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Previous studies of the development of a ‘mass market’ for consumer durables in interwar Britain have generally emphasised the very limited nature of their diffusion – principally owing to the low discretionary incomes of working and lower-middle class households.
   Yet these have generally focused either on items to which households accorded relatively low priority (such as electrical appliances) or particularly expensive durables, such as cars.

This paper explores the interwar development of a mass market for new suites of furniture. The domestic furniture sector witnessed particularly rapid growth, real net output rising by some 91.1 per cent over 1924-35. Estimated consumers’ expenditure on household furniture (excluding soft furnishings and floor coverings) in 1938 amounted to £63-64 million – equal to more than twice the sum spent on household electrical goods and comfortably exceeding the £51-52 million spent annually by consumers on new motor cars.
  The rapid rise in demand largely represented an extension of the market to groups who had hitherto limited their purchases of new furniture: working-class and lower middle-class households. For many such families furniture constituted their largest single item of durable goods expenditure (sometimes involving £80 or more in a single transaction), despite being concentrated at the household formation stage of the family life cycle – a period of particularly low discretionary income.

This paper examines the strategies used by major retailers to extend the market for new suites of furniture to ‘Mr Everyman’ (a term first used as a marketing slogan in the advertising of the mass furniture retailer Drage’s Ltd from the early 1920s). Rapidly expanding multiple chains, which had been relatively unimportant in the furniture sector before 1914, aggressively marketed new suites of furniture via advertisements focusing on liberal hire purchase terms, rather than the quality or characteristics of the product. These and a variety of other guarantees and benefits (including delivery in ‘plain vans’, with no credit references asked for) were promoted via sophisticated national marketing campaigns, entailing exceptionally high ratios of advertising expenditure to turnover. (See table 1).
Table 1: Advertising expenditure, HP debts owing, and net trading profit for the four largest UK furniture advertisers, 1933 and 1936
	Company
	Advertising
	HP debtors
	Trading profit

	1933:
	
	
	

	British & Colonial Group****
	136,365
	1,730,964
	166,916

	Drage’s Ltd*
	129,297
	1,126,414
	86,580

	Jays Ltd**
	121,139
	n.a.
	23,591

	Smart Brothers Ltd
	84,689
	1,378,672
	169,302

	1936:
	
	
	

	British & Colonial Group****
	220,538
	3,052,423
	338,273

	Drage’s Ltd*
	159,825
	1,492,781
	90,349

	Jays Ltd**
	102,932
	n.a.
	67,970

	Smart Brothers Ltd***
	91,518
	2,025,406
	351,814


Sources: Advertising revenue – Statistical Review of Press Advertising (various issues); other data – firms’ annual reports and accounts for 1933/4 and 1936/7, held at the Guildhall Library.

Advertising became almost entirely focused on terms, the furniture being rarely shown in any detail. Pressure of competition eventually led more established ‘reputable’ retailers to copy some of the terms and strategies of the multiples. Meanwhile, by purchasing from a large number of suppliers, the new furniture chains were both able to gain control over design and branding of the goods they stocked and to squeeze manufacturers’ margins on account of their market power.
After briefly outlining the changes in furniture manufacturing over the First World War and interwar years, the paper provides an overview of the furniture retail sector.  It then charts the efforts of the HP furniture chains to build a mass market, focusing on two of the largest national firms, Drage’s and Smart Brothers.  Problems arising from ‘cut-throat’ competition, based around terms, rather than prices, and from the opportunistic behaviour this fostered, are also explored. These are explained in terms of marketing and product design policies that positioned furniture as an ‘experience’ rather than a ‘search’ good, together with the nature of market transactions (few repeat purchases, poorly-informed consumers, and limited differences in cost structures between high quality and low quality firms) that allowed  lower-quality retailers to advertise more extensively than their higher quality competitors. As the literature predicts, these factors negated the quality-signalling role that is typically characteristic of advertising for experience goods and allowed lower-quality retailers to dominate the market.
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