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Abstract

In this article, we aim to identify the views and attitudes of major furniture manufacturers in the
European Union on the current situation and trends of the European furniture market and
furniture accessories. If for the furniture market has been made more studies and research along
the way, for the furniture accessories market this is the first qualitative research to be carried out
both at national and European level, a initiative caused by the fact that we have not identified
other secondary sources with the exception of data taken from a representative producer, which
supplies over 80% of furniture accessories to major furniture manufacturers in Europe. National
and European statistics do not highlight the market for furniture accessories, although in our
opinion it is of great importance for the reference industry. In this context, a qualitative research
has been carried out whose main objective is to identify the role accessories have in the
ergonomics and design of furniture of all categories, regardless of their destination (house, office,
hotel, restaurant etc.). The specific objectives of qualitative research are: to identify the opinions
and attitudes of the managers of the major furniture manufacturers on the importance of furniture
and furniture accessories at the industry level; identifying the views and attitudes of the furniture
managers in the furniture industry on the specific market trends in terms of the dynamics of
consumer preferences on this market.
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Introduction

The European furniture and accessories industry is of particular importance in
international trade, providing over one quarter of the world's need in the field and over
one million jobs at the 130,000 profile companies. SMEs account for about 70% of the
total added value, of which a significant share is made up of small and microenterprises.
In 2015, the European production of the sector amounted to approximately EUR 92
billion, the added value being almost EUR 30 billion, and in the context of the growth
of the housing parks, for 2018 it was expected that the furniture would hold between
1.5 and 2% of the purchasing power of households.

The importance of our research on this market is first demonstrated by the fact that a
quarter of the world furniture production comes from the European Union, although
this industry is quite fragmented in Europe. As mentioned above, in 2016, there were
almost 130,000 furniture manufacturers on the European market, of which about 70%
were SMEs, and the number of employees in production alone amounted to about one
million people (Simasrom). Production at 2017 was € 86 billion, of which added value
amounted to approximately € 31 billion (Eurostat). Manufacturers of furniture
accessories are very small and difficult to identify, and official statistics include these
products also in the generic category of "furniture". Germany, Italy, Poland, France and
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Austria are among the top 10 world furniture manufacturers, accounting for over 19%
of world production and 60% of European production.

In addition, the European furniture market is of great importance from the perspective
of the consumption of furniture per capita in Europe, reaching about 2% of the
purchasing power of households (Eurostat). If major world furniture manufacturers are
located in several European countries, the main European furniture accessories
manufacturer is in Romania (Simausrom) and supplies more than 80% of the
accessories needed by major European manufacturers of furniture. These are the main
reasons why I chose the Furniture Market as the research theme in the European Union.
The overall objective of the research is to identify the role that accessories have in the
ergonomics and design of the furniture of all categories, regardless of their destination.
The article has the following parts: summary, introduction, literature review, overview
of the market, research methodology, results and discussions, conclusions. Finally, the
bibliography used in the research documentation is presented.

Literature review

In international literature there is an intense concern for studying markets, for
preference analysis, but the role and importance of consumer furniture accessories is
not highlighted at all. In this context, we will present some aspects of the furniture
market at European level, namely a brief analysis of them, as evidenced by various
papers and reports.

The nineteenth century brought radical changes throughout Europe, as evidenced by
the work of some specialists (Harrsion, 1971). One of the main aspects of the analysis
of the literature that is of interest to our research is that furniture manufacturers need to
better adapt to the future demands of customers through functionality, aesthetics,
material quality and price, all in the context of sustainability (Vink et al, 2012; Vos and
der Voordt, 2002).

A concept of relative actuality, the circular economy, also becomes applicable in the
furniture industry at European level, with emphasis being placed on the reuse of
materials and implicitly on waste minimization, all of which are achievable by
designing new products so that a circular pattern can be generated by business in the
field (MacArthur Foundation, 2013). As an argument in favor of the existence of
circular economy in the furniture sector at European level is the use of chemicals with
harmful effects, which if applicable will lead to clean industrial policies in this area.
Another aspect that is linked to the circular economy and which is in the view of
researchers, but especially regulating bodies, refers to the eco-labeling system. At
European Union level, this system encourages the production of durable, purpose-
fitting furniture, easy to repair and easy to dismantle in separate material streams at the
end of its useful life to maximize recycling potential. According to Commission
Decision (EU) 2016/1332, the European Commission has extended the scope of eco-
labeling criteria by increasing the number of potential products covered, thus creating
greater possibilities for the furniture market, although second-hand furniture products
are not covered by that decision (JRC, 2015). Regulation (EC) 66/2010 aims to
establish an EU-wide voluntary eco-labeling scheme of type 1SO, based on scientific
and technological criteria, with market orientation, taking into account the most
important effects and also by creating the premises of good understanding by
consumers.
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Overview of the furniture market

Global furniture trade accounts for around 1% of global trade. It grew rapidly by 2008
to US $ 117 billion and declined by 19% in 2009. At present, international trade has
returned to pre-recession and is expected to grow by about 5% by 2020. In 2019, Asia
and South America will be the regions with the highest demand for furniture, North
America will experience modest growth, while in Europe stagnation will continue, with
the exception of Eastern Europe. Currently, a quarter of the furniture production in the
world is made in the European Union, with the role of Germany, Italy, Poland and
France (among the top 10 furniture manufacturers worldwide) being particularly
important as they have an aggregate share of 13% of world production and almost 60%
of total EU production.

According to reports and research in recent years, the European furniture market is
recovering slowly and steadily after the crisis triggered in 2008. From the analysis of
the statistical data, we find that the share of EU production in the world furniture market
is decreasing over the period 2005-2017. A report in 2017 shows that the global
furniture industry is worth $ 395 billion, valuation being based on production prices
(www.csilmilano.com). The world's largest exporter is China, which has doubled its
international sales over the past six years. Still, China's exports fell by 6%, to $ 49
billion in 2016 and 36% of all furniture exports. At a distance, China is followed by
major European producers: Germany (8% of total exports), Italy (8%) and Poland (7%),
these European countries registering increases during the analyzed period. In terms of
imports, the largest market is the United States (26% of the total), followed by Germany
(11%), Great Britain (6%) and France (6%) (Bosch et al, 2017).

Furniture products record different performances in terms of the competitiveness of EU
producers in domestic and foreign markets. Some furniture items are less sensitive to
international competition than others for various reasons: price dynamics, design and
innovative product content, purchasing process, product characteristics, and other
factors linked to the production process.

The EU production position varies significantly between segments, as illustrated in
Table 15. Germany and Italy together account for 40% of total EU furniture production.
The rate increases up to 50% for kitchen furniture and up to 45% for office furniture.
On the other hand, the share of these countries is reduced to 32% in the upholstered
furniture segment (Poland first, followed by Germany and Italy) and 27% for mattresses
(Eurostat). Regarding the dynamics of imports, the main factors that stimulate imports
are:

- Frequent practices by manufacturers of delocalization and outsourcing
strategies to allow companies to remain competitive. In a study conducted by
CSIL, about 60% of Western European companies said that some phases of
their production processes are outsourced or prefer to buy components from
third parties (www.csilmilano.com);

- The availability of raw materials in Asia (rattan, bamboo, sugar cane, etc. for
outdoor furniture) has led to a significant increase in imports of such raw
materials;

- The penetration of furniture in the European market such as office furniture,
is still low, although it has doubled in the last 10 years. China is the most
important non-EU supplier in every furniture segment, but its relative weight
compared to competitors varies, with the largest share in upholstered segment
(accounting for more than 70% of EU imports from non-EU countries) and in
the offices segment (66%). Vietnam, the second supplier in terms of finished
furniture items, is the second country at a certain distance, but its relative
importance has increased in the office segment (Eurostat).
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As regards the materials used, most furniture products are made of wood or wood-based
components (except mattresses).

Table 1. Situation regarding the materials used in the manufacture of
furniture in the European Union (2017)

Percentage of total

Materials used furniture production

Wood / based on wood furniture 59%
Metal furniture 14%
Upholstered furniture (upholstered, mattresses) 15%

Furniture made of other materials (plastic,
12%

bamboo, rattan, glass, etc.)

Total 100%

Source: Eurostat

The main factors affecting the competitiveness of furniture manufacturers at European
level are: availability of raw materials and skilled labor, investment in machinery and
equipment, investment in innovation and design.

Research methodology
The research conducted and presented in this article is of a qualitative nature and aims
at identifying the views and attitudes of major furniture manufacturers in Europe on the
current situation and trends of the European furniture market, including furniture
accessories. The overall objective of the research is to create a clear picture of the
profile of the European furniture consumer with the identification of the role of
accessories in the ergonomics and design of furniture of all categories. The specific
objectives of qualitative research are:

- ldentifying the views and attitudes of the furniture managers in the furniture

industry in terms of the dynamics of consumer preferences;
- ldentifying the views and attitudes of the major furniture manufacturers on the
importance of furniture accessories at the industry level.

The qualitative research method chosen was the interview, and the qualitative research
technique was the in-depth interview (Bratucu and Bratucu, 2016), thus wishing to
know the opinions of the managers of the furniture companies. The process used in the
research was semi-structured interviewing, and the interview guide was used as a tool.
The sample comprised 25 managers of major furniture companies from representative
countries on the specific market, fulfilling the necessary conditions to achieve the
research goal and objectives, respectively having decision-making power at the
strategic level. Participation in the interview was conducted on a voluntary basis, using
a selection questionnaire in the beginning of which the purpose and objectives of the
research were presented. After receiving the approval from the 25 managers, the guide
for the in-depth interview was implemented.
The option for the qualitative research method through the interview derives from a
series of previous researches carried out on the furniture market and whose results have
been validated over time. Thus, Marcus Knauf conducted a market study in which he
analyzed the attitudes of German producers and consumers towards lightweight
furniture and the use of light wood-based materials in furniture design using a
multimodal technique based on the quantitative and qualitative methodologies used in
social and economic research (Knauf, 2015). The essential aspect of the research, which
served as a benchmark in choosing the research method in this article and gave us
confidence in the results, was interviewing German furniture sales representatives and
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observing customers in specialized stores. Research has proven to be an important
aspect of our approach: customers consider quality, price and design as central elements
in purchasing decisions, and the furniture's weight is in a secondary place. All these
three elements (quality, price, design) are significantly outlined in the furniture
products by accessories, namely feet, handles and the like, the perception of quality and
design being strongly influenced by them.

The production of furniture is also significantly influenced by technologies, and from
this point of view there is a strong technological advance, a fact that is also found in
the production of furniture accessories. Research over the past 20 years shows that some
European countries, although resembling in terms of technologies, differ greatly in
organizing the market (Germany and Italy), in particular the size distribution and the
organization of retail trade, these differences have an influence on the dynamics of
production, prices and exports (Florio et al1998), relevant issues, and now, even under
the impact of globalization (Herrigel, 2015).

Technological progress is strongly influenced by information and communication
technologies, Internet of Things (1oT) technologies being relevant for the furniture and
accessories industry. Thus, according to research carried out on the Italian market, the
behavior of manufacturers in the SME category is strongly influenced by the Internet
(Balocco et al, 2008). Other significant researches have been made in connection with
the ergonomics of the furniture, and the accessories also have a significant, most often
defining contribution (Ismail et al, 2017).

For the purpose of this research, we have in mind representative companies in the
European furniture industry, with whom Simausrom is doing business, being the
supplier of more than 80% of the accessories these major producers use in their
production. Also, the selected sample includes a number of large distributors of
furniture in Europe, who buy furniture from major manufacturers as well as from
smaller manufacturers.

In the research, it was chosen for the guided sampling, using the quota method, which
proved to be appropriate in several previous qualitative research (Silverman, 2013).
The main aspects considered in the sample constitution were, on the one hand, the size
and structure of the sample, aspects considered relevant in the literature, even if the
opinions of some authors did not excel in preciseness (Golafshani, 2003; Silverman,
2013) and on the other hand they had in view the complex concept of "power of
information” (Malterud, 2016), a concept considered by the authors of this research to
be the most conducive to reaching the goal and objectives of research, because it covers
multiple aspects in interdependence (the type of furniture, the materials from which the
accessories are made, etc.).

The topic of the interview was as follows:

Theme 1. The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats existing on the European
furniture market;

Theme 2. Producers' views on the place of furniture accessories within the value chain
and the extent to which accessories are among the factors affecting the competitiveness
of European furniture manufacturing and distribution companies;

Theme 3. The opinion of managers in the field on the importance of accessories in the
purchasing decision;

Theme 4. The specific importance of the presence of furniture accessories in
promotional messages.

The obtained answers were recorded and then stored in electronic files. Subsequently,
these files were transcribed, the information being processed by the technique known
as content analysis.
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Results and discussions

After the transcription, centralization and processing of the data obtained, the vertical
and horizontal analysis was carried out, resulting in the following aspects:

Theme 1. Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats on the European
furniture market.

The views expressed by the interviewed managers were grouped according to similarity
for each highlighted issue in order to finally make a SWOT analysis on the furniture
market in the EU, which would express the views of the major producers and major
traders in Europe.

Thus, the interviewed producers consider that the main strengths are:

The presence in the European market of all sections of the furniture production
value chain. Furniture manufacturers in the EU have a wide variety of inputs,
from materials to accessories, a wide network of companies and qualified
personnel in all fields of specialization, which gives manufacturers a good
ability to adapt to requirements, diffusion and personalization of products.
High quality raw materials, materials and accessories. The main elements that,
in the opinion of interviewed managers, provide additional value in the
specific market are wood, leather, metal accessories and finishes.

Advanced European technology and know-how. The views of all managers
converge towards the idea of technology associated with productivity and
quality. This observation is valid for materials (leather, wood, fabrics,
finishes) and for accessories that are distinctly highlighted and where the
requirements are geared to a great variety of materials and shapes / designs.
All managers believe that European furniture design is currently unmatched
worldwide.

Existence of other values beyond the price. Furniture production has a great
tradition in Europe. According to managers, furniture production, associated
with other European cultural heritage, gives European manufacturers a great
capacity to incorporate innovation into manufactured products, constantly
seeking different styles and fostering the development of skills in the field of
creativity, skills that are recognized worldwide.

Existence of advanced research centers and design schools. European
materials and design research are considered as a global opinion maker. Most
surveyed producers believe that Europe continues to have key competences in
product design, research and innovation, aspects that help them grow within
the value chain, increasing their contribution to added value.

The European market is of considerable size. The furniture market in Europe
is mature and extremely dynamic. Managers appreciate that European
furniture production covers between 25 and 28% of world requirements,
demonstrating its strength and competitiveness.

Cooperation and interaction within clusters. Furniture manufacturers surveyed
believe that the existence of clusters in the field is beneficial as it makes
possible cooperation and interaction across the value chain, with synergic
effects being visible at the level of innovation, design and diversification.

The main weaknesses in the European furniture industry and furniture market
highlighted in the interviews are:

The high cost of labor. The furniture sector requires intensive and dedicated
work throughout the entire production chain, both in the production of the
necessary materials and accessories, in which the incidence of these costs in
the production of furniture is relatively high. It has thus become European
furniture production to compete in those markets where labor is (still) cheaper.
Labor is aging. Manufacturers believe this is a weak point that worries them,
all the more so as it is seen in the "upstream” of material and accessories
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manufacturers. The problem becomes even more important than that. In their
view, there is a lack of ability to bring young workforce into the field and to
create effective training facilities.

- Demand still has weak determinants. The residential real estate sector has not
yet recovered after the shock caused by the crisis, and those who are currently
building practice low prices. In addition, the population tended to spend less
on furniture in the last 10 years.

- Protectionist measures in other markets. While the European furniture market
is the most open global market, there are protectionist measures in other
markets that generate significant distortions in exports.

Opportunities identified in interviews with major EU furniture manufacturers and

distributors are:

- New markets. Gulf, China and Russia have become attractive markets, the
number of buyers in the "peak™ segment is steadily increasing, and local and
foreign competition on these markets is still weak. Furniture manufacturers
appreciate that potential buyers in those markets will spend more on their
furniture than Europeans.

- Changing consumption patterns. In the opinion of manufacturing and
marketing companies, consumer patterns are changing, with tendency towards
functionality and adaptability to space, to the detriment of sustainability. In
terms of accessories, managers are announcing the trend towards matt metal
or classic "patina" (rust, wrought iron, bent metal, painted, etc.), somewhat
decreasing the intersection for glossy stainless steel or plastic. Manufacturers
believe that changing consumer patterns is an option, given their ability to
adapt to new requirements through technology, staff and know-how, and
traders through capabilities to interact with customers through their deployed
CRM programs.

- Exploitation of comparative advantages: competition through quality. The
integration of the Western European production system with the central and
eastern European production system can lead to increasing the
competitiveness of products on the domestic and export markets. In the case
of furniture accessories, the major manufacturers buy them almost exclusively
from firms in Central and Eastern Europe, Simausrom finds nominated by all
15 producers surveyed.

The threats mentioned in the interviews are:

- Strong competition from Asian countries. Imports from Asian countries are on
the rise, with an important share being focused on the segment of average or
small buyers.

- Costs and availability of materials and accessories. Fluctuations in raw
material prices and availability, including accessories, are seen as threats by
furniture manufacturers, whose negative impact is felt at their level.

- Insufficient protection of the intellectual property right. The furniture industry
proposes products with rising intangible content, which is mainly found in the
brand and design. Mobile furniture manufacturers and traders consider that
these elements ensure their competitiveness as they are well protected, which
is not the case at present when the specialized institutions formalized these
issues very much.

- Evolution of retail markets. Many retailers have invested important amounts
for network development, their dominant option being to products that target
"medium" and "economic" segments.

- Increased quality of non-European products. This is considered a threat, but it
is found that products coming from outside Europe have a growing quality,
proof of the technological development of the industry in the exporting
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countries, associated with relatively low prices. This aspect is noticeable both
in materials and accessories.
As can be seen, the importance and role that manufacturers and traders attach to
accessories as parts of furniture is growing, context in which the next topic of the
interview continued to discover how competitiveness affects accessories.
Theme 2. Views on the place of furniture accessories within the value chain and
the extent to which accessories are among the factors affecting the competitiveness
of European furniture manufacturing and distribution companies.
Producers and traders surveyed consider that furniture accessories are among the
essential elements of competitiveness, which results from several aspects. Their weight
in the total cost of furniture pieces ranges from 7 to 18%, depending on the type of
material, design, level or degree of machining and others.
The share of furniture making materials, as described by the respondents, is shown in
Figure 1.

Other unidentified Lezz/her
(]
COmponents\ Textiles 7%
15%
Plastic
9%
Components

(thread, strings,
decorations,

embroidered

patterns, etc.) Metal accessories
17% 16%
Rubber 2% \

0,
Lipici/adezivi Marble/stone 1%
2% Glass 2%

Wood, chipboard,
MDF
26%

Figure 1. Importance of the elements that make up the pieces of furniture from
the perspective of the manufacturers

The main factors that manufacturers and traders consider to be interfering with the
analysis of competitiveness in furniture production from the perspective of accessories
are:

- The extent to which costs with the necessary accessories affect profitability;

- The availability of accessories to specialized manufacturers;

- The cost and availability of "upstream" specialized workforce at the

manufacturers of accessories;

- Investments in machinery and equipment at producer level;

- R &D, innovation and design at producer level;

- R &D policies, intellectual and industrial property rights, sustainability, etc.);

- Price trends in the market.
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The place of furniture accessories is shown in Figure 2 and is the result of the views of
manfacturers and retailers.

Timber Finished wooden
panels
Solid wood Wood
panels components
l v v /
Accessories Production of furniture Chemical
- <+— | products

T

Textile and leather
products

Figure 2. Place of accessories in the value chain in the furniture industry

It turns out that accessories are an important factor for competitiveness, both in terms
of costs and the importance of managing the product portfolio.

Theme 3. The opinion of managers in the field on the importance of accessories in
the purchasing decision.

Furniture manufacturers and retailers believe that most customers choose the furniture
according to the quality of the materials they associate or correlate with each other with
the quality of the accessories and the mechanisms that give it ergonomics and
functionality.

As can be seen from the SWOT analysis above, buyers are increasingly expressing
wishes that metallic elements and mechanisms that ensure functionality are from a
particular material painted in a certain color, etc.

Theme 4. The specific importance of the presence of furniture accessories in
promotional messages.

Producer and trader's views converge to the idea that mentioning an enhancement
aspect in promotional messages is an important element for good product and brand
positioning on the market. Ten of the manufacturers and ten traders appreciate that
accessories and mechanisms must be components of the psychological axis as they
generate the idea of functionality and stability of the furniture, especially when it comes
to armchairs, swings, tables, deck chairs and beds. Also, in the case of bathroom and
hall furniture, the accessories are of particular importance and they also have
ornamental features.
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From the qualitative research carried out through the in-depth interview at the level of
some major European furniture manufacturers and traders, we can deduce the
quantitative research that will succeed. Thus, we conclude that the main assumptions
that will be confirmed or denied by the future quantitative research are:

H1. Consumers differentiate the furniture produced in Europe through quality elements
of materials, accessories and design;

H2. European consumers are increasingly aware of the importance of technology and
know-how in furniture manufacturing;

H3. European consumers prefer to address specialized retail shops rather than directly
to furniture manufacturers;

H4. Non-European furniture is increasingly preferred by buyers on the EU market due
to the progress made in quality and design;

H5. European buyers view accessories as essential elements in the decision to choose
and buy furniture;

H6. European buyers use the brand as a risk mitigation method before buying;

H7. European buyers increasingly prefer the metallic accessories that are related to the
natural environment (rust-like, metal-like, made of metal or blasted metal) instead of
glossy metals;

H8. The presence in the promotional messages for furniture of information and images
containing accessories is in line with customer expectations

These hypotheses resulting from qualitative research will be taken into account in the
design of a future quantitative research, to be validated or invalidated.

Conclusions

All aspects presented in the above summary underline the role and importance of
accessories in furniture products, product management, on the one hand, and
purchasing decisions, on the other hand, according to the views expressed by large-
scale manufacturers and traders at European level.

Thus, among the main strengths they have mentioned in relation to the production and
sale of furniture, they refer to the high quality and aesthetics of European products due
to R & D activities, manufacturing technologies and the professionalism of
manufacturers. The weaknesses identified by manufacturers and traders are the high
labor cost, which is relatively aging, the weak determinants of demand and the
inadequate protection of intellectual and industrial property rights.

Opportunities identified and presented by the respondents are the existence of new
markets, the changing of the consumption patterns and the possibility of adapting the
European producers and traders to the new requirements, as well as the real possibility
for the producers to exploit the R & D technologies and resources in order to increase
their competitiveness by quality.

The main threats mentioned are: strong Asian competition, the costs and availability of
materials and accessories, insufficient protection of intellectual property rights, the
evolution of retail markets to weak purchasing power segments and the increase in the
quality of non-European products.

The interviewed producers and traders consider furniture accessories to be among the
key elements of competitiveness. By invoking production management, it is estimated
that the share of accessories in the total cost of furniture is in the range of 7-18%,
depending on the type of material, design and level or degree of machining.
Manufacturers and traders believe buyers in the European furniture market are
increasingly expressing wishes that metallic elements and mechanisms that ensure
functionality are from a certain material, painted in a certain color, etc., unlike previous
periods when the problem accessories were at a very low level in the customer's
concerns.
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Producer and trader's views converge to the idea that the mention of promotional
messages on an accessory item is an important element for a good product and brand
positioning on the market as it generates the idea of functionality and stability of the
furniture and in the case of bathroom furniture and the hallway, the accessories also
have an ornamental role associated with the design.

Considering all the aspects presented above, we believe that the qualitative research
achieved has reached its goal and becomes a very good precursor for the quantitative
research to be carried out in a specialized market, namely that of furniture accessories
at European level.
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