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S
howrooms are a com-
mon feature  of  the
automotive market,
where  the  power  of
experience is  a well-
known aid to selling. 

Kitchen and bathroom
installers have also adopted the
showroom – or in same cases, the
show house – as a route to market.
However, the CI industry has been
slower to realise the benefits of cre-
ating dedicated display space, an
oversight that is now starting to be
addressed.

Carlo Natale,  president and
CEO of Domotica Più, a CI consul-
t ancy  and home automation
specialist based in Vigevano, Italy,
thinks that being able to demon-
strate a product or system is a vital
part of the business.

“Can a well-designed showroom
help a manufacturer or distributor
better explain the features and ben-
efits of a product? Absolutely yes,
but  you need to  dist inguish
between the roles and the targets of
manufacturers, distributors and
system integrators.

“I believe that any specialised
system integrator or professional
installer will agree on the fact that if
a customer can touch with his own
hands and see the benefits of the
application in which they are inter-
ested, he will immediately confirm
the sale. I also believe that manufac-
turers should help distributors to
better demonstrate their product
lines. This will result in better and
more professional  partners  to
broaden the manufacturer’s mes-
sage,” says Natale.

“In simple terms that means
that there is a need for different
types of showrooms for different
target markets:  manufacturers
and their distributors need ones
dedicated to their installer profes-
sionals, and these professionals in
turn need showrooms for their
f inal customers,” adds Natale,
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Room with a view

What can a well-presented showroom
bring to a custom installer’s business?
Anthony Clarke investigates

‘We found
that if we got
customers
through the
door they
were much
more likely to
make a
purchase
with us’
Fraser Stride, Finite

Solutions

Sitting comfortably at
Majik House



who opened his latest show house
in southern Milan in November.

Fraser Stride, marketing director
of Finite Solutions, an integration
company based in Yorkshire, Eng-
land,  agrees  with Nat ale .  His
company’s first show apartment
was so successful that the decision
was made to create a top of the line
show home.

“Originally we had a show apart-
ment  in  Leeds  c i ty  centre .  I t
probably had around £30,000-
worth of equipment installed in it,
such as a  drop down projector
screen and some mult i - room
audio,” he explains. 

“We found that if we got cus-
tomers through the door they were
much more likely to make a pur-
chase  with us ,  rather  than go
somewhere else, because the apart-
ment gave us the opportunity to
build up their confidence in what
we could offer. What we also found
was that if we let customers play
with the equipment then they’d
spend a lot more money.

“It wasn’t a pushy up-sell,” con-
tinues Stride. “All we had to say was
‘this is what you can do’ and the
response was generally ‘we’d never
even thought of that’. And because
the apartment was all laid out in a
very nice way, and looked good, it
meant that when someone brought
their partner around, whoever it
was that was leading the purchase
didn’t need to try so hard and con-
vincing the wife or husband that it
was a good idea.”

Up-selling and down-selling
There was, however, a problem with
the apartment – the level of the
equipment that could be installed.
“We were up-sell ing some cus-
tomers from, say, a £10k budget to
a £25k spend but the problem was
that if people had more than a £50k
budget, we were reluctant to take
them there because there was actu-
ally a risk of down selling,” Stride
explains.

Despi te  i t s  drawbacks ,  the
apartment was working really well
for Finite Solutions, so the deci-
sion was made to repeat the idea
w i t h  a  g r a n d e r  v i s i o n .  “ We
thought,  let ’s  do it  on a  much
larger scale so that we can demon-
strate for a variety of different
pockets and win over customers
with larger budgets,” says Stride. 

“The conclusion that we came
to was that we needed to go big but
given the type of customer base
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HOMETECH
Douglas Mackenzie is the marketing
director of Hometech, a high-end
system designer and installer with
offices and showrooms in both
London and Glasgow. “I’ve never
sold anything without first running a
demo,” he explains, “but we’re not
a typical custom installer – our
business is mixed between high-end
clients and developers. For example,
we’ll design and install the cabling
for a developer and then we’ll sell
the additional kit from a show
house on site. 

“We’re currently involved with a
development in Croydon that’s
made up of 200 units and in there,
there’s a marketing suite. So once
someone has agreed a sale we’ll
invite them out to the show home
to explain what’s on offer.

“The average buyer might think
that £500 would buy them a system
but after they’ve met us they’ll
spend between £5,000 and
£10,000 on equipment. Once
people have experienced the ‘wow
factor’ they don’t want what they
can get on the high street,” reckons
Mackenzie.

“At any one time we’ll have up
to 20 on-site marketing suites open

up and down the country and it’s a
given that our involvement helps
developers sell their properties. 

“In essence, we’re being used as
a sales tool. For example, if you buy
any of the apartments in one of the
developments where we’re working,
the developer will give you between
10 and 12 thousand pounds’ worth
of Hometech kit. That’s where the
marketing suite also works when

times are tough – developers can
say, ‘Do you like what you see? If so,
we’ll offer you it, provided you
reserve the suite.’ And I see this
approach increasing next year.”

Mackenzie is therefore certain
that being able to show prospective
clients what’s on offer is an essential
part of the Hometech business:
“Without our marketing suites, we
couldn’t exist,”he concludes.
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that  we wanted to appeal  to  i t
needed to be somewhere that was
grand as well. 

“One of the benefits of being up
in Yorkshire is that property’s a bit
cheaper than it is down south and
so we able  to  buy a  ver y  grand
house, albeit one in need of a lot of
renovation work,” adds Stride. “In
the  end we inst al led  around
£300,000-wor th of  kit  –  ever y
room’s got some kind of cool tech-
nology in it.” [See Case Study on
p19 for details]

Some 170 miles south of Leeds
in Bishops Stortford,  Armour
Home has just completed a refit of
its HQ showroom. “We’ve just gut-

ted the place and put in a whole
bunch of new products.  It  now
looks a lot nicer and a lot brighter
than before,” confirms the com-
pany’s PR manager Steve Reichert,
who explained that the facility
serves four core functions.

“One is purely as a showpiece
that lets visitors see that we’re a
pretty serious player with many
more brands than they’d previously
thought. The second use is for us to
sell products to installers. Third, we
use it for our own staff for product
training and how it  a l l  goes
together. And lastly, we are perfectly
happy for  our customers –  the
installers – to bring their clients in,
because quite a lot of installers can’t
demonstrate everything. 

“Increasing numbers do have a
showroom or a demonstration area
but  they  can’t  present  i t  a l l , ”
Reichert qualifies. “Back in the day,
a lot were working from home or
small industrial units, which were
storerooms plus offices and even
now space can be limited. I don’t
really want to encourage it but we
can open at a weekend if a customer
can’t make it at any other time.”

The showroom has an addi-
tional, unintentional, benefit, adds
Reichert: “Many people come here
for training at the Armour Acad-
emy and they tend to walk through
it several times a day, on their way
to the breakout room where the
lunches are held, or off for a cup of
coffee. And while they’re walking
about quite a lot of stuff on show
will catch someone’s eye. Hope-
fully, they’ll then ask about what
they’ve seen.

“However it’s used, in the end it
all boils down to us selling prod-
ucts,” Reichert affirms.

One of  the  companies  that
started life in someone’s home is

Majik House, and MD Tim Burrow
is happy to acknowledge the domes-
tic nature of its origins. However,
with a focus firmly on the future,
Majik House has a sophisticated
showroom – just a year old and the
third base the company has had
since its inception.

“We do very little advertising,”
explains Burrow, “as nearly every-
thing we do is through referred
work from an existing client. We’ve
been in this market for 10 years now
and we’ve a lot of completed jobs
out there and satisfied customers.
Coupled with that, we do our own
mail shots to clients, friends of
clients and contacts that we know
about, and we get these people in
for events – musical evenings, film
nights, etc.”

Hen nights as promotion
“We also offer the premises up for
parties or for a group of girls to
come and have a hen night. We have
our own people and partners who
will offer massages, facials – the
sorts  of  things  that  wi l l  br ing
women in and want  to  use  the
venue.  We’ve even got our own
chef,” Burrow adds.

“These types of events promote
us dramatically to areas where we
normally wouldn’t have contact
because all those girls go home and
tell their husbands and partners.
And if we’re going to be promoting
the showroom in that way it’s got to
be fitted with best equipment and
be pristine.”

The facility is also used, daily, to
show existing clients new products.
“It’s turned out to be the most valu-
able sales tool we’ve ever invested
in,” claims Burrow. “It’s not the first
showroom we’ve had – that was my
house .  That  was  a l l  done by
appointment, a system we still use.
The door’s never open and if some-
one comes along unannounced
we’ll turn them away and get them
to book a time. We use that as the
first filter – it weeds out people who
aren’t really interested.”

The current showroom com-
bines lighting control – internal and
external – and home entertainment
integration. “It all works,” contin-
ues Burrow, “there’s nothing here
that’s static. And without a shadow
of a doubt it’s integrated control
that really catches the imagination
of our visitors.

“When people walk though the
door here, you can see their faces
change – they obviously know it’s
not going to be cheap their eyes
light up and it’s then that you can
tell if you’ve got a sale. After that it’s
just down to how big the sale is
going to be.”

Burrow is keen to stress the
importance of the showroom as an
aspirational sales environment. “We
will always be able to show people
more than what they can afford –
you’ve got to have it all or else you
can’t sell up. For example, we’ve got
cinema chairs in here which are
£10,000 each and we sell very few of
them but we do will sell derivatives
of them. 

“What makes us different is that
we try to encompass as much of the
house as possible – we want to do
that more than just sell a cinema
systems,” he explains. “That way we
can install  systems that can be
upgraded and when that becomes
possible we invite a customer back
to see us. This helps build sales and
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‘We also offer
the premises
up for parties
or for a group
of girls to
come and
have a hen
night’
Tim Burrow, 

Majik House
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generate business. In fact, when
clients are first in our showroom we
start to talk to them about our con-
tinuing support for their systems,
and it’s at that point that we’ll sell
them a maintenance contract ,
which provides peace of mind.”

Experience and investment
Burrow says that the order books
for 2009 are already looking very
good: “We’ve got more than we’ve
ever had and looking ahead to next
years things have never been better.” 

However, Natale warns that the

size of an installer’s business should
dictate the scale of the showroom
operat ion:  “ The competit ion
between installers suggests that we
should all be looking to develop
showrooms and display space but
only the most experienced profes-
sionals are likely to achieve a good
return on the money.”

Stride isn’t so sure: “The reason
why the industry hasn’t adopted
showrooms more so is  partly
because of the cost of investment
but also because the major players,
in places such as London, have built
their trade through referral and they
don’t therefore feel display space is
necessary in order to sustain their
business. Whereas if you look at
some of the new players, if they want
to build their business quickly then
the showroom is an essential.

“All you’ll need is a few compa-
nies taking this route to increasing
market share and I think you’ll see a
lot of dealers follow suit.”

“A showroom or show house will
become an essential part of the busi-
ness as it’s simply not fair on the
customer who is thinking of spend-
ing a few hundred thousand pounds
if all you do is just show them some
nice photos.”

And there’s an essential element
to making the investment work, says
Natale – staff. “You can often find
ways to balance your showroom
investment but you must have skilled
and reliable staff to demonstrate it,
otherwise you’ll end up with a won-
derful showroom without the skilled
human input to make it work.

“In a time of recession it is worth
investing to be prepared for when
things swing back,” adds Natale. But
the investment in a showroom isn’t
a one-off as Barrow explains: “The
maximum life of that sort of facility
is five years – no more. After that
time you’ll have to pull it to bits and
freshen it up. In that respect it’s no
different to a house.” RSE
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‘Only the
most
experienced
professionals
are likely to
achieve a
good return
on the
money’
Carlo Natale,

Domotica Più
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FINITE SOLUTIONS

On the 1 December, almost exactly
a year to the day since Finite
Solutions purchased the property,
the company opened its first high
tech show house. The 4,000sq/ft
Victorian building in Yeadon,
Leeds, needed extensive
refurbishment and according to
the company it is now the largest
show house of it’s kind in the UK,

offering visitors the chance to
experience the latest high-end
home technologies.

“Down south everyone’s
understanding of home systems is
based upon what they’ve seen at
their friends’ houses, but up north
there are fewer people with kind
of stuff so this house will really
benefit us,” says marketing
director Fraser Stride.

The scheme was a massive
undertaking and in order to
minimise outlay it was decided that
the cost burden of the
refurbishment should be spread.
“We partnered with other
companies for the project – it’s our
premises and we own it but we
gave other companies the
opportunity to contribute,”
explains Stride.

“We brought a landscape
gardener, an architect, an artist,
bathroom designer, a stonemason

– they all contributed to the
refurbishment of the building at a
very low cost on the basis that
we’ll be getting a lot of wealthy
clients through the door and share
marketing and database
information.”

So what’s in the finished show
house? Well, there’s a dedicated
basement cinema, complete with
an 8ft Screen Research screen,
Runco projector and B&W/Lexicon
electronics. There’s also a hidden
cinema room, which showcases
some of the latest concealment
technologies, including a Future
Automation hidden panel
mechanism and projector drop, Kef
dropdown speakers and Loewe
LCD screen.

There are Blu-ray and DVD
servers and Sky-HD distributed
throughout the property through
Smart-e with Crestron control in
each room, and in the bathroom

there’s the latest Aquavision mirror
TV combined with Rako mood
lighting. 

The lounge cinema uses
Artcoustic speakers (high-end
speakers disguised as artwork),
Arcam electronics and Crestron
Control. There’s multi-room audio
accessed through Creston in-wall
touch screen controllers and TV
interfaces, and for dedicated

listening there’s the Linn Listening
Room – a room dedicated to
enjoying music through Linn DS
and Linn Majik speakers.

The house features Creston
touch screens, which control all the
audio/visual and automation
systems, and to top it all, there’s
integrated security systems, which
includes gate entry control and
CCTV cameras.
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