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Furniture tradeshows
are two different beasts

Grand Rapids still is
recoghnized in High
Point Market.

Jake Himmelspach

Grand Rapids Business Journal

Fvery spring there is an interna-
tional fashion show in High Point,
N.C. It Iasts for six davs and in that
time. the models never leave their
posts.

High Point Market. the largest
furnishings industry tradeshow
in the world. takes place April 17-
22 this year — about two months
before Chicago's NeoCon World's
Trade Fair. also a furnishings in-
dustry tradeshow. While the two
shows overlap somewhat in what
visitors sce, they are completely
different beasts — and the West
Michigan presence at the High
Point show has dwindled over the
years.

“The most significant differ-
ence is the High Point Market is
residential home furnishings. first:
there are some very small offerings
in contract. But it is a buyer’s mar-
ket.” said Max Shangle. professor
and program chair for furniture at
Kcendall College of Art and Design
of Ferris State University.

NeoCon is traditionally an ex-
position wherc contract furniture
companies. such as Herman Miller
or Steelcase. show off their goods.

Another big difference is the
rolc that the High Point Markct
plays in shaping its industry.

“The buycers who attend the
market are going therc to pur-
chase and order products. They
are negotiating dcals. contracts
and quantity ordcers. and based on
thosc orders, manufacturers make
decisions about which of their of-
ferings are going to go into full
blown production. which will go
away, which need to reconsidered
in terms of price point and design.
It really is a fashion market.” said
Shangle.

“Thosc products that leave the
tHigh Point Market eventually get
to retail and become the stuff vou
and 1 sce when we go to the fur-
niture store. They are guiding and
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shaping the trend of what's going
on in residential home furnish-
ings. It's also driving the indus-
try. Without a good market. the
manufacturing community suffers
badly beeause it's an order-taking
market.

“At NcoCon. yes. some orders
arc written, but that’s not an or-
der-taking market.”

In the days when Grand Rap-
ids was called Furniture City. the
moniker was not only due to the
quantity and quality of furniturc
manufactured in the region, but
also because markets like High
Point and NcoCon used to be held
here.

Those markets left the region
along with many of the furniturc
manufacturers.

“In terms of West Michigan
home furniture manufacturers.
(the High Point Market) is as im-
portant now as it has becn for
the last 50 years. It's where their
product gets in front of the buy-
ers.” said Shangle.

“The difference is we're not
a dominant player at market. but
market is a dominant player in our
business. It really has gone global.
West Michigan manufacturers are
CONTINUED ON PAGE9 M
not the mnjor players in the mar-
ket that they once were.”

A few of the West Michigan
companics he expects to see rep-
resented at the High Point Market
arc Sligh. Howard Miller. Heckman
and Kindcl.

“The numbers are small. but
we arc still recognized in the mar-
ket which I think is a very inter-
esting thing.” he said. “When you
say ‘from Grand Rapids. it still
rcsonates with the buyers. Even in
this global cconomy, we get recog-
nized”

Shangle said that ¢ven though
furniturc manufacturing now is
global. there are opportunitics for
American manufacturers to com-
pcete through service and quality.
And. he said, Amcrican manufac-
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turcrs have an innate understand-
ing of the complex US. market,
whereas other countries have a
morc difficult time adapting to the
market.

“It's that idca of undcerstanding
our marketplace. The onc thing
that American industry. particu-
larly the furniture industry, is re-
ally good at is knowing its market.
It’s a diverse market. Price point
wise, it's diverse. style wisc, ma-
terials — all of that stuff. If you
were on the outside looking in, it's
chaos piled on top of itself. What
our industry has been able to do
is work its way through that and
continuc to scrve the customer in
ways that other parts of the world
can’t respond to.”

Even though NeoCon focuses
on contract furniturc and High
Point on residential. the two con-
verge in the territory known as the
home office.

“It’s anothcr market category
wherc if we do things well, we re-
spond to specific user’s needs.” he
said.

“That gets us into a better un-
derstanding of the marketplace”

Whilc many contract furniturc
companics are sccking to enter
the home office market., Shangle
belicves the residential furniture
industry has the cdge — despite
the fact that the contract industry
has been doing a lot of investiga-
tive rescarch into the residential
market to fearn how it differs from
contract.

“We're more dictated by archi-
tecture than contract furniture is:
room sizes, room flow, windows.
All of thosc impact our product
more than what a contract de-
signer would be thinking about,
They would be thinking about
configurations: we'd be thinking
about getting it through the door.”
he said.

“The diffcrence is that we, as
residential furniture manufactur-
ers. alrcady have our foot in the
residential door. The people that
are buying product for their home
arc going to the home furniture
store. They don’t know that a ma-
jor officc manufacturer has donc
two ycars of investigative research
to decide what the shape of a ta-
blc ought to be. because they may
never sce it. I think the contract
industry understands it better, but
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I think it's the residential industry
that makes the biggest impact, be-
cause we're already there. We also
have an established trust.”

Shangle also pointed out that
West Michigan is a little skewed
when it comes to furniture.

“We have to remember that
we're in this really strange part
of the world,” he said. “We know
furniture companies, but go some-
place else and they don’'t know
furniture companies.”
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