps generational
wings separated by a courtyard. Smart house technology controls the climate, lighting and environ-
ment separately for each of the zones with a built-in communication system allowing the Elders to
call for their children, grandchildren or great-grandchildren upon request! The house footprint is
smaller; so furnishings and appliances are concealed and movable. Motorized window coverings;
and renewable eco furnishings are used. Because the extended family covers all life phases, uni-
versal design concepts and techniques are employed. 

The Elder Wing is:
On one floor and ADA compatible 
A complete living space with a small kitchen, private baths, etc.
Integrated voice activated system for lights, security and entertainment. 

Playing to the baby boomer generation, the Elder Wing interiors would retain many of our current
favorites: soft upholstery, simple lines for a warm, cocoon-like feel, with vibrant, rich but not pushy
colors.

The “younger generation“ space is:
Trendy and cutting edge
The atest technology 
Eco-conscious design and materials

The Home of The Near Future #1

No matter what region of the
country the participants hailed
from, these were common
themes in this charrette:

• A refocus and commitment
to family resulting in intergen-
erational living.

• Light plays an integral role.

• Multi-tasking, multi-purpose
& multi-function are extensions
of our multiple personalities. 

• Smaller housing footprints
create more innovative solu-
tions to storage, furnishings
and organization. 

• An underlying nervousness &
concerns for the future drove
designs with protection, refuge,
safety as repeating themes.

• Windows still need to be
decorated–though windows and
building materials have moved
into the future; existing cate-
gories were used to decorate
the window.

• Eco, green and other environ-
mental concerns move to the
forefront.
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Jetson Geodesic
Another team envisioned a 2,400 -3,000 square foot geodesic dome built on 4 pillars. Advanced
technology creates the inner walls when and where they are needed, providing privacy and room
functionality on demand to creating truly customized spaces. A trough around the foundation holds
window treatments, because while the dome has no straight walls, there are windows in the dome
and they still need to be treated. These treatments would rise and adjust on demand from the
trough, disappearing completely when not required. Fixtures and furnishings are hydraulic, to com-
plement the flexibility of the “light walls”. A no cooking kitchen is a feature, where food storage
and preparation takes place separately from presentation and meals. Heat and cooling sources can
be directed with pinpoint accuracy. Green materials are used almost exclusively for both building
materials and furnishings.

Though this might seem right out of Sci Fi novel; some of these technologies exist today and are
being used in other industries. Think of the many cellphones, mp3 players and even cars that cur-
rently feature voice activation for example, or screens that stream weather and other information.
Ford Edge features voice activation GPS, music and weather for example. 

The Home of The Near Future #2

Just as certain themes were

touched on by various teams, it

was clear that certain rooms are

in for major makeovers. These

are the top five spaces cited by

most of the teams:

1. Kitchens

2. Living/Great/Family rooms

3. Home Office

4. Bath

5. Safe/Panic rooms
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In & Out Kitchen
Kitchen/Living/Family rooms combine with the outdoors to create a multipurpose room to
bring the family closer together. Designed and decorated in traditional style, the room still
takes advantage of cutting edge technology and materials.

• Finishes and materials are eco friendly and include a mix of leathers and natural
woods. Walls are made of non carcinogenetic materials, dropping down into 
pockets and screens popping up to take their place to merge the indoors and 
outdoors into one, while the floors and ceilings feature radient heat.

• Windows are of climate controlled glass that darken and lighten like Transition 
lenses. Window treatments are motorized and solar controlled. Decorated 
traditionally and with swags and cascade de rigueur in the Midwest; they’ll be 
used in the room. The 21st century take is top treatments that become shades 
and are hidden in ceiling pockets.

• Oh, the pool area comes complete with cabana boy!

Futurustic Kitchen
Because everyone eats and everyone always will, the kitchen is a place of safety, community
and gathering.

• A multi-tasking space with counters/cabinets and tables that raise and lower
depending on the necessary use.

• Self healing floors and counters. Floors would be warm in the winter and cool 
in the summer and comfortable for lengthy standing.

• Halogen-based cooking for ultra-fast, low-power usage.

• Plenty of windows, all light sensitive, with integrated window treatments that 
would be remotely operated. 

• Natural/eco-sensitive design elements are essential. 

• A container garden for growing your own produce, in cooperation with neighbors. You
grow the lettuce, someone else grows the tomatoes, etc. inspired our need for com-
munity and the WWII victory gardens.

The Home of The Near Future: Kitchens

Main Market and High-End

remodelers relate to their

kitchens somewhat differently

and have differing opinions on a

number of kitchen-remodeling

concepts. Main Market remod-

elers see their kitchens as more

functional places and more

describe their ideal kitchen as

warm and calming. High-End

remodelers are more likely to

see their kitchens as centers of

entertainment and describe

their ideal kitchen as gourmet. 

Designers or architects play a

role in about one in five kitchen

remodeling projects. As income

increases, so does the likeli-

hood of using a designer or

architect for a kitchen remodel-

ing project. 
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Remember the presentation challenge? As the principal in the same firm, Design Dimensions, look
into the future and ask yourself: How will you present your designs and projects to your clients in
2017 and what role does sampling play? What will your sampling look like in 2017? How will you
access/update/store/show your samples? How will you communicate your ideas & designs to your
clients and your suppliers? 

Other questions to consider: How do other industries, i.e., travel and automotive, present products
to their customers? What products might you be selling that don't exist or that you don't sell now?
How does sampling educate the customer? Have you ever thought how a designer explained the
first Silhouette or vertical blind to their customer?

When we posed the question, “What will your sampling look like in the year 2017?” it inspired 
five fabulous ideas. The common threads through all were using state-of-the-art technology to 
create samples; co-branding amongst the industry’s manufacturers, and curating and customizing
sample books. 

Take a look at the issues and concerns listed in the sidebar. Sound familiar?  Though these statis-
tics are from the carpet industry; they could easily be discussing fabric and window covering sam-
pling. The issues are all the same; cost, packaging, timeliness and accuracy. Now factor in cus-
tomers’ growing insistence on greater pattern variety and faster-than-ever turnarounds…it will
become more and more difficult to represent your design vision with the current state of sampling.
That’s where the following ideas come in… 

Next Generation Presentations

75% of designers cite sampling

as the most frustrating part of

the design process.

Designers evenly divided over

which is worse—the timeframe

it takes to get them or the sam-

ple books themselves. 

Manufacturers spend an aver-

age 8% of yearly revenues on

sampling.

Manufacturer's costs range

from $100 - $500 per sample.

50% of designers request up to

five samples for each project

Designers have little use for

samples that do not accurately

represent real world colors and

patterns. 

It is common practice for

designers to tear swatches out

of a sample books.

From a carpet industry survey conduct-
ed by Grant Design Collaborative in
2003/2004.
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Each new season brings fresh ideas to the home furnishings business. As consumer tastes  
and lifestyles shift with the ever-changing tenor of our times, our industry responds with 
products that redefine the home; services that renew our relationships with our customers; 
and whole new ways of doing business that reshape the retail landscape.

As the premier Market for world premieres, the High Point Market is always working to keep 
you on top of the trends that affect your business. In preparation for our Spring 2008 event, 
we spoke with trend-trackers, manufacturers, retailers and industry experts to uncover the 
ideas that are setting the course for our industry. Their thoughts, predictions, insights and 
inspirations have been collected for you in this report.

To see the future of home furnishings take form, be sure to join us at the world’s home  
for home furnishings, from April 7 – 13, for the Spring 2008 edition of the High Point  
Market. Our more than 2,000 exhibitors; full schedule of educational seminars; and complete  
calendar of social and networking events are sure to put you in touch with the products, 
people, information and ideas you need to make this season your season of renewal.

Best Regards,

Brian D. Casey

 SPRING 2008 
TRENDS FORECAST



Pantone® 2009 Color

FORECAST
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Look ing Beyond 
  FASh ION

Hearing the word “trends” usually causes 

our thoughts to turn to fashion, to the 

sensual elements of products, such as 

color, pattern, texture and form. As our 

customers’ choices are often driven 

by new design ideas, and decorating 

considerations are an integral part of a 

home furnishings purchase, these are 

certainly important considerations. A 

retailer has to know what looks and feels 

his or her customers want to create. 

Trends, however, involve more than just 

style. Trends arise out of people’s lives and 

their experiences influence much more 

than just color and design preferences. 

They also influence the ways in which your 

customers want to shop; the expectations 

they have of you; how they spend their 

money; and the new experiences they 

seek. So, our look at the current trends 

landscape begins by considering your 

customers’ lives, the services they desire 

and the experiences they seek.

P.2  © Copyright 2008 High Point Market Authority Sherwin Williams Colormix 2009 Palette: Great Escapes

Amber Gold

Desert Sand

Very Grape

Wineberry

Port Royale

Cowhide

Blue Ice



 The  
Current  Consumer

 MINdSET
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When customers come through your door, they bring a whole host of 
concerns, ideas and inspirations with them. Making the most of every 
potential sale begins with understanding these mindsets. As they 
prepare their home furnishings forecasts, our trend-tracking experts 
begin by reviewing current consumer needs and desires, and while 
they find that many do translate into definable design themes, there are 
others that can’t be satisfied with styles and colors alone. Now, perhaps 
more than ever, combining products, services and expertise to create a 
compelling experience is the key to growing your sales.

“In a world of abundance, products and services have become 
commoditized,” says Susan Schultz, who teams with Deb Barrett 
to produce the home furnishings forecast for Grace McNamara 
Publications, Inc., publisher of the design-trade magazine, Window 
Fashions. “Companies can break away from this by building experiences, 
which differ from services in that they invite active participation, engage 
all the senses, are dynamically personal and memorable.

“Today’s consumer is fueled by a need for novelty, self-worth, validation 
and control. As the unexpected becomes ordinary and what used to 
be out of reach is now close at hand, many consumers are obsessed 
with finding the ‘next hot thing’ in almost every category, no matter 
the price. It could be a great, previously undiscovered restaurant; the 
perfect hairstylist; the best red wines under $15; or a dazzling accent 
piece that brings new life to their living rooms. 

“It’s important to remember that there can be more pleasure in the 
process—the research, shopping and preparation—than there is in the 
actual product. The goal is to add ‘experience value’ to every aspect 
of your interactions with your customers. Build connections that make 
the cost of the product less important than the new set of intangibles 
you have created.”

Intangibles are, by nature, difficult to define. One example of the 
difference between a commodity and an experience is found by 
comparing two fast food providers. If you go to McDonalds and order a 
Big Mac, you’re going to get two all beef patties, special sauce, lettuce, 
cheese, pickles, and onions on a sesame seed bun. Good luck if you 
want a slice of tomato. Though only available at McDonalds, a Big Mac 
is a commodity. Thus, it competes on price. 

If, however, you head to Starbucks for a latte, you’ll find a completely 
different model at work. You can choose from a wide variety of regular or 
decaffeinated coffees, or even a half-caff blend; add any combination of 
more than a dozen flavored syrups; skim milk, whole milk, half & half or 
cream; white sugar, raw sugar or two types of artificial sweetener; and 
there are a few other choices, as well. In all, Starbucks has more than 
2,000 ways to make your latte. Plus, you participate with your barista 
in the creation of your beverage. If the store isn’t too busy, you can 
walk up to the counter and say, “I’m not quite sure what I want, maybe 
something rich, creamy, not too sweet and a little fruity.” Responding to 
your request, the barista will make suggestions and guide you through 
the process of creating just the right brew for you, right now. 

Starbucks sells an experience, and that experience is what allows the 
company to command a premium price. In many ways this difference 
between selling commodities and creating experiences begins with a 
subtle, but significant shift from telling your customers “you want what I 
have” to saying “I have what you want.”

Drawing on his experiences decorating some of America’s finest homes, 
world-class designer Barclay Butera, who is also the chief executive 
officer of furnishings manufacturer Barclay Butera Home, agrees that 
involving the customer is critical to creating a great experience. “My 
inspirations come from a multitude of sources,” says Butera, “from 
fashion; from my travels to places as diverse as Paris, New York and 
Venice Beach; as well as from cinema, theater and literature. Inspiration 
can come from just about anywhere. Transforming that inspiration into a 
look, I work to create a sense of time and place, and to tell a story. But 
once you start working with an individual client, you have to tailor your 
inspirations to their interests. The client should be the theme.”

Butera maintains this commitment to involving his customers even when 
he’s selling to the retail trade. “High Point is my runway, my fashion 
show,” he says. “I’m always working to out-do what I did last season; 
and to stay ahead of the trends I take my share of risks. But you should 
think of what you see in my showroom as a palette, rather than a ‘total 
look’ that you have to embrace in full. Take the elements that you love 
and make them yours. It’s always important to be passionate about 
what you’re selling, because passion is contagious.”

© Copyright 2008 High Point Market Authority      P.5
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As she attended this year’s National Retail Federation conference, retail 
design expert Connie Post uncovered a few other elements of experience 
creation in the “Global Powers of Retailing” presentation by research 
and consulting firm Deloitte & Touche. “You have to start thinking in 
terms of extreme service,” Post relates, “of going beyond the bounds to 
deliver a human touch that the big-box, low-price, product-commodity 
stores just can’t match. One example of this in the home furnishings 
business is retailer Robb & Stuckey, which puts designers on the retail 
floor. It allows customers to get their design advice in the same place 
that they buy their furniture, adding value not just by simplifying the 
process, but by making it more fun, more relationship-oriented and by 
providing expertise that gives people more confidence in their choices. 
Another is City Furniture, whose seven-day-a-week same-day delivery 
service gives them a big edge on their competitors.”

Keith Koenig, CEO of City Furniture, explains how the program works, 
“On any day of the week, if a customer orders their furniture by three 
o’clock in the afternoon, we have it in their home by the end of the 
day. We started this program in 2002 and began marketing it in our 
TV and print ads in 2003. Delivering this high level of service requires 
a combination of technology and teamwork. Having the inventory on 
hand is a big challenge, but that’s just the start. You have to have 
seamless coordination of your sales and warehousing functions, and 
the warehouse and delivery teams have to be able to execute quickly 
and accurately. In all, it requires a substantial investment in computer 
systems, people and training. But it’s an investment that pays off. Same-
day delivery has been a huge hit for our organization.”

“Deloitte also suggested that retailers fight commoditization by creating 
differentiated store formats, shopping experiences and product 
selections,” continues Post. “For me, this translates into what I call Retail 
Theater: a store environment that goes beyond just a presentation of 
products to creating a fun and engaging place to spend your time.

“A third point that’s applicable to home furnishings is that retailers are 
becoming world-class marketers. While there may have been a time 
when you could just pick a good location and excel on selling skills 
alone, those days are gone.” 

According to the Deloitte report (available online on the Retail page 
of www.deloitte.com), “Today, some of the world’s top retailers 
are aggressively hiring top marketers away from [consumer goods 
manufacturing] companies. Their goal is to become marketing 
powerhouses, to build strong brand identity in order to compete with 
other retailers and, increasingly, to compete with branded suppliers 
through private label sales.”

“Finally,” concludes Post, “the other big intangible is social responsibility. 
Consumers care about how you treat your workers, product safety and 
environmental sustainability. Identifying your store with causes that are 
important to your customers can have a huge impact on your future 
brand equity.” In addition, the Deloitte report notes “some consumers 
appear to be willing to pay a price premium for products or services 

where there is a discernible focus on social responsibility. In such cases, 
retailers can actually increase their profit margins by engaging in such a 
focus— while at the same time performing a service.”

Another trend in consumer mindsets identified by Schultz and Barrett 
is one they call Generation C. “The ‘C’ stands for Create + Curate, 
Content + Communities,” says Barrett, “and moving forward, we’ve 
added Conscience. Create acknowledges the consumer as co-creator. 
Companies immersed in Generation C are tapping into the intelligence, 
tastes and inspirations of their customers to give them a direct say in 
what actually gets designed, developed, manufactured and serviced.”

“There are four factors driving this trend,” continues Barrett. “First, the 
need to be creative has exploded in our culture. People want to express 
themselves as never before.”

“A home has to be livable,” asserts Butera. “That’s a guiding principle 
behind all of my designs. However, ‘livable’ is ultimately defined by 
the person who inhabits the space—your client or customer. So, 
while people seek me out because they want my expertise, vision 
and creativity, I have to be aware that they also want to put their own 
signature on their homes. A successful design engagement always has 
a ‘yours, mine and ours’ quality to it.”

“At the same time as the consumer’s desire to be creative has increased, 
an explosion of tools that assist us in creating content has unleashed 
that creativity,” Schultz notes. In home furnishings, one example might 
be a fairly inexpensive piece of interior design software that allows an 
individual to plan out a room before she ever starts shopping. There are 

even free tools available on line. Just Google ‘on line room design’ and 
you’ll find a link to the Arrange-a-Room page of the Better Homes and 
Gardens web site. It isn’t very sophisticated software, but it’s a much 
easier and quicker way to put a room plan together than a pencil, ruler 
and piece of paper ever were. As this technology progresses, retailers 
and manufacturers have a great opportunity to become co-creators 
with their customers. 

“This gets to another, internal driver of the Generation C trend,” says 
Schultz, “the deeply rooted and intertwined desires of vanity and control. 
The room design your customer creates is uniquely and personally hers, 
reflecting her needs, tastes and desires. Plus, she controls the entire 
shopping process, rather than being bound by your store’s hours of 
operation or the expertise of the salesperson that happened to be 
working when she came in to shop.”

“Our research confirms that today’s consumer is the most knowledgeable 
shopper in history,” relates Jane Matteson, executive director of the 
American Society of Furniture Designers. “She’s astute, on top of her 
game and tuned in aesthetically. I’d also add that she’s not ‘buying from 
the book,’ as we used to say. She is no longer embracing an entire look 
or style, but is making elemental choices about what she brings into her 
home. She’s looking for strong, powerful, individual pieces that make 
each room come alive.
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“ The need to be creative has exploded in our culture.  
People want to express themselves as never before.”

– Deb Barrett, Schultz and Barrett
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“To capture this customer’s attention, the retail floor has to make a 
statement at every turn. Playing it safe may not be your safest bet. You 
want to engage the senses with strong colors and tantalizing textures. 
Inspire her with scintillating design concepts. She’s sharp; you have to 
be sharper.

“You don’t have to spend a lot of money to make a strong statement; 
you just have to tap into the power of design. Find ‘statement’ pieces, 
ones that really stand out, and then set up your vignettes to highlight 
those pieces. Use contrasts of neutral backgrounds and brightly colored 
accents to create room scenes that pop. Bring in bold patterns. Case 
goods and accessories that have dramatic finishes, such as dry ash, 
are very appealing right now, and we’re seeing a return of sleek, clean, 
chrome and glass designs, as well. But remember, there are no canned 
formulas. This customer is choosing signature pieces that will define the 
room and then adding the supporting elements to make that showpiece 
sing. That’s what your merchandising has to do, as well.”

“What makes this content creation phenomenon possible is the 
information transparency provided by today’s technology,” Schultz 
continues. “We can easily find the products we want and the stores 
that sell them, compare prices and even gain an understanding of 
how they’re made. Plus, we can share our opinions and findings with 
others who love what we love. Companies that facilitate this activity 
will enjoy a huge advantage over those that don’t, and the good news 
is that achieving this advantage gets easier every day.” As retailers 
consider where their websites should go next, this trend indicates  
that creating online design tools and web-based communities could 
pay big dividends.

“Conscience is the new component to Generation C,” adds Barrett. “In 
our industry, we’ve seen it most strongly expressed in the sustainability 
movement, but there is more to social responsibility than just offering 
environmentally friendly products. Philanthropy is hot, and the key to 
making it work for you lies in finding and supporting those causes that 
are important to your customers.”

Effectively appealing to your customers’ consciences doesn’t have to be 
limited to making cash contributions, nor is it confined to support for big 
global causes. As a retailer, Barclay Butera makes a point of supporting 
the schools in communities surrounding his stores, and also makes his 
showrooms available as venues for various local charity events. “We 
want to benefit our immediate neighborhood,” says Butera, “and to give 
people a place to come together. It’s not about the short-term payback. 
You have to think long term, about finding ways to be the place that 
people think of when they start considering a furniture purchase, not 
about using a charitable event as an excuse to make a sale.”

“A third important consumer mindset is one that we call The Economy 
of Design,” continues Schultz. “As goods and services become 
commodities, design delivers a distinct advantage by blending utility 
and significance. ‘Utility’ means that the product or service must work, 
and this quality is abundant today. We have more products and services 
than we can handle and most of them function just fine. To stand out, 
sellers must make a dramatic leap beyond utility, competing not just 
on left-brain attributes like price and function, but also on right-brain 
qualities such as look and feel, emotion and meaning. 

“It isn’t about design versus utility or emotion over function, either. On so 
many levels, improved design creates an improved experience, and it’s 
the experience that makes the difference. Combining this thought with 
the creativity and content-creating tools from Generation C, you get that 
everybody wants to be a designer and you realize that to connect with 
your customer, you have to start thinking like a designer, too.”

“Our final consumer mindset,” says Barrett, “is called Multiple 
Personalities. Today, who we are often depends on where we are and 
what we’re doing. We’re one person at work, another at home, yet 
another when we’re visiting our families and still another when we’re 
hanging out with friends. In perhaps the most extreme example of this 
phenomenon, we see people creating entire personalities in on-line 
communities such as Second Life, personalities that may or may not 
reflect any of their real-world personas.

“This has created an explosion of niche markets at retail. As people 
seek to give expression to the various and varied aspects of who they 
are, they seek a much wider variety of product types and styles. It’s not 
unusual today to find someone putting ultra-contemporary furniture in 
their living room while their bedroom oozes Old World opulence and 
sumptuous luxury. So it’s important to remember that the person who 
bought an 18th Century reproduction dining table yesterday may be 
looking to create a funky Mid-Century Modern family room tomorrow. 
Success in this new world of niches requires confidence, boldness 
and risk-taking. You have to be willing to leave some of your old mass 
market behind as you shape yourself to fit the nooks and crannies that 
are best suited to your future growth.”

Ellen Gefen has been gaining insights into home furnishings trends from 
the worlds of fashion and youth culture for a quarter of a century. As she 
prepares to re-launch her consumer website, www.thehome.com , with 
broader, deeper and up-to-the-minute trend information, she sees this 
movement toward greater individuality as a major influence.
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“We have said for a number of years that there is a look for everyone,” 
Gefen relates, “not one look with a universal appeal, but the look for 
you, the individual. Understanding that not all styles or shapes flatter 
every woman’s form, fashion designers have developed looks that 
work for all body types. That way of thinking has made its way into the 
home, where people are not buying suites of furniture, but pieces that 
work for them, fit their style and enhance their lives as they choose to  
live them.”

At the intersection of these current consumer mindsets, whole new retail 
models are being created. Carol Gregg, president and chief designer of 
furniture maker Red Egg, is doing brisk business with a new type of 
furniture merchant, the designer/retailer.

“It used to be that if a designer had a storefront, it was mostly just 
a place to park her inventory and keep her office while she pursued 
her next design engagement,” Gregg describes. “The designer/retailer, 
however, is running a boutique lifestyle shop that carries not just home 
furnishings, but also gift and personal items such as candles, fragrance 
and accessories. Everything expresses the designer’s unique point of 
view, offering the customer a hand-selected assortment of products 
that just can’t be found in the mass retail world.”

“The range of products offered and the unique, hand-chosen nature 
of each item allows the customer complete freedom of expression. 
She may decide that she likes the whole look and hire the designer to 
redecorate her living room. Or, she may fall in love with a single item 
like a buffet or a daybed and buy that as a showpiece. Or she may just 
purchase some number of smaller items, like pillows and candles, to 
spice up a room that she already loves. 

“Since the retail concept begins with the designer’s point of view and 
the designer is focused on appealing to a particular type of customer in 
a specific place,” Gregg continues, “it’s not a model that can be served 
well by a mass manufacturer. You have to be able to customize. For 
example, one of my customers, a designer who owns a store in West 
Palm Beach, has a signature color. To serve her needs, we have to be 
able to supply our products in that color. This customization strategy 
gives a real advantage to retailers and manufacturers who can execute 
it, in that it’s nearly impossible to duplicate at the mass-market level.”

Based in Savannah, Georgia, designers Claire Reeve and Courtland 
Smith have been working this new retail model for the past two 
years at their shop—Number Four Eleven—located in Savannah’s 
Downtown Design District. “When Courtland and I came to Savannah,” 
relates Reeve, “we saw a real need for a store that features a classic,  
clean-lined aesthetic. Not modern, our furnishings are all traditional, but 
basic and simple yet fun.

“We sell furnishings for every room and in every category: sofas, case 
goods, beds and bedding, curtains, towels and even candles. We set 
up the store by room, and each section reflects Courtland’s and my 
take on what that room should be. It’s about what we like. Customers, 
however, are usually drawn to a single element of a room scene. They 
might be attracted to a particular pillow, or a headboard, a loveseat, an 
upholstery pattern or they might just see a color that they love.

“That one element that the customer loves becomes our point of 
departure for working with each, individual shopper. If it’s a color, 
we might have a conversation about other colors that they like and 
how to make those colors work together in a single room or how to 
incorporate splashes of their favorite colors in the various rooms of their 
home. We sell products—there’s no doubt about that—but more than 
just products, we’re selling information, advice and expertise. I think a 
lot of people are intimidated by the idea of hiring an interior designer; 
they’ve never done it before and they don’t know how the process 
works. Our store gives them an opportunity to gain a designer’s point of 
view through a dialogue that’s based on their preferences, interests and 
desires. We personalize the process of shopping for furniture, and it’s 
that personal touch that so many of today’s shoppers are seeking.

“In fact,” concludes Reeve, “you could say that personalization is our 
store’s signature—almost literally. We specialize in monogramming, 
not just one type or style of monogram, but a widely varied selection 
of monograms that can be customized for each individual customer. 
And we can put these monograms on just about anything: on pillows, 
upholstery, bedding, table linens, and headboards—if it can be 
embroidered, we can make it monogrammed. So, after working with 
us, a shopper walks away with pieces she loves, in colors that she 
loves, some carrying a personal monogram that she has participated in 
creating. Plus, she goes home with information and advice on how to 
continue making the design choices that are right for her. What better 
way to put your signature on your home?”

“While these are boutique shops with an exclusive offering,” Gregg 
concludes, “it’s important to know that they’re not limited to high-end 
customers. Price points can be well within the mid-range, which makes 
this a viable concept for many home furnishings retailers. I can imagine 
cases where a designer wants to set up such a shop, but doesn’t 
have the resources to lease and renovate a retail space, buy the initial 
inventory, etcetera. Bringing that designer into an existing store and 
putting her in charge of a couple thousand square feet or so could  
be a great way for an established retailer to take advantage of this  
new model.”

In summary, today’s consumer is more creative than ever and is 
increasingly empowered with more and better content-creation tools. 
Surrounded by an abundance of adequate products, her attention and 
money tends to follow the better experience, making the process of 
shopping and buying sometimes more important than the resulting 
purchase. Educated, informed, receiving inputs from a multitude of 
sources and engaged in a life that involves taking on multiple roles, 
her tastes meander through all of the style categories with which we 
have become accustomed. Aware of her place in the world and her 
power as a consumer, she prefers for her shopping dollars to support 
socially responsible companies and looks with favor on those that 
contribute to meaningful causes. To serve this consumer, today’s most 
successful retailers strive to create experiences in engaging, entertaining 
environments; become co-creators with their customers; present a 
clearly stated point of view that the customer can buy into across a wide 
range of price points; and work to establish themselves as responsible, 
committed members of the communities they serve.
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Sty le and Color

 TRENdS
Now that we have a grip on current consumer mindsets and how they 
might affect your ways of doing business in 2008, let’s turn our attention 
to the fashion side of trends. What might this year’s highly creative, 
slightly schizophrenic, yet socially responsible customer want to see as 
she strides up and hands you a computer printout of her new dining 
room design? 

To start with, you might want to have a little yellow on the walls or at 
least some yellow accent pieces. According to Connie Post, “Yellow is 
the color for the coming season. We’re seeing it in clothing fashions; we 
saw it at the European furniture fairs; and it’s also showing up on the 
covers of magazines such as Elle Décor and Metropolitan Home. Grays 
are still present, and in upholstery I’m seeing more white on white, and 
neutrals paired with bright accessories. Red remains trendy, and green 
is also strong.”

Becky Ralich-Spak, the senior designer at Sherwin-Williams who 
develops the company’s color forecasts, confirms Post’s observations 
and adds a few more. “Change is in the air,” Ralich-Spak claims. “Things 
are not quite as stable; a shift is underway.

“Wall colors are moving toward the neutrals. Grays are very popular, but 
they’re starting to trend toward the warmer tones. I’m even seeing some 
silvery grays come into play, but in automobiles, white is outselling silver 
for the first time in a long while. White and black in combination is making 
a huge statement. I think this comes from the technology sphere and 
products such as the iPod, as well as a lingering nostalgia for 1960s 
American and British pop culture. Browns continue to be important, but 
not as much as they have been. We’re starting to see a shift away from 
the espressos and chocolates and toward the more metallic tones in 
the red-yellow ranges, such as umber, bronze and copper, with camels 
and taupes in the midtones. Green is still important, but the blues are 
beginning to emerge.”

Considering color trends in her internal forecast for Vanguard Furniture, 
creative director Regenia Payne finds that “Overall, this year’s green color 
family is lighter in tone with the occasional use of evergreen, malachite 
and emerald to add a quick punch of drama.” In addition, as blue 
emerges it is being combined with green to make “teal the new accent 
color. Encompassing a wide spectrum of shades from watery tones to 
turquoise, teal continues to be a great color that pairs nicely with a variety 
of other hues.” 

“We’re getting bold, saturated colors in accessories and single pieces that 
balance well with the more neutral background colors,” continues Ralich-
Spak. “This allows people to bring color into their rooms without making a 
big investment. In fabrics, metallics are coming on as technology makes 
it possible to add a little luster without compromising sustainability.”

Considering the look and feel of 2008’s fabric selections, Payne tells 
us, “This is the year of the damask. This tried-and-true traditional fabric 
is showcased in constructions ranging from mercerized cotton to drier 
linen blends and jacquard designs that provide a raised surface to 
add dimension. Chenille will also have a major presence, in everything 
from chunky constructions to finer yarns that will appear in decorative 
jacquards.” 

Echoing Ralich-Spak’s prediction of mineral lusters, Payne expects to 
see “more and more metallic touches added to fabrics by the use of 

lurex filament yarns. Prints will acquire a bit of a botanical air as florals 
take on a more stylistic approach in fashion and the home. Ikats—exotic, 
multicolored silks that originated in Java, Sumatra and Indonesia—will 
make a definite return, adding a stylized geometric influence to the home. 
And concern for the environment will continue to drive the popularity 
of natural, eco-friendly and organic goods. Linen, hemp and cotton are 
the expected entrants, but rayon, a man-made fiber composed of pure 
cellulose from wood or cotton pulp, also has a sustainable appeal.”

“Looking out toward the end of the year,” Ralich-Spak concludes, “we 
see the yellows getting a little warmer and more rustic as the seasons 
change again. With the approach of autumn, you’ll want to show more 
mustard, ochre and saffron shades. Think in terms of those rich and vivid 
yet aged and earthy jewel tones in red, green and golden hues.”

In her style forecast, Payne synthesizes current trends in color, form and 
texture into four themes. The first, Pedigree, “encompasses our present 
culture’s aspiration to pay homage to the great style icons of days gone 
by. Characterized by a refined simplicity that showcases the return of 
comfortable sophistication, Pedigree shows up in furnishings that are 
simply elegant, possessing a sense of luxuriousness and presence 
that makes them feel like inherited items, but reflect today’s lighter 
environment. Neoclassical styles in classic mahogany finishes are paired 
with lightly lacquered chests and accented with slight golden touches. 
Rich fabrics, such as velvet, mohair and tightly packed chenille enhanced 
with just a touch of lurex elegantly dress expertly tailored sofas. 

“Elegant Escape embraces our need to get away from the confines 
of the indoor environment. The trend toward outdoor lanai-type living 
has increased steadily in recent years. The relaxed, natural feeling of 
being one with nature while still maintaining a level of comfort usually 
experienced indoors is fueling the growth of outdoor kitchens, living 
areas and entertainment areas. Furnishings include updated woven 
materials, teak, plush cushions, softer, more sensuous fabrics and more 
deep seating and cushion options.

“Urban Archivist is composed of the mixes of media found in the modern 
urban environment, and is an especially important trend for the GenX 
customer. Loft living continues to be a growing lifestyle that is fueling a 
need for pieces that are both stylish and functional. Furnishings in this 
category are moving away from the dark ebonized stained and painted 
woods that show no grain to fancier veneers such as burl with a clean 
coating of varnish that allows the beauty of the wood to accent the form. 
A blend of styles that extend beyond just modern are blurring the clean 
lines of the purely architectural aesthetic. The setting is still uncluttered, 
but is taking on something of an acquired feel. These are pieces that 
bring a boldness of color and style to the open floor plans and flowing 
spaces preferred by GenX consumers.

“Our fourth design theme, Renewed Acquaintance, expresses the need 
for a more casual approach to elegance. Tried-and-true forms with 
somewhat softer, slightly distressed veneers in warm, glowing finishes 
connote a comfort that comes from familiarity. Fabrics for this theme herald 
the return of Art & Crafts inspired florals in prints and woven jacquards, 
folkloric embroideries and rich textures such as chunky chenilles. An 
advertisement for Brooks Brothers clothing provides perhaps the best 
summary of Renewed Acquaintance, saying ‘Where forward thinking 
interprets the past and the past informs the future.’”
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A lot of designers automatically dismiss the concept of niche marketing because they’re afraid of turning
away business. But it’s important to understand that the design business has changed dramatically over the
past decade and in particular over the past few years.

We live in a Design Economy, with consumers able to design their cars, their daily soundtracks, their
clothing and accessories, etc…, all with the help of interactive tools that provide nearly instant gratification.
At the same time, product access and sourcing information has been opened to the public through design
websites, magazines and changes in showroom and mart policies.

Yet, while good design is now more public, more evident—and to a great
degree—more accessible to consumers, achieving it has also become infinitely
more complicated. For every project there are hundreds of products that can
be specified, and for every product there are now thousands of possible
choices and options from which to choose. As for the business itself, there are
dozens of design specialties that barely existed even five years ago. As Lloyd
Princeton noted in a recent seminar, “Being a designer isn’t distinctive, even if
your design is.”

Sometimes it takes a semi-outsider to recognize a niche. Brynne
Rinderknecht, a set designer and stylist for Playboy Magazine found herself
answering all kinds of questions from friends and friends-of-friends about
creating sexy, seductive bedrooms. A few years of this, combined with the
enthusiastic response she received from readers who wrote in to ask about
the lamp, the throw, the wallpaper, and not the model(!) in the picture, and
Rinderknecht, realized she was on to something. The result is Bedrooms by
Byrnne, a luxury boudoir design service. The purpose is “to create tasteful
and seductive stories for the bedroom that improve the quality of your days
and nights.” It’s proven to be a very successful market position.

Rinderknecht’s experience reveals the hidden opportunity in defining your
niche. We find that the resistance to niche marketing often comes from the
belief that you’ll be labeled or put in a box if you focus your business too
narrowly. But when you give people a category to put your products or
services in, it is easier for them to get a handle on what you do and to
remember it. It’s also much easier for them to distinguish how you differ
from other professionals in that category. In other words, by defining your niche, you create the opportunity
to stand out because your abilities, qualifications and experience are more clearly recognizable.

In some markets it’s easier to
gain immediate recognition than in
others, but it’s still about
recognizing a need and developing
an appropriate response that fits
you and fits the niche. Chris
Plantan, a practicing architect, was
dismayed by the bland, and in
many cases, downright
unattractive office supplies she
had to choose from to complete
her designs. So, Plantan started
Russell + Hazel with the idea that
office products can be personal
accessories. The stylish, well-
designed organizational systems
she produced have been featured
in many fashion and design
publications and websites, with
sales in 2006 reaching $2 million
after a little less than three years
in business.
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It may sound trite, but the maxim that you can’t be all things to all people has never been more true.
Whether it’s unfocused communication or projects that don’t relate to your core business, the cost of not
defining a niche is prohibitive…unfulfilling projects, dissatisfied clients, unnecessary stress, and diminished
productivity. Yet, in our largely female industry, we find this is often a very difficult step for many designers
to take because it means saying “no” to people, projects and clients that don’t offer the correct fit.

As a designer, your perfect niche is one that makes you the most visible and accessible to those that are
most likely to benefit from your specific skills. This audience should not only include prospective clients, but
also potential collaborators, partners and associates who share similar values and goals. This is the paradox
of defining a niche: by narrowing your focus you become more able to broaden your outreach

Where to Start?

Take a sheet of paper and write down your answers to these questions:

1. What products /services generate the most revenue for you?

2. The most profit? Surprised? Impressed? Dismayed? Or did you know the answers without looking at
your books? Your reaction will help you answer the following:

3. Do these answers fit your description of your company?

We find that it’s too easy for small business owners to drift away from their original goals and plans. A
client calls, a project beckons and before you realize it, your business is in a different place. It may be a
welcome change, or it may be a distraction from what you really want. Either way, a marketing plan will
help keep you on track.

About Deb Barrett and Susan Schultz:
Deb Barrett is principal of Window Dressings, Inc. a custom window treatment and soft furnishings firm near
Chicago, Illinois. Barrett is an award-winning designer who has built a reputation for cutting-edge couture
treatments, as well as a professional speaker, columnist and author. Her work regularly appears in leading
industry publications. During her successful tenure in design she has had extensive experience in a broad
range of areas. Her fascination with what’s around the corner and the constant search for inspiration has led
her to her current role as a trend strategist for Grace McNamara, Inc.

Susan Schultz is a principal in Space Downtown, a home furnishings design, product development and
marketing firm based in New York City. Throughout her successful and diverse career as a design
professional, Schultz has become known for her insightful observations and analysis of new opportunities in
design. Schultz’s passion for discovery is now focused on emerging design talents from around the globe;
introducing them to the US market through her firm and in her role as trend strategist for GMI.
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