
 

   

 
Torsten Lihra 
Project Leader 

 Carl Tremblay 
Reviewer 

 Gérald Beaulieu 
Department Manager 

 

Forintek Canada Corp. 
Eastern Division 

319, rue Franquet 
Québec, Québec  G1P 4R4 

 
General Revenue Report Project No. 685-5346 

 
Final Report 2006/07 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Multi channel analysis of the furniture buying process 
 
 

by 
 

Torsten Lihra 
Group Leader - Furniture 
Value Added Department 

 
Raoul Graf 
Professor 

Laval University 
Marketing Department 

 
 

March 2007 
 
 

This project has been financially supported by Innomeuble 
 

 



 

 

Notice 
This report is an internal Forintek Canada Corp. (Forintek) document, for release only to Forintek 
members and supporters. This distribution does not constitute publication. The report is not to be copied 
for, or circulated to, persons or parties other than Forintek members and supporters, except with the prior 
permission of Forintek. Also, this report is not to be cited, in whole or in part, unless prior permission is 
secured from Forintek. 
 
Neither Forintek, nor its members, nor any other persons acting on its behalf, make any warranty, express 
or implied, or assume any legal responsibility or liability for the completeness of any information, 
apparatus, product or process disclosed, or represent that the use of the disclosed information would not 
infringe upon privately owned rights. Any reference in this report to any specific commercial product, 
process or service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer or otherwise does not constitute or imply its 
endorsement by Forintek or any of its members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2007 Forintek Canada Corp. All Rights reserved. 
 
No part of this published Work may be reproduced, published, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, whether or not in translated form, without the prior 
written permission of Forintek, except that members of Forintek in good standing shall be permitted to reproduce all or part of 
this Work for their own use but not for resale, rental or otherwise for profit, and only if Forintek is identified in a prominent 
location as the source of the publication or portion thereof, and only so long as such members remain in good standing  
 
This published Work is designed to provide accurate, authoritative information but it is not intended to provide professional 
advice. If such advice is sought, then services of a Forintek professional could be retained. 
 



Multi channel analysis of the furniture buying process 

 
 

 
 
  ii 

 

Abstract 
Furniture is among the important personal consumption expenditures for durable goods in the USA. 
Retailers and manufacturers offer different communication channels to assist consumers all through the 
process of acquiring furniture. The objective of the presents study was to evaluate US consumers channel 
use at different steps of the residential furniture buying process. An Internet consumer survey was 
conducted using a socio demographic representative sample of the US citizens. Results showed that the 
furniture retail store is the most important communication channel at each of the five considered buying 
process stages. Overall score of that channel was higher for females than males indicating that women 
care more about communication when buying furniture. Internet was not of significant importance when 
buying furniture. The importance of touching the product indicates that consumers are presently not ready 
for virtual furniture shopping. Advertising was perceived as a significant means to gather information. In 
regard to the ranking of communication channels, no significant difference was observed between 
geographic regions, gender, and age and income groups.  
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1 Objectives 
• Determine the purpose and use of communication channels throughout end consumers furniture 

buying process 
• Evaluate the future consumer preferences for these communication channels 
 

2 Introduction 
U.S. furniture sales totalled approximately $120 billion in 2004 (U.S. Census Bureau 2005), making 
furniture the second largest personal consumption expenditure for durable goods in the U.S. after a home 
and ahead of a new car (Toosi, 2002). Household furniture sales traditionally occurred through a single 
channel—the retail store (Meyer et al. 1992). The number of households with Internet access increased 
steadily over the past decade and was estimated to have reached 90% in 2005 (Anderson 2005a). To take 
advantage of this situation, most furniture retailers and manufacturers developed communication 
strategies offering consumers a variety of channels for meeting their distinct needs in specific situations 
(Zaharia, 2005, Anderson, 2005b, Mathwick et al. 2002).  
 
Consumers generally seek a seamless shopping experience across all channels, products, and geographies 
(Fanelli et al., 2006). Retailers who built their operating model around consumers’ multichannel desires 
have reaped significant rewards (Figure 1). According to The DMA 2005 Multi-Channel Marketing 
Report by the Direct Marketing Association/Winterberry Group, multichannel shoppers spend 30% more 
per year in stores than single-channel shoppers. In The Multi-Channel Retail Benchmark Report, an 
Aberdeen Group survey published in December 2005, more than 50% of retailers reported that 
multichannel shoppers are more profitable. While attracting multichannel shoppers is clearly profitable, 
simply attracting them is not enough. In today’s highly competitive market, retailers must create a 
branded multichannel experience in order to ensure long-term customer loyalty (Fanelli et al. 2006). 
While most retailers have successfully implemented a multichannel approach by launching multiple sales 
channels and providing some level of cross-channel service, few are fully meeting multichannel consumer 
needs. These retailers have not yet managed to integrate channels in order to provide a seamless customer 
experience and create a cohesive brand image. To ensure successful customer-centric multichannel 
marketing, retailers will need to alter their operating model and focus on integrating their entire business 
through cross-channel management teams and marketing campaigns, as well as the free flow of 
information. Ultimately, companies must use customer knowledge to meet multichannel consumer needs, 
build long-term loyalty, and ensure profitability. Figure 1 presents relative profitability for retailers from 
multi channel and single channel customers (Fanelli et al. 2006). 
 
The range of retail service channels available to consumers has skyrocketed in the past 10 to 15 years. 
The Internet, direct mail, interactive telephone systems, and interactive TV now provide an alternative to 
shopping in traditional retail stores (Van Dijk et al. 2007). Nearly all previous research on consumer 
behavior in a multichannel retail environment (Anderson 2005a, Anderson 2005b, Broehuizen and Jager 
2004, Schoenbachler and Gordon 2002) has focused on the difference between online and offline buying. 
The impact of buying motives on channel choice at different steps of the buying process has also been 
measured, e.g., at a German consumer goods retailer (Zaharia, 2005), but few studies attempt to relate 
consumer communication channel choice to buying decision steps.  
 
The objectives of this study were to identify the communication channels consumers select at each stage 
of the buying process and for what purpose, and to assess the future use of these channels in order to 
make recommendations regarding their design. 
 



Multi channel analysis of the furniture buying process 

 
 

 
 
  2 of 29 

 

8%

17%

22%

53%

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 Relative profitability for retailers from multi channel and single channel customers 
(Fanelli et al., 2006) 

2.1 The impact of multichannel choice on retailers 
A number of studies regarding multichannel retailing ask whether and how different sales channels should 
be integrated (Gulati et al., 2000; Teltzrow et al. 2004). Earlier work indicates that conflicts such as sales 
cannibalization can result from multiple new sales channels (Stern, Ansay et al., 1998), while more recent 
studies suggest that close alignment of e-commerce capabilities with existing infrastructure can improve 
performance and sales (Zhu and Kraemer 2002). According to Steinfield (2002), the integration of online 
and offline sales channels may increase revenues and cut costs by attracting new customers. Steinfield 
(2002) also argues that hybrid business models can help mitigate the lack of trust that Internet-only 
businesses often face. Goersch (2003) suggests that website visitors who are aware of a company’s 
physical store network may have a lower risk perception online—a possible benefit to multichannel 
retailers. Similarly, Lohse and Spiller (1997) claim that physical store network reputation may positively 
influence consumer perception of online shops. Customer satisfaction and retention might also increase, 
thanks to the greater convenience and better support provided by multichannel retailers (Goersch 2003, 
Teltzrow et al., 2004). Integrative elements such as a common infrastructure and operations, as well as 
cross-channel marketing may also benefit hybrid businesses (Zhu and Kraemer, 2002; Teltzrow et al., 
2004). 
 
Authors including Straub et al. (2002), Devaraj et al. (2002), and Teltzrow et al. (2004) have looked at 
multichannel retailing from the perspective of confirmatory analysis. Using structural equation model 
analysis, Devaraj et al. (2002) tested factors such as perceived ease of use and usefulness in order to 
explain consumer satisfaction and channel preference. Nevertheless, empirical research regarding 
consumer behavior at multichannel retailers remains scarce (Goersch 2003). Steinfield (2002) expresses 
the need for further analysis to test the effectiveness of integrated multichannel business models under 
various conditions. Gallaugher (2002) suggests that a better understanding of channel interdependencies 
will help determine the impact of e-business on a firm and its industry. Goersch (2003) recommends 
empirical testing of the influence of multichannel business models on consumer behavior. Stone et al. 
(2002) emphasize the importance of understanding consumer needs in a multichannel environment 
(Teltzrow et al., 2004). Besides applying theory to test hypotheses, researchers have suggested 
exploratory methods to analyze online visitor interests and preferences. Web usage analyses can be 

Don’t know, can’t tell 

More profit from multi channel 
than single channel customers 

Same amount of profit from multi 
channel and single channel 
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Less profit from multi channel than 
single channel customers 
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conducted to gather information on consumer behavior (Cooley and Mobasher 1999). Spiliopoulou and 
Pohle (2001) and Mobasher et al. (2002) suggest using Web logs to analyze user segmentations. Moe 
(2001) have identified several browsing typologies on retail sites. Shahabi et al. (1997) describe a user 
session clustering procedure that can be used to identify user segments. Heer and Chi (2002) propose the 
creation of a user profile model using a technique that draws on a variety of information sources including 
Web logs. While consumer Web usage has been researched in depth for Internet-only retailers, only few 
authors focus on multichannel usage. Teltzrow and Berendt (2003) introduce Web usage metrics that 
describe consumer behavior at multichannel retailers, and identify session clusters exhibiting interest in 
store-related information at a multichannel retailer. Teltzrow and Berendt (2003) propose new 
multichannel affinity metrics. This study does not further explore integration of other sales and 
communication channels such as catalogs, call centers, and kiosks. Jung et al. (2002) suggest a portfolio 
analysis of sales channels and their interaction with customers (Teltzrow et al., 2004). 
 

2.2 What drives consumers to choose a particular channel? 
As channel design and management increasingly require an understanding of what causes consumers to 
select one channel over another (Black et al., 2002), researchers have begun to explore the factors 
involved in consumer choice (Van Dijk et al., 2007). How do consumers deal with the many choices they 
are faced with daily in contemporary society? Fanelli et al. (2006) presented different communication 
channels that have an impact on a consumers’ view of retailers (figure 2).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 Customers view of retailers (adapted from Fanelli et al.2006) 

Researchers have identified four types of factors that influence consumer channel choice for financial 
services: consumer characteristics, such as confidence and lifestyle; product characteristics, such as 
complexity and price; channel characteristics, such as personal contact and convenience; and 
organizational characteristics, such as size and longevity (Black et al., 2002). Product characteristics have 
been shown to have a variable impact on consumer channel choice across product categories. For 
example, Chiang et al. (2004) observe that the ease of finding information through a particular channel is 
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most important for buying books, after sale service is most important for flowers, and the ability to 
compare products is most important for food items (Van Dijk et al., 2007). 
 
Consumer characteristics that influence channel choice include the consumer risk profile. This profile 
reflects both consumer perception and acceptance of risk. Because risk-averse consumers are more likely 
to continue using a particular online or offline channel after initially choosing it, they tend to be more 
loyal than risk-neutral consumers (Gupta et al., 2003). Perceived transaction costs are among the main 
channel characteristics that influence consumer channel choice. Consumers are unlikely to devote time 
and effort unless they perceive value in the exchange, including the pleasure of shopping. According to 
Reardon and McCorkle (2002), in choosing a distribution channel, consumers consider primarily time 
versus money, and time versus psychological benefit, e.g. a pleasurable or social experience (Van Dijk et 
al., 2007). 
 
Organizational factors that influence consumer channel choice include an organization’s customer-centric 
or channel-based approach. Rather than attempting to force customers to use a certain channel, businesses 
should consider the factors that attract consumers to a particular channel, and address those factors 
strategically. Businesses with a multichannel strategy are generally better at accommodating consumer 
channel preferences than businesses that focus on a single channel (Schoenbachler and Gordon, 2002; 
Van Dijk et al., 2007).  
 
The literature therefore indicates that a variety of product, channel, consumer, and organizational 
characteristics influence consumer channel choice. In making their channel decisions, consumers must 
sort through this complex mix of positive and negative factors (Van Dijk et al., 2007).  
 
A key point raised by the literature on self-service technology (SST) adoption is that consumers who use 
e-services in a multichannel context may choose channels according to their consumption circumstances. 
Consumers who view technology and SST positively do not necessarily use online channels due to 
situational variables, such as time constraints. As a result, consumers may choose technology 
inconsistently across consumption processes (Van Dijk et al., 2007). 
 
2.3 The consumer buying process 
Many authors describe the consumer purchase process as a sequence of steps (Blackwell et al., 2006, 
D’Astous et al., 2006, Solomon et al., 2002). This process starts with recognition of a need and ends with 
some kind of post-purchase evaluation. Suominen (2005) divides the buying process into five distinct 
stages that do not include post-purchase evaluation: activation, browsing, configuring, deciding, and 
purchasing. Consumers move through these stages at varying speeds depending on a set of parameters 
related to personal characteristics, product category, and situational factors (Zaharia, 2005). According to 
Solomon et al. (2002), consumers first realize they want to make a purchase, then go through a series of 
steps to complete the process. These steps are 1) problem recognition, 2) information search, 
3) evaluation of alternatives, and 4) product choice.  
 
Problem recognition (called the activation phase by Suominen, 2005) occurs whenever consumers see a 
significant difference between their state of affairs and some desired or ideal state. Consumers perceive 
that there is a problem to be solved that may be small or large, simple or complex (Solomon et al., 2002). 
A problem arises when either the consumer’s current state declines in quality (need recognition) or his/her 
ideal state increases in quality (opportunity recognition) (Solomon et al., 2002). Problem recognition 
occurs naturally but is often spurred by marketing iniviatives that create primary demand, then stimulate 
secondary demand (Solomon et al., 2002). 
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Once consumers recognize a problem, they need adequate information to resolve it. In the information 
search phase, consumers scan their environment for the data they need to make a reasonable decision. 
Some consumers seek information in marketplace after recognizing a need (prepurchase search). Others, 
especially veteran shoppers, like hunting for and tracking information just for fun (i.e., browsing) or in 
order to gather the latest information for future use (Solomon et al., 2002). Information seeking is 
generally more intense for larger purchases, when consumers need more information prior to purchase 
and can easily find and use this information (Punj and Staelin, 1993). Regardless of product category, the 
scope of this search may vary, possibly due to consumer age, education level, and sex. 
 
Much of the effort that goes into a purchase decision occurs at the stage when consumers must choose 
from among the available alternatives. Consumers solving a complex problem may carefully weight 
several brands, while those making a routine decision may not consider alternatives to their regular brand 
(Solomon et al., 2002). The alternatives consumers actively consider are part of their “evoked set.” When 
few consumers have an evoked set that includes a particular brand, marketers of that brand should be 
concerned. More importantly, it is unlikely that a product consumers previously considered and rejected 
will be added to their evoked set. 
 
After compiling the relevant options in a category, consumers must choose among them. The decision 
rules that guide this choice (selection) range from simple, quick strategies to complicated processes 
require considerable focus and cognitive processing. In making their choice, consumers may be 
influenced by prior experience with the product, information available at the time of purchase, and beliefs 
about the brand that have been created by advertising (Solomon et al., 2002). 
 
In the final step—the transaction phase—the consumer pays for the product. Figure 3 summarizes the 
steps considered in this study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 Steps in consumer decision making (Adapted from Solomon et al., 2002) 

Activation 

Search 

Evaluation 

Selection 

Transaction 

Ann realizes she’s fed up with 
her old uncomfortable sofa 

Ann tries to get a general 
overview of the market offer  

Ann compares several models in 
terms of reputation and available 
features 

Ann chooses one specific model 
because it has features that 
really appeal to her 
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3 Conceptual framework 
Consumers need different types of information at each step of the buying process in order to proceed to 
the next step (Lihra et al., 2006). This information may be obtained through different communication 
channels (Van Dijk et al., 2007). In in-depth interviews conducted by Lihra et al. (2006), twenty-two 
furniture manufacturers in North America and Europe stated that the main communication channels used 
in the sector by consumers were word-of-mouth, catalogs, the Internet, advertising, the telephone, and 
stores. Consumers may seek information from one or more channels at each step of the buying process. 
Figure 4 presents a matrix of buying process stages and communication channels. One aim of this study is 
to evaluate how consumers navigate through this matrix. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 Matrix of consumer buying process steps and communication channels 
 
Initiators of each stage of the buying process and channel attributes with an impact on communication 
channel choice, as indicated by furniture manufacturers, are shown in Table 1 (Lihra et al., 2006). Key 
attributes that influence consumer communication channel choice are the opportunity to see and touch the 
product, familiarity with a certain channel, information abundance and availability, ease of use of the 
channel, and channel efficiency.  
 
For example, channel trust plays a role at the evaluation stage, when it is important for consumers to 
obtain objective product information. At the transaction stage, channel security and the price offered 
through that channel (e.g., difference between the price at a retail store and price offered on the Internet) 
were identified as important channel attributes (Table 1).  

Activation Search Evaluation Selection Transaction 

Word of mouth 
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Internet 

Advertising 
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Table 1 Stage initiators and attributes with an impact on communication channel choice 

Stage Stage initiators Channel attributes 

Activation - Change in lifestyle 

- Furniture is worn out or broken 

- Change in consumer tastes 

- Channel must be proactive 

Search - Need for a market overview - Opportunity to see the product 

- Opportunity to touch the product 

- Channel response time 

- Ease of use 

- Efficiency 

- Consumer habits 

- Abundance of information 

Evaluation - Need to compare options - Opportunity to see the product 

- Opportunity to touch the product 

- Channel response time 

- Ease of use 

- Efficiency 

- Channel trust 

Selection - Evaluation of options has ended - Opportunity to see product 

- Opportunity to touch the product 

- Channel response time 

- Ease of use 

- Efficiency 

Transaction - Need to pay for the product - Payment security 

- Price 

- Available information 

- Website design 

 
But the qualitative research conducted by Lihra et al. (2006) through interviews with furniture 
manufacturers does not enable to establish hypothesis regarding the use of a main communication channel 
all through the buying process. To find out the consumer’s point of view, a qualitative study of U.S. 
households based on those primary results has been conducted.  
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At the activation phase, consumers shift from passive to active behavior. According to Blackwell et al. 
(2006), need recognition occurs when consumers sense the difference between what they perceive to be 
the ideal and the actual state of their furniture. Need recognition may result from changes in lifestyle 
(purchase of a new home, birth of children, job change, etc.), worn out furniture, or information on 
furniture that consumers receive primarily through advertising. Word-of-mouth and other communication 
channels should also be considered. 
 
• H1a: The main initiators of the activation phase are a change in lifestyle, a change in consumer tastes, 

and broken or worn out furniture. 
• H1b: Advertising is the main communication channel for consumers at the activation stage. 
 
At the search phase, the Internet enables consumers to obtain a rapid market overview—a tool that was 
available only to retailers some years ago. Consumers can view products from all over the world on their 
computer screen at home (Lihra et. al., 2006). 
 
• H2a: The main characteristics of the channel are the opportunity to see the product, channel response 

time, ease of use, efficiency, consumer habits, and information abundance. 
• H2b: The Internet is the main communication channel at the search stage. 
 
At the evaluation stage, consumers may want to see and touch the product as well as obtain more detailed 
information about options, product quality, and other issues perceived as important. Thus, the store has a 
fundamental role to play. 
 
• H3a: The main characteristics of the channel are the opportunity to see and touch the product, channel 

response time, ease of use, efficiency, and channel trust. 
• H3b: The store is the main communication channel at the evaluation stage. 
 
At the selection phase, the evaluation has ended. The furniture manufacturers interviewed believed that 
final product selection would happen in a store. The consumer/salesperson relationship that may develop 
at the evaluation stage may push consumers to select the furniture item in the store. Respondents in our 
qualitative study also stressed the importance of this channel. 
 
• H4a: The main characteristics of the channel are channel response time, ease of use, and efficiency.  
• H4b: The store is the main communication channel for product selection. 
 
The need to pay for the product starts the transaction phase. Doubts regarding the security of online 
payment may promote in-store transactions.  
 
• H5a: The main characteristics of the channel are payment security, price, available information, and 

website design. 
• H5b: The main communication channel for transactions is the store. 
 
Throughout the buying process, the store still seems to be considered the most important communication 
channel for purchasing furniture, but consumers might be expected to use more than one channel at each 
stage of the buying process, according to their needs. The role of the Internet is of particular interest. The 
number of households connected to the Internet is increasing in the U.S. (Anderson 2005a) and the 
Internet’s impact on consumer buying habits has increased in general. 
 
• H6: The Internet is the second most important channel all through the buying process. 
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o Jean-François Bordeleau 
o Fadi Germany 
o Stéphanie Martel 
o Yan Tremblay 

 

5 Research design 
According to the distinction made by Calder et al. (1981), the study took a theoretical rather than applied 
approach. It was opted for a cross-section study and decided to make use of the structured nature of 
quantitative methods by using a questionnaire for data collection. The questionnaire was divided in three 
main sections: the first assessed what channels were used for what reasons at each buying purchase step. 
The second part evaluated what channel consumers would like to use in the future and the third part 
gathered socio demographic data about the respondents. A total of 30 questions were developed to 
address the issue. Expected time to fill out the questionnaire was 15 minutes. All questions (except the 
socio demographic part) were measured on a seven point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally 
agree). Forty in-depth interviews conducted in four different geographical zones led to the development 
of the questionnaire that was pre tested locally. The final survey was WEB based and self administrated.  
 
It was aimed to create a representative sample of adult US American citizens, 50% males and 50% 
females, uniformly distributed over different age groups, income groups and geographic regions. Sample 
characteristics are presented in figure 5 and tables 2 and 3. The applied income and age groups were used 
in furniture consumer studies conducted by Anderson in 2005 (Anderson 2005a, b). The California based 
company Survey Sampling International (SSI) was mandated to perform sampling in regard to the sample 
characteristics. SSI performed sampling from a sample frame of three million adult US citizens. A 
completed sample size of 1500 respondents was targeted to keep the sampling error at less than 3% 
(Dillman 2000).  
 
SPSS software was used to conduct statistical data analysis. 
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Figure 5 Sample characteristics: Uniform distribution over the four US Census regions 
(source: http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/reps/maps/us_census.html) 

Table 2 Sample characteristics: Age groups 

Age groups 
(years of age) 

20 – 29 
30 – 39 
40 – 49 
50 – 59 
60 – 69 

70 and older 

Table 3 Sample characteristics: Income groups 

Income groups 
(US $) 

less than 30 000 
30 000 – 49 999 
50 000 – 74 999 
75 000 – 99 999 

100 000 and more 
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6 Results 
After an analysis of respondent sociodemographics in each geographical region showed that the four 
samples were representative of their respective region in terms of gender, age, income, and education 
level. 
 
Activation phase 
Information is conveyed to consumers at this phase. A total of 42% of respondents consider advertising 
important (4 to 7 on a 7 point Likert scale), versus only 30% for word-of-mouth. For the Internet, the 
figure is 21.5% and for stores, 55%. ANOVA results show no difference among the regions. 
The main reasons for activation are: 
 
1) The need for new furniture (in a new decor)—an important reason for 75% of respondents (4 to 7 on 

the 7 point Likert scale) 
2) The need to replace furniture 
3) The need to add furniture to an existing decor 
4) Fondness for an item 

 H1a: “The main initiators of the activation phase are a change in lifestyle, a change in consumer 
tastes, and broken or worn out furniture” is accepted 

 
The average importance associated with the need for new furniture (in a new decor) and the need to add 
furniture to an existing decor is greater for women than men (significance levels associated with t-tests for 
independent samples < 0.05). 
 
According to the Friedman ranking test for communication channels, there is no difference in channel 
preference during the activation phase. 
 

 H1b: “Advertising is the main communication channel for consumers at the activation stage” is 
rejected. 

 
Search phase 
The reasons for using a given communication channel vary at the search pahse. Analysis of the 
correlation between these reasons and the various channels indicates that respondents primarily view 
stores as an opportunity to see and touch furniture (respective correlations of 0.33 and 0.36), as well as a 
familiar way to gather information (corr. = 0.22). The average importance of each channel cited is greater 
for women than men (t-tests). 
 

 H2a: “The main characteristics of the channel are the opportunity to see the product, channel 
response time, ease of use, efficiency, consumer habits, and information abundance” is accepted. 

 
During the search phase, respondents prioritize communication channels differently. The Friedman 
ranking tests give a chi squared of 2,510 with an associated probability of 0.000, meaning these channels 
are significantly different. Respondents ranked the communication channels as follows: 1) stores, 2) ads, 
3) catalogs, 4) word-of-mouth, 5) Internet, and 6) telephone inquiries. 
 

 H2b: “The Internet is the main communication channel at the search stage” is rejected. 
 
The Internet is considered a fast and effective way to obtain information (corr. = 0.22), but not very 
familiar compared to ads or stores. In addition, information offered on WEB sites is often not considered 
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sufficient (average = 4.1 on a 7 point Likert scale). There is no difference among regions, as the F value 
from the ANOVA = 1.08 with an associated probability of 0.35. Yet the importance of the Internet seems 
to increase for future intended searches, moving into third place. This communication channel should 
therefore not be neglected. 
 
An analysis of rankings by region shows that average rankings are the same. However, stores are much 
more important in the South than in the other regions (particularly the North). Therefore, for this variable, 
the F value for the ANOVA is 3.3, with an associated probability of 0.02 (showing the inequality among 
channels for this variable in the four regions in question). Stores are most important in the South (average 
5.5 out of 7), followed by the Midwest (5.33), West (5.21), and North (5.14). There is no difference 
among the averages for the four regions for the other communication channels. However, a t-test on this 
variable shows a significant difference between North and South (t = 7.8, sig. = 0.005). Catalogs and ads 
are more important for women than men, on average, but these channels are ranked the same by both 
genders. 
 
Evaluation phase 
Important channel characteristics are again associated with the use of stores as an information source. 
Respondents consider stores the most reliable, effective, and easiest information source, as well as an 
opportunity to see and touch items. Correlations between use of this information source and its 
characteristics vary between 0.255 and 0.458. 
 

 H3a: “The main characteristics of the channel are the opportunity to see and touch the product, 
channel response time, ease of use, efficiency, and channel trust” is accepted 

 
Price, quality, style, comfort, and dimension are the main product characteristics consumers evaluate. The 
option of customization is not considered a major advantage, with an average of 4.37 out of 7 reflecting 
respondent indifference. 
 
During the evaluation phase, there is a difference in communication channel use (Friedman test: chi 
squared = 2,718; sig. = 0.000). Stores come in first with an average of 5.08. There is no significant 
difference between word-of-mouth, catalog, Internet, and ad channels, but these channels score much 
lower in terms of preference, with averages close to 3.2. Telephone inquiries come last with an average of 
2.23.  
 

 H3b: “The store is the main communication channel at the evaluation stage” is accepted. 
 
As in the previous phase, the average importance of each channel is higher for women than men, although 
the rankings are the same. There is no difference among regions (all probabilities associated with F values 
for ANOVAs are greater than 5%). In the future, respondents will continue to favor stores, with an 
average of 6 out of 7. Internet use comes in third with an average of 4.4 out of 7, preceded by ads 
(average = 4.56). ANOVA results show no difference among regions. 
 
Selection phase 
Stores are preferred channel at the selection phase because respondents consider them most effective 
(corr. = 0.449), most useful (corr. = 0.443), most user-friendly (corr .= 0.337), and fastest (corr. = 0.233).  
 

 H4a: “The main characteristics of the channel are channel response time, ease of use, and 
efficiency” is accepted.  
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Stores and ads are even more important for women than men. Respondents seek information regarding 
quality, price, functionality, design, and delivery time. 
 
The channels are ranked as follows: 
 
1) Stores 
2) Ads 
3) Catalogs 
4) Internet 
5) Word-of-mouth 
6) Telephone inquiries 
 

 H4b: “The store is the main communication channel for product selection” is accepted. 
 
It should be noted that the average rankings are the same for all regions. However, the ANOVAs show 
that stores are more important in the South and Midwest than the North and West. In the future stores will 
remain the most important channel (average = 5.96), followed by ads (average = 4.49) and the Internet 
(average = 4.31). 
 
Transaction phase 
For online transactions, the essential characteristics for respondents are accurate information on the WEB 
site regarding the payment process, secure payment, and the discounts sometimes offered. 
 

 H5a: “The main characteristics of the channel are payment security, price, available information, 
and website design” is accepted. 

 
There is no pronounced difference by region or gender. 
 
Respondents favor the use of stores to properly complete their transactions, with an average importance of 
5.88 out of 7. The Internet comes in third with only 3.38 out of 7, preceded by catalog transactions 
(probably by mail), with an average importance of 3.45. 
 

 H5b: “The main communication channel for transactions is the store” is accepted. 
 
Over the entire buying process, the Internet plays a non neglectable role and is expected to gain 
importance in the future. However, consumers do not consider the Internet as the second most important 
communication channel. 
 

 H6: “The Internet is the second most important channel all through the buying process” is 
rejected. 

 

7 Conclusions 
Furniture is the second most important personal consumption expenditure for durable goods in the USA. 
To assist consumers all trough the buying process, furniture manufacturers as well as furniture retailers 
have to offer effective and consumer friendly communication channels. Traditionally, the furniture store 
was the most important – and often only - channel to acquire furniture. Today, in a context of 
globalization and the new economy, consumers may desire multiple channel choices to live the best 
buying experience. The present study aims to evaluate how US consumers navigate through different 
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communication channels at different steps of the buying process and how they would like to use 
communication channels in the future. The buying process was divided into five steps: 1) Activation, 2) 
Information search, 3) Product evaluation, 4) Product selection, and 5) Transaction. Considered 
communication channels at each step of the buying process were: 1) Word of mouth, 2) Catalogues, 3) 
Internet, 4) Advertising, 5) Store, and 6) Telephone. 11 hypotheses were developed to address the 
research problem. To test the hypotheses, an Internet survey was conducted in the USA. The survey 
yielded 1487 useable responses. The sample was representative for the USA population and uniformly 
distributed in terms of gender, age, income, and education level of respondents.  
 
Change of home decoration and worn out furniture were the main reasons to activate the furniture buying 
process. None of the considered communication channels got a significantly different score at that stage. 
The need of new furniture was considered more important by women than men. The fact that women 
were more interested in acquiring new furniture had an impact at all buying steps. Indeed, women 
assigned higher importance to communication channels than men over the entire buying process. At the 
information search phase of the buying process, consumers want to get an overview of products on the 
market. Seeing and touching the product were considered as important channel characteristics as well as 
ease of use, channel response time, information abundance and consumer habits. Against the research 
hypothesis, Internet was not the most important channel at that stage. Consumers were not familiar 
enough with Internet shopping and did not expect to find sufficient information on WEB sites. The 
furniture store was considered as the most efficient way to gather information and was ranked first. 
However, consumers expect to use the Internet more in the future to search information. To evaluate 
furniture, the store was the uncontested most important channel. Touching and seeing the product were 
very important. Consumers expressed to trust the store at that stage and the store will keep its importance 
in the future. When it comes to selecting the product, consumers are looking for the easiest and most 
efficient channel. Again, the store was considered best choice. Payment security, available information 
and too tricky WEB site design brought consumers to assign the highest score to the store for the 
transaction phase.  
 
The present study clearly highlighted the importance of the store when acquiring furniture. Consumers 
expressed to be familiar with that channel and were most likely to satisfy their needs at each buying step 
in a store. The importance to see and touch the physical product emphasize that virtual furniture shopping 
is not yet an acceptable way to buy furniture. Compared to other regions, consumers in southern USA 
assigned a higher score to the furniture store. Thus, store design and efficiency are particular important in 
southern USA. Internet was expected to gain importance in the future. Advertising was considered 
important at different stages of the buying process. It was ranked second at the activation, search and 
selection phase. Product catalogs were considered useful at the search and selection phases. Word of 
mouth and telephone communication did not obtain high scores in regard of their importance. These two 
channels were only marginal when buying furniture. 
 

8 Recommendations 
The leading position of the retail store as communication interface with consumers is a clear signal for 
furniture manufacturers to develop a close relationship with the stores selling their products in order to get 
consumer feed back. Today, North American furniture manufacturers are trying to get closer to consumer 
needs and to produce more personalized products to gain competitiveness. In the light of the present 
study, manufacturer owned stores or a tight relationship with retail stores seem to be the most efficient 
way for manufacturers to get direct contact with consumers. One reason for consumer preference for the 
store as communication channel is the fact that all buying steps may be performed with relative easiness 
in one location. The Internet was still considered as a too limited channel. To increase the use of Internet, 
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WEB sites have to be updated frequently, have to become more user friendly offering abundant 
information and secure payment services. The importance of touching the product indicates that 
consumers are presently not ready for virtual furniture shopping. Showrooms and samples still are of 
great importance. Women seem to be the leading gender when it comes to furniture buying. Advertising, 
store and WEB sites should be designed to suit that target group. 
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Consumer survey on furniture purchase 

Dear Consumer, 

First, all our team wishes to thank you for agreeing to take a few minutes to answer this survey, which is 
intended to identify the different communication channels used throughout the purchasing process of a 
piece of household furniture. There are five phases to this process: activation, search, evaluation, selection 
and transaction. Please see the definition of the five phases below. The aim of this survey is to help 
furniture manufacturers and retailers to better align their communications to your preferred channel. All 
responses will remain confidential and anonymous. 

Thanks again for your cooperation. 
 
 
 
 

Definition of the five purchase phases: 

ACTIVATION PHASE 
Definition: This is when you realize and accept that you need to purchase a new piece of furniture. 

SEARCH PHASE 
Definition: This is when you take a look at all of the options available to you when purchasing a piece of 
furniture. This means that you consider the information you already have and/or get information using 
any possible way other than your memory.  

EVALUATION PHASE 
Definition: This is when you compare the different options available to you before you make a choice. 
You express an opinion on furniture based on your personal tastes. 

SELECTION PHASE 
Definition: This is when you make the decision to purchase the piece of furniture you want after you have 
previously evaluated the different options available to you. 

TRANSACTION PHASE 
Definition: This is when you pay your furniture. 

You can choose between six communication channels throughout the survey. Please give special attention 
to the items into brackets as they will help you to understand what the channels include. 

- Word of mouth (members of your family, friends, colleagues, contacts, etc.) 
- Catalogues (usually sent by mail or available in store; include flyers, pamphlets, magazines, etc.) 
- The Internet (Web sites, email)  
- Advertising (signage in public places, radio and TV advertising) 
- Store (all items in the store, including furniture, layout, salespersons, etc.) 
- Telephone enquiries 
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* Obligatory field  
 

1. When was the last time you (excluding any other member of your family) 
purchased a piece of furniture? * (1 choice) 

Less than six months 

Between six and 12 months 

Between 12 months and five years 

More than five years 
 
2. Answer the followings statements: The communication channels below 
helped you to recognize the need to purchase a piece of furniture * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree Agree 

Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet        

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
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3. The following items led you to recognize that you needed to purchase a 
piece of furniture:  * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

I had to replace a 
broken piece of 
furniture  

       

I had to replace 
an outdated piece 
of furniture 

       

I saw a state-of-
the-art piece of 
furniture that 
pleased me  

       

I saw a piece of 
furniture 
incorporated in 
the layout of a 
room that pleased 
me  

       

I needed a piece 
of furniture        

 
4. Which of the following communication channels do you think helped you in 
your search phase? Remember that the search phase is when you take a look 
at all of the options available to you when purchasing a piece of furniture. 
This means that you consider the information you already have and/or get 
information using any possible way other than your memory.  * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree Agree 

Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet        

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
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5. Answer the following statements using a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means 
totally disagree and 7, totally agree.: During the search phase,  * 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

You want to get information on furniture fast        

You use the most effective communication channel        
You use the communication channel you are 
familiar with        

You want to be able to touch the piece of furniture        

You want to see the piece of furniture        
You want to get a lot of information about the 
piece of furniture        

 
6. Answer the following statements: The communication channels below 
helped you to find information on the piece of furniture * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet 
       

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        

 
7. In the future, you would like to use the following communication channels 
to search for information * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet 
       

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
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8. During the search phase, you find that the Internet provides enough 
information on furniture: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        

 
9. Remember that the evaluation phase is when you compare the different 
options available to you before you make a choice. You express an opinion on 
furniture based on your personal tastes. During the evaluation phase, the 
following aspects are important to you: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

Accessories/equipment 
included        

Possibility to 
customize furniture        

Manufacturer’s 
guarantee        

Dimensions/size        

After sales service        

Price        

Quality/detail/finishing        

Style/look        

Comfort        

Color        
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10. Answer the following statements: The communication channels below 
helped you to make a good evaluation of the options available * 

 
Totally 

disagree Disagree 
Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree Agree 

Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet        

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
 
11. Considering the main communication channel you use during the 
evaluation phase, evaluate the following aspects using a scale from 1 to 7, 
where 1 means totally disagree and 7, totally agree.:  * 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

This is the channel I trust most        

This is the most effective channel        

This if the fastest channel        

This is the easiest channel to use        
This is the channel that allows me to see the piece 
of furniture        

This is the channel that allows me to touch the 
piece of furniture        

 
12. In the future, which channel would you like to use for furniture 
evaluation? * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet 
       

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
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Answer the following statement: 
 
13. You are afraid that the salesperson might influence your purchase 
decision during the selection phase. Remember that the selection phase is 
when you make the decision to purchase the piece of furniture you want after 
you have previously evaluated the different options available to you. * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        
 
14. Before you make a decision, it is important that you see the piece of 
furniture: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        
 
15. Before you make a decision, it is important that you touch the piece of 
furniture: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        

 
16. Considering the main communication channel you use during the 
selection phase, evaluate the following aspects: * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Previous 
purchases 
(memory) 

       

Possibility to 
customize 
furniture 

       

After-sale 
service        

Delivery time        

Brand        

Design        

Quality        

Price        

Functionality        
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17. Answer the following statements: The communication channels below 
helped you to select furniture: * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

Internet  
       

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        

 
18. Considering the main communication channel you use during the 
selection phase, evaluate the following aspects:  * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Easy to use        
Useful to a 
long-term 
purchase 

       

Faster        
More 
effective        

 
19. In the future, which channel would you like to use to select your 
furniture?  * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Word of 
mouth         

Catalogues        

The Internet 
       

Advertising        

Store        
Telephone 
enquiries        
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20. Answer the following statements: The communication channels below 
helped you to make a correct furniture transaction (when you pay your 
furniture): * 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Internet         

Store        

Telephone        

Catalogues        

21. When you make a financial transaction, it is important for you to know 
that you can proceed through a secure payment system: * 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        
 
22. Evaluate the statements using a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means totally 
disagree and 7, totally agree: * 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

You trust the Internet in terms of secure payments        
If the furniture store guarantees you that you can 
make secure payments through its Web site, this 
will encourage you to consider that option 

       

Manufacturier Web sites frequently offer 
interesting discounts        

All the information I need on the furniture I want 
to purchase is available on the manufacturier Web 
site 

       

The existing Web sites are designed to allow 
secure transaction        
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23. In the future, which channel would you like to use for furniture 
transaction?  * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Internet        

Store        

Telephone        

Catalogues        
 
24. During your whole purchase process, it is important for you to find the 
following items on the manufacturier Web site: * 
 

 
Totally 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree 
Totally 
agree 

Detailed product 
information         

Multimedia 
animation 
(product-related 
videos and 
images) 

       

The opportunity 
to purchase 
through the Web 
site 

       

The company’s 
contact 
information 

       

Frequent 
updates        

 
25. In general, furniture catalogues are well-designed: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

        
 
26. All the information you need to choose your furniture is available in 
catalogues: * 
 

 Totally 
disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Totally 
agree 

         



Multi channel analysis of the furniture buying process 
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27. How much time do you need to go through the purchasing process of a piece of 
furniture? * (1 choice) 

One day 

A few days (2-3 days) 

Several days (4-5 days) 

One week (6-7 days) 

More than one week 
 
28. What is your gender? * 

Male 

Female 
 
29. What is your age group? *  

---- Choose from the list ----
 

 
30. What is your personal income? *  

---- Choose from the list ----
  


