RISHT: Design Center professionals traveled from Arizena, California, Colo-
rad o, Georgia, llincis, Indiana, Maryland, Minnesata, New Jersay, Morth
Caroling, Ohio, South Carcling, Texas, Virginia, Washington and Canada for
the Design Center Forum 20046 hosted by Artisan Design Group.

ABOVE: As the urban movement sweeps the country, popular
aptions with homebuyers include wood floors, custom lighting
and AV systems. Renaissance Towers in Downtown San Diege.
Design by ARTISAM DESIGH GROLUP.
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Design
Centers

uyer’s
Market

Lead, Leverage, Win!

By JaimiJulian Thompson

During a market slowdown, the design centerwill be
instrumental in both raising customer satisfaction levels
and restoring consumer confidence.

Part [ of 111

i early Aupust, design center manag-
ers, corsultants and executives from
throughout the United States met in
San Driego, Calif, for the Design Cen-
ter Forum 2006 Tn record attendance,
they teaveled from Arzona, Califor
nia, Colorado, Geargia, Hlinois, Indi-
ana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mew Jersey, Morth Carolin,
Chio, South Carolina, Texas, Virginia, Washington and
Canada to network, share and learn about the latest in-
novations in the sew.home design center industry.
A changing market
As the newhome market slows, concern over the mle
and position of design centers in the current climate was at
the torefront of the artendess’ minds. Sherman [ Harmer
Tr, a wellkenown building industry spokesman and presi-
dent of Urban Housing Partness, tackled this concern head
on in his keynote presentation, “Can Design Centers Be
Used as a Competitive Edge?™
Ve wiork in a cyclical business, and it atways will be
Hasner says. “When interest mtes po fom five percant to
seven percent, the consumer loses 16 percent purchasing
Power per percentage poink, so that two perent change
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LEFT: Featurs lighting, custom architectural glass
courtertop and partition opticns are big hits

this year. Renaissance Towers in Downtown San
Diego. Design by ARTISAN DESIGH GROLUP.

ABOVE: Jaimi Julian Thempsan, president of

Artisan Design Group and founder of the De-

sign Center Forum preserts “Bullish on a Bear
Market .. The Design Center’s Tum.”

BELCW LEFT: Sherman D. Harmer, Jr., presi-
dent of Urban Housing Partners and keynote
speakear atthe Forumn pradicts “The Year of
the Consumer.”

represents a 32 penent reduction in purchasing power. We ame coming
out of an era of huge speculation. In Miami, thee are 70,000 condomin-
iwm units under construction that are not sold. Out of 17 projected tow
eis in Las Vegas, only four have bepun construction. We currently have
a national iventony of 118,000 new homes that are not sold. According
o the recent MAHB report, coreumer confidence is at the lowest it bas
been since 1991 Typically, after periods like this when they koow they
are in conitrol, consumers spend alot of time getting revenge.”
The vear of the consumer

Harmer predicts the mmainder of this vear and the next will be “The
Year of the Corsume:® Their attitudes and motivations have changed as
this is their time, and they want what they want. To win this consumer,
builders will have to provide choices, modifications, incentives and
custormiztion. [f you Lok at the incentives buildess curently offer, thoss
ar the design ceniter ame the only ones that add value to the home but
do ot cost the builder the full amount. In recent interviews with local



division presidenits, Harmer heard repeatedly, “Added value versus price
reduction, value-added options always win” “Fecple are always mome ex-
cited with value -added incentives, you are unproving the quality of their
home and community,” and, “Designer services add value™

"When the market is strong, it's easy to give up your sandards)
Harmer says, “Even when you'ie great, you must always think, “What's
oy encore ™ Your focus must be on innovation, new products and better
service, The design center is a huge competitive advantage in The Year
of the Consumer.™
The design centers’ turn

Avtisan Desgn Group, presenting “Bullish on a Bear Market: The
Design Centers Turn,” outlined some key differences between a boom-
ing building market and a buyer’s madet. During a booming market, we
experience the “next”™ mentality. If a buyer wants ssmething the builder
is ot willing to provide, they simply sy, “Mext,” and o to the next
builder. In the design center, we frequently find that staffs ae over-
worked, seeing too many appointments per day, and rather than fully
educate the consumer, they simply take their onder and say, “Mext™”
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Due to schedules, sheer production volume and sess on labor and
pesonrel resounces, you also see a decrease in quality. In the design
ceqiter, upgrades ame typically les than what they could be as there is
simply not the time — nor energy — to spend with each homebuyer
Cornplaints also increase during “the rush” as the buyers expectations
are not managed ss well eicher Intentiomally or not, a booming market
frequently breads bad babita

During the more discerning buyer's madket, builder flexibility increas-
e, quality increases, the amount of options affered increases and the
designers am move thomugh with each customer. With a move educated
corsumer, both customer satigfaction and the level of upgrades increase.
Diesign centers also repont that snce the slowdown, the avemge mle per
home has increased 30 percent.

Look to the lessons of the past

To seally understand the design center’s mole in the current madket,
one must remember the evolution of the design center model as we
kmow it today, Adter the building boom during the 19808, the home-
building market in California came to a sceeching halt. Enter the

LEFT: Jaimi Julian Thompson prasents

the Silver Keynote &ward to Sherman D.
Harrrier, Jr. “Shermn's presentation was one
of the most popular and relevant sessions of
the Forum®.

BELZW LEFT: Julie Madigan, design canter
manager for McStain Communities in
Colorade, shares insights on design center
space planning. For her, the Forum provided
“real sclutions to comman prokbemms.”

B ELCW: According to Danny Garcia of

Ennis Homes in central California, which is
preparing to launch their first Design Studic,
“this symposiurm s really going to help us
nat maks cormaon mistakss by giving us a
ton of best practice ideas.”



“gia of chioice” with companies from Buiper
King to Starbucks saying, "Have it your way™
I the 19905, builders had o look for ways to
differentiate themselves and their product to
compete. The full-service design center was
not ongirally started as the profit center it is
known as today, but rather to create a com-
petitive advantage and customer satisfaction
tool — essentially, to win the buyer and =ell
homes And today's madet is a eincamation
of the market that gave birth to design centers
as we now know them
Market influences

Oehier factors imfluencing today’s consuimer
are the prevalence of techinology and the e
of informaticn cverload. As consumers, it has
been mid we ame bombarded with more than
5,500 marketing mesages a day. We have thus
become experts at blocking and filtering, and
we aften cnly hear things in sound bites. The
mome noise there is, the less we hear Technol-
oY puEs 50 many opticas st our fAngertips that
it is virtually impossible to understand them
all, so we inceasingly choose the most trust-
worthy and competent person to buy from
— or we choose nothing at all. This makes
the training of the design consultant more
important than ever, If they cannot establish
trust and comvey information in a way that is
simple, visual, unique and credible, the buyer
will choose nothing
The good news

The good niews in a buyers’ market is that
those who buy are more discerning, and they
will usually puchase what they want, within
their mears and when they sse value. They
are willing to irvest in quality and ame not
consumed by the shovt-teom “Hip it™ return
on investment mentality. In the “Year of the
Comsumer,” persoralimtion, customization,
choice and quality will carcy the day. The
design center will be able to enhance bath
marketing efforts and the bottom line. Says
Baob Olender, design center manager tor Doeas
Homes in Moch Carolina, “T left the Design
Center Forum feeling confident that in a
period of homebuilding slowing, the design
centter will be instrumental in raising the level
of customer satistaction and will help restore
consumer confidence.” ﬁ

Jaimi Jullsn Thompsan s president of Artisan
Design Group. She may be resched via e-mall
&t Jaimi@ArtisanDesignGroup. net.
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