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These are exciting times for the 
UK Home Market, with many 
retailers and brands targeting 
ambitious growth.
Following the recent £14m refresh of its Oxford Street 
flagship store, with particular emphasis on the Home 
Department, John Lewis announced in July its plans 
to expand its homeware and furniture business to 
achieve £1bn turnover by 2020. This follows on the 
back of CBPE acquiring Sofa.com, fast fashion players 
such as H&M, Zara and New Look expanding into the 
category, Sainsbury’s and Tesco strengthening their 
own homeware offering and sector stalwarts Dunelm, 
Wickes, Topps Tiles and Carpetright launching new 
formats. Even luxury brand Dior has launched a home 
range for the first time with the opening of its new 
flagship store ‘The House of Dior’ on London’s New 
Bond Street. 

Meanwhile, online players are also continuing their 
upward trajectory and blurring the boundaries 
between on- and offline experience with their own 
takes on the traditional store concept. As Charlie 
Marshall, Loaf’s founder and ‘Head of Loafing’, 
declares in our in-depth interview, ‘old school is the 
new school’, with physical retail back in fashion. This 
reflects our own recent research, which shows that 
two-thirds of consumers prefer to see, touch or try 
furniture in store before buying.

Ecommerce stepping off our screens and onto our 
streets is not the only example of technology’s 
incursion into the real world and our homes. Shop 
Direct’s partnership with Cimagine Media enables 
customers, via an app, to realistically simulate how 
furniture products will fit in their home – a virtual ‘try 
before you buy’ tool used to increase conversion and 
reduce returns. Furthermore, the connected home 
concept – for so long just a glint in the technologist’s 
eye – is also finally hitting the mass market. Following 
on from more established niches such as smart 
connected lighting (e.g. PHILIPS Hue) and smart 
heating (e.g. Nest; Hive), Apple finally launched 
its smart-home service app ‘Home’ in June, albeit 
with an initially limited range of associated physical 
products. Will this latest attempt at the ‘home hub’ 
provide the mass appeal needed to usher in a golden 
age of home automation?

Despite these developments, there are nonetheless 
risks and challenges. A weak pound has created cost 
pressures whilst big ticket furniture items, which have 
historically been cyclical, face the challenges of an 
uncertain UK economy. Yet one player’s challenge is 
another’s opportunity; home décor is projected by 
Verdict Retail to outperform all other UK Home sectors 
through to 2021. In addition, any slowdown in the 
housing market may fuel an increase in home spending 
as homeowners freshen up their living spaces. 

Ultimately, as our Dreams 
case study illustrates, with the 
right strategy there is always 
opportunity for great success, 
even if market conditions do 
become more challenging.  
If you would like to discuss any of the trends or 
points raised in this report, please drop me a line at 
r.fernando@pragmauk.com.

Ralph Fernando Managing Director, Strategy and 
Investor Services Pragma Consulting
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By The Numbers
UK Home Market Key Statistics
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Furniture Purchase, 
In-Store Compared To Online

Purchasing Furniture
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online before I buy”
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Expert Interview 
Charlie Marshall Founder, Loaf

What is the story of Loaf?

The opportunity that was available to us seven and 
a half years ago was a very different opportunity 
than it is today. I stumbled into the market from a 
food background and because I sold that business 
I had a little bit of money and I went to buy a bed, 
which I found very stressful and time consuming. 
The bed I wanted from the Conran shop was twelve 
hundred and fifty quid plus fabric and a sixteen-week 
lead time. So I thought if I just did twelve beds and 
charged seven hundred and fifty quid we could make 
it cheaper than the high street and I could keep more 
in stock. 

There were lots of good furniture retailers but no 
one doing beds really well through a website. So we 
launched The Sleep Room in 2008 and not knowing if 
we would sell one bed or three in the first month. We 
sold quite a lot more than that. I knew within a day I 
had a profitable business which was hugely exciting. 

After three years it felt like we had quite a good offering 
for the bedroom. So the next thing was to move into 
sofas. We wanted just to concentrate on what we 
were good at which was new product development 
and marketing, and leave the manufacturing and 
distribution to other people. We found that when 
people were looking for our name they weren’t actually 
typing in The Sleep Room, they were typing The Sleep 
Company or Sleep People. So my wife said if you 
could call it anything what would you call it? And I said 
Loaf. Four letters, easy to remember. And it sums up 
everything about our style because what we found was 
that we had created this very distinct house look. We 
wanted to sell the Loaf look and the Loaf lifestyle. 

I come from a family of entrepreneurs and all of us 
believe you’ve got to make a bottom line profit or you 
are out of business. I wanted to make sure we always 
had more than enough cash in the business to weather 
any twists and turns. We have recently taken on some 
investment (from Peter Simon of Monsoon Accessorize) 
but we haven’t used any of that cash and with Brexit 
it’s very comforting to know that we’ve got a very, very 
solid business with lots of cash in the bank.

Which retailers do you admire either in your sector 
or outside of it?

John Lewis is a brilliant business and the two reasons 
why I think they are special is that they live their culture, 
rather than say it, and I think they know who their 
customers are and look after them accordingly. And also 
the way they are always honing what they are offering 
and giving customers what they think their customers 
actually want. We do something similar when we send 
out emails and newsletters to customers. 

‘We always ask, why would 
my mum, who is a customer, 
want to receive that email? If it 
doesn’t pass the “mum” test, it 
doesn’t go out.’ 
Innocent is another in terms of branding and how 
they had a dream to do things differently. We still 
think of ourselves as not being part of the furniture 
industry. The furniture industry was quite stale, and 
now you’ve got lots of great businesses coming into it. 
One of the things we decided to do recently is a tie up 
with John Lewis. We designed three sofas exclusively 
for John Lewis under licence which launched on 
their website and in their ten biggest stores on 1st 
August. That’s a good way of actually working with 
a big competitor. And also for them it’s a good thing 
because we are obviously taking some of their market 
share. So hopefully that’s a win/win.

You now have two ‘slowrooms’/shacks (Loaf’s 
retail outlets) up and running. What’s your vision 
for the next three or four years?

We are very lucky as we don’t have any time pressure 
to grow. We launched the first Loaf Shack in October 
in Battersea. It took us eighteen months to find the 
right site. We didn’t know whether they should be 
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three thousand or twenty thousand square foot, or 
whether they should be in town, out of town or on 
retail parks. It’s taken us a while to understand the 
user experience. So we opened our second one in 
Notting Hill last week. And we noticed straight away 
that actually people really like free sweets! And 
having a teddy bear near the entrance!

The main thing about the Shack was to make sure 
that we were translating the experience of our website 
and brochure. And because of the look and feel of our 
products we tend to always have white floor boards, 
because its clean. Our typical customer doesn’t want 
to go in and download an app to start being able to 
work out what the different sizes are. They actually 
want a piece of paper that they can pick up, look at 
and scribble on. It’s that “old-school is the new-school” 
approach. And it has made people smile as well. So 
whether it’s having an ice cream right in the middle 
of the Battersea store or watching Back to the Future 
in our cinema den in Notting Hill, it’s actually about 
making people smile. It’s as simple as that.

Can you tell us what sales have been like in the 
store?

‘As a business we are turning 
over roughly £33m.’
 We only opened Battersea in October, but that’s 
done much better than we thought and it’s making a 
contribution. We don’t want to be busy fools and get 
bigger and bigger, we now want to concentrate on 

what we’ve got and just reach more people. We send 
out about five million brochures a year already. We do 
lots of press advertising; we do outdoor advertising 
in London which we can do more of. But we see 
ourselves opening more Shacks across the country. 

‘Our first goal is to be the most 
loved furniture brand in London 
and the South East within the 
next two years.’ 
To make that happen we need to open one or two 
more Shacks in London and a couple of Shacks in the 
South East.

How would you measure being the most loved 
furniture brand? 

From a distribution point of view and from a product 
point of view I think we have really improved by 
looking at some hard truths. We also know because 
our Trustpilot score keeps going up and we look at 
it religiously. Our customer service team have one 
goal which is to love all our customers. They’ve got 
a budget to go and do anything within reason. They 
might get a phone call from a lady who is pregnant 
and who isn’t even going to buy anything from Loaf, 
but that lady might receive a bunch of flowers the 
next morning and a handwritten card. It could be 
anything like that. We just think if we give the love, we 
are going to get some back. 
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Expert Interview 
Charlie Marshall (continued)

The difference we found is that the happiness of 
our staff (we call them Loafers) has dramatically 
improved. We have four company goals in a year 
and they range from what our Trustpilot score is, to 
what our turnover is, and to how many Shacks we 
have opened, but also how happy our staff are. And 
that’s been a really key thing. So one of my biggest 
achievements, I think, is having increased our staff 
happiness level from seven to eight point five in the 
last two years. I really want to get to ten but I am told 
we are never going to get there!

Who do you envisage is the Loaf customer? How do 
you see them?

We always thought our typical customer was a 
35-55 year old woman with a fairly high disposable 
income. As you grow your business you start to go 
into completely different segments and it surprises us 
the types of people that wouldn’t normally be on our 
radar. And that’s what got me particularly excited a 
couple of years ago when I realised it could be a really 
huge business.

How does competition affect you?

I think it is a particularly challenging time at the 
moment for retailers. Whereas forty years ago there 
weren’t that many retailers, today there are too many 
retailers. Amazon has come in and anyone can open a 
pop up store online. That’s the fundamental problem 
of retail. And we are also faced with competitors who 
have got a lot of venture capital behind them and who 
are prepared to lose money, initially. I think some of 

our competitors will not be around in three to four 
years’ time. They are not sound businesses; they are 
based on hype. We just have to weather that storm 
until they disappear and stay true to our beliefs, 
which include giving great customer service. 

We have a company ‘mobble’ every six weeks where 
we get all the business together and talk about what 
we are doing and exciting things happening in the 
business. And one of the things we were talking 
about is how Brexit is a real opportunity for us. It’s 
an opportunity because we’ve got a great product, 
great staff, great customer base and good cash flow. 
Think about how it feels for the other guys. And if we 
just keep doing what we do and do it better we will 
survive and thrive.

Will you look at overseas markets? 

We don’t aim for any overseas customers. The way 
we look at it is that the furniture market is worth over 
£16bn in the UK. That’s big. There is no need to grow 
overseas, and unfortunately with furniture you’ve got 
distribution issues.

How have you managed returns and how do you 
manage the idea of buying online?

‘When we first launched the 
business it wasn’t normal for 
people to buy furniture online.’
We needed people to have the confidence to buy from us. 
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So I decided to be disarmingly normal in our marketing. 
We are not going to have a thousand mattresses, we’ll 
just have one and call it our perfect mattress. I spent 
two years going around the world visiting factories and 
testing mattresses. I was obsessive with it and I launched 
one mattress. 

I gave the brand a personal feel so people felt like 
there was somebody talking to them directly as 
opposed to a brand talking at them. So we created a 
touchy feely brand which was something I liked about 
Innocent. Also, we were very clear about the returns 
policy, by not actually quibbling. 

When we first launched I thought we would have 
10% returns, but it was well below that. And what we 
found with our returns is that more often than not 
when somebody returned something they exchanged 
it for something else. And that’s when the human 
interaction with staff on the phone is so important. 
Whether you order a £10 pillowcase or a £10,000 set of 
sofas and beds from us online, we call customers up 
and say thank you. Just because I think it’s polite and 
gives that personal touch, which seems to work. 

‘If someone’s bothered to spend 
their hard-earned cash with you, 
I think it makes a real difference 
to at least say thank you.  And 
even though they’ll have 
received an automated email, 
call them to let them know when 
their product will be arriving.’
How do you approach innovation?

I think it comes down to culture right from the start. 
And the types of people you are employing and 
whether they feel they have the autonomy to make 
changes and not accept the status quo. It’s important 
to live by your culture, not just talk it, so something we 
don’t tolerate here is anyone who moans. Because if 
you are moaning you are not doing anything to solve 
the problem. We have an intranet site and we celebrate 
success a lot. So we might have a product which we’ve 
just launched all because someone in the accounts 
department has mentioned it as a good idea and we’ve 
actually run with it and we then celebrate that success.

Has your role changed much as the business has 
grown? Are you doing different things than you 
were a couple of years ago?

I think I’m still deeply irritating! That hasn’t changed 
and certainly people aren’t scared of telling me 
how irritating I am. I am very obsessive. I have 
good attention to detail where it matters. It’s been 
sometimes challenging to let go and let people make 
mistakes. I think the big thing I have noticed within 
myself is that when you start up a new business you 
don’t think of yourself as a CEO, you just think of 
yourself as someone who is giving it a go. But as you 
get bigger your staff and customers expect something 
of you. So in some ways you are having to act in a 
certain role. And I think that as you get bigger one 
of the important things for a CEO is to support and 
advise and allow people who are reporting into you to 
bounce off you. Getting less involved in the nitty gritty 
is a good thing, whereas in the past I would have 
thought getting my hands dirty showed leadership 
because it shows I am mucking in.

How are you thinking about Brexit in terms of your 
business?

We are doing two things. First of all, we are going to 
sit tight and wait for three months and just see where 
we are at. See what the currency does. Our business is 
quite well hedged in some ways. We can afford to buy 
all our currency but, secondly, 60% of our products 
come from the UK and 40% from overseas. Brexit is a 
risk, but at the same time our competitors could go 
bust and we could get increased market share. 

Five years from now how do you see Loaf?

I’d far rather turnover fifty million and make twelve 
million profit than I would turnover a hundred million 
and make seven million profit. So I suppose I would 
say I don’t think we’ll be dramatically different. I think 
we’ll be bigger and we will be better known to more 
people, and hopefully slicker in what we do. I think 
in many ways the journey we are on at the moment 
is not that dissimilar to Pret in that they took five or 
six years to open their second shop. So in five years 
I would expect us to have twelve, thirteen, fourteen, 
fifteen Shacks across the country, but they have got to 
be the right ones.
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Market Trends 
Market Dynamics and Consumer Behaviour

UK Home Furnishings Market Value by Category 2010-2014

The value of the UK Home Furnishings Market has grown at a steady 
rate since 2010

The market value of the Lighting category has seen the largest 
growth of 3% CAGR in recent years, driven by the rising popularity of 
LED lamps and bulbs
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Lighting is forecast to continue its strong performance through to 
2019

Consumers have a strong preference for seeing a product in a 
physical store environment before purchasing, posing a challenge 
for online-only retailers to overcome 

Consumer Channel Behaviour
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Q. Thinking about furniture in particular, to what extent do you agree with the following statements? 
 % Answering ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’

UK Home Furnishings Market Forecast CAGR by Category 2014-2019E (%)



Leesa

Founded in the US by Manchester-born entrepreneur David Wolfe in 2014, Leesa started manufacturing and 
selling ‘bed in a box’ luxury mattresses in the UK in 2015. Leesa reduces costs and provides customers with 
value for money by selling directly to them online, with no stores or showrooms. The retailer prides itself on 
its simplicity and transparency: they only sell one type of mattress – a universal ‘best feel’ mattress for all. 

Leesa is one of few companies in the UK selling this unique ‘bed in a box’ concept, where the mattresses 
are compressed, boxed and shipped to the customer. As well as making the mattress easier to deliver, the 
compression also improves the life of the mattress. 

The business encourages customers to purchase a mattress without first seeing or trying it out by offering a 
100 night risk-free and no hassle refund policy: Leesa will come and collect the mattress free of charge after 
the first 30 nights if the customer changes their mind about their purchase. This eases concerns people have 
about purchasing without being able to try out the product and communicates Leesa’s confidence in the 
product to exceed customers’ expectations.

Leesa also has a strong commitment to the community. For every ten mattresses sold they donate one 
via their One-Ten Program to organisations that help the homeless. They also partner with the Arbor Day 
Foundation to plant one tree for every mattress sold. 

Ones To Watch
Innovative Home Concepts
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Made.com

Based in London, the online designer furniture retailer Made.com was launched in March 2010 by 
founders Ning Lo, Chloe Macintosh, Julien Callede and Brent Hoberman. Made provides customers 
with original furniture designs at affordable prices by allowing customers to purchase directly from 
manufacturers. They opened their first showroom in Notting Hill in 2012 and now have five showrooms 
in the UK. Made also sells its contemporary furniture in France, Belgium, Italy, Germany and the 
Netherlands.

Made has technology at the heart of its business model. The showrooms typically carry less than 5% of 
its product offer and technology is used in order to showcase the whole range. For example, full scale 
‘virtual’ products are projected onto walls and there are iMac stations to allow customers to view the 
wider range and place orders. Customers are also given tablets to use whilst browsing to access detailed 
product information. Made gathers data on each shoppers’ online behaviour based on items browsed in 
order to provide them with a personalised experience whilst in the showroom. 

In addition, Made has used social media to build a dialogue with the customer – engendering customer 
loyalty and building brand awareness. The retailer launched a community sharing website – Made 
Unboxed – in 2014, on which customers share pictures of how they have styled their purchases. UK 
shoppers who used Unboxed spent 200% longer on the Made.com website and had a 6% greater 
average transaction value.
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Wayfair

Home furniture and furnishings website Wayfair was founded in 2002 in the US. Wayfair launched their 
UK website 6 years later. 

Wayfair launched as CSN Stores, a collection of websites that each sold a different product category. 
In 2011, the founders (Niraj Shah and Steve Conine) decided to build the ‘ultimate home store’ by 
combining all of their websites into one, and Wayfair in its current form was born. Wayfair offers a wide 
selection of goods at varying price points – there are more than seven million home items from over 
7,000 suppliers on the Wayfair website. This allows the retailer to target several customer segments and 
maintain broad appeal. Wayfair has steadily grown and generated $747.3 million of net revenues in the 
first quarter of 2016.

Customers can create an ‘Ideas Board’ on the website, allowing them to save their favourite products 
and organise their thoughts by room and style. Boards can also be shared with other users, enhancing 
the relationship that the customer has with the retailer and increasing engagement – leading to an 
increasing number of brand advocates if executed well. Wayfair also has a ‘Get Inspired’ section on its 
website, where customers can discover decorating ideas by browsing editors’ top tips and designer-
decorated rooms. Wayfair is also currently digitising its catalogue and testing augmented reality apps to 
enable customers to visualise products in their homes before deciding whether or not to purchase.  

Ones To Watch
Innovative Home Concepts (continued)



Pragma Case Study 
Dreams Business Turnaround

Context 

Dreams is one of the UK’s leading bed retailers and 
manufacturers. It has 170 stores throughout the 
country. In May 2012, Pragma was asked by the 
company’s lenders to review, validate and suggest any 
necessary amendments to management’s business 
plan and operating model. Subsequently, we worked 
with management to define the brand framework.

Pragma Approach

• A comprehensive independent evaluation of 
management’s business plan 

• A thorough review of operational performance, 
complemented by interviews with C-suite and 
key stakeholders in the business 

• Development of the brand proposition and 
the construction of a new brand framework, 
informed by a combination of customer and 
employee insight. This involved holding focus 
groups with shoppers and workshops with staff  

• Estate optimisation, including both micro and 
macro location analysis

Outcome

Pragma’s conclusions helped inform the turnaround 
plan that the business put in place in 2012, and 
continued to implement following the sale of the 
business in March 2013 to Sun European Partners. 
The turnaround plan saw the business increase like-
for-like sales significantly, and return to profitability 
in 2014.

Dreams posted a 207% jump EBITDA in the year to 
December 23, 2015. Like-for-like sales in the period 
rose 19.4%, and total sales climbed 16.2% 
to £234.2m.
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Pragma Case Study 
Cath Kidston Strategic Evaluation 2015 

Context 

Over the course of its ongoing expansion, Cath Kidston 
has engaged Pragma on a number of projects to 
support their strategy, including regular tracking of 
brand health, store and product concept testing and 
evaluation of overseas expansion opportunities.

Pragma has also worked with the business 
to test the proposition among Japanese and 
French consumers to inform the market entry 
for these territories. The work covered ranging 
recommendations based on qualitative customer 
focus groups, store exit surveys and online surveys.

Closer to home, and more recently, the challenge 
has been to evolve strategy as the brand has moved 
from niche to high street, to effectively align the 
proposition with the wants and needs of a broader 
audience.

Pragma Approach

• Deep evaluation of the brand positioning from a 
dynamic and evolving consumer perspective

• A regular customer insight programme across 
core markets, UK and Japan, to provide 
an understanding on customer profiles, 
attitudes and behaviours and assessing brand 
perceptions over time

• Detailed analysis of the dynamics of the UK and 
Japanese market, customer, competitors and 
consideration of operational support

• Primary qualitative consumer research 
focussed on understanding reactions to new 
product and store concepts

Outcome

Pragma value an ongoing strategic relationship 
with the senior team, and conducts a bi-annual 
tracking programme to measure performance 
across the target audience, as well as working 
with the business to inform and support progress.
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Pragma Case Study 
Moores Strategic Framework

Context 

Founded in 1947, Moores is a manufacturer of 
furniture supplied into the new build and affordable 
housing sector, as well as to builders’ merchants and 
large DIY stores through a number of retail brands.

Following peak trading in 2007, Moores has faced 
challenging conditions in recent years, in part due to 
the global financial crisis and a subsequent decline 
in the number of new homes built in the UK.

Pragma Approach

• A detailed assessment of the contract market 
and customer for kitchen, bathroom and 
bedroom furniture

• An independent review of the existing business 
model, and an evaluation of the strategic 
options available to the business

• Facilitation of collaborative workshops with 
senior management, providing support and 
challenging existing views as appropriate, to help 
develop and refine the Moores’ future strategy

Outcome

This work supported the development of a clear 
strategy for Moores, forming the basis of the three 
year plan for the business. Within 6 months the 
business had changed direction and was on a strong 
recovery trajectory.

‘Pragma were a great fit with 
our business and worked 
extremely well with our 
management team. They 
presented us with a clear, 
insightful strategy using a 
robust methodology. I would 
recommend them to anyone.’

 – CEO, Moores
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Pragma is a strategic partner for 
operators and investors
in consumer markets.

We are evidence-based and experience-led, 
enhancing growth and profitability through 
applied commercial insight and action.

With over 28 years of experience in more 
than 30 countries, we have completed over 
1,400 projects to date, successfully improving 
profitability for our clients.

Pragmauk.com
+44 (0)20 7902 6888


