Furniture




The EC furniture sector is composed of small or
medium-sized processing industries working with a
variety of materials: wood, steel, aluminium, plastics and
composite materials.

Following a period of inactivity in the early 1980s, the
sector has made progress since 1985 and in

1989 achieved a growth rate of 7% for the sector as a
whole and 16 % for office furniture.

The classic furniture sector needs restructuring,
become more concentrated, and organise production, in
order to improve productivity. The office furniture sector
is particularly dynamic, accounting for 14% of the output
of the sector as a whole and 8% of employment. The
office furniture sector is sustained by high demand for
system and office automation furniture. Productivity is
almost twice as high as in the rest of the sector and
major moves towards greater concentration are currently
under way. Although it is positive, the EC external trade
balance deteriorated from 1985 onwards, to increase
again in 1989-1990. In the years ahead, this will depend
largely on the situation in the Eastern European
Countries, which is the main exporter to the EC, and the
growing competitiveness of Far Eastern countries.
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Table 1
The furniture industry
Relative importance of the different
types of furniture (')

Description of the sector
The furniture industry falls into category
NACE 467, which includes the manufac-
ture of wooden furniture and that of office
furniture. The manufacture of metal furni-
ture, is represented by the NACE code
316.6 (which also includes safes).
The sector’s products are highly diversified
depending on the materials (wood, metal,
plastics, composite materials), and also
the nature and intended purpose of the
products.

Economic importance of

the industry in the EC
economy

In 1989, output of furniture amounted to

41,372 million ECU, 5,674 million of which
was derived from office furniture. Follow-
ing a decrease in the early 1980s, which
did not affect office furniture whose growth
rates remained positive, production levels
for the industry as a whole recovered, in-
creasing in value by 6.5% in 1987, 4% in
1988 and 7% in 1989.

In 1989, the European furniture industry
employed 760,000 people, making it the
seventh-largest industry out of a total of
97. In the same year, the office furniture
sector employed 61,000 people, most of
them skilled workers.

In the United States and Japan, the furni-
ture sector has expanded more rapidly
since 1980 than in the EC.

In the United States there was a marked
decrease in production from 1985 - 1987.
In 1989, it stood at 23,583 million ECU,
i.e. slightly less than in 1985. In Japan,
the industry has experienced significant,
steady growth over the past ten years and
in 1989 output reached 15,009 million
ECU.

In 1989, EC exports amounted to

4,531 million ECU; imports, meanwhile,

amounted to 2,544 million ECU, giving a

Figure 1

The furniture industry
EC production compared to the USA and Japan, 1980-89

(in billion ECU)

" 1989

Source: Eurostat, DRI Europe
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positive trade balance of 1,987 million
ECU. Net exports increased between
1980 and 1985, but later deteriorated.
This trend is expected to continue in the
short term, but may well be modified de-
pending on the ability of Eastern Euro-
pean countries to continue their exports.
Structure of the industry
The sector comprises around 65,000 firms,
most of them medium-sized. For technical
and market-related reasons, a high degree
of specialisation is required. Although the
average size of firms in this sector has in-
creased over the past thirty years, the in-
dustry is expected to remain fairly
dispersed.
In 1989, the office furniture industry ac-
counted for 13.7% of total output of furni-
ture and 8.0% of employment. The
industry is composed of a few hundred
firms, mainly small or medium-sized, and
has grown rapidly, due to buoyant demand
for systems furniture.
Productivity and

investment
The sector’s productivity levels and value
added showed little growth over the period
1980-1989, as a result of insufficient efforts
to restructure and modernise production
techniques.
Productivity in office furniture however is
82% higher than in the rest of the sector.
The total amount of investment is esti-
mated at 900 million ECU per year in re-
cent years, the main investors being West
Germany (approximately 300 million ECU),
Italy (approximately 200 million ECU) and
the United Kingdom (approximately 150 mil-
lion ECU).

Prospects
The furniture industry as a whole is ex-

tremely susceptible to short-term cyclical



Table 2
The furniture industry
Changes in and structure of production

fluctuations in demand. This is true not
only of domestic furniture (for which the
demographic aspect of demand constitutes
an important factor) but also office furni-
ture.

The domestic furniture market is subject to

a number of variables:

population and number of new homes (ef-

fect of changes in the number of house-

holds and divorces);

— overall changes in household purchasing
power;

— changes in the structure of the consumer
budget which can vary in terms of its con-
duciveness to purchases of equipment (re-
cent competition from expenditure on
leisure) and, thus, vary in terms of its con-
duciveness to purchases of furniture (com-
petition from cars, audio and video equip-
ment);

— changing life styles and cultural aspects
(furniture for young people, which is sub-
ject to the fashion and has a short life-
span, is developing at the expense of
traditional furniture, which tends to be re-
garded as a long-term investment);

— furniture renewal rate (between 10 and
20 years depending on the country);

— intensity of advertising and marketing

which remains much less significant than

in the other domestic equipment sectors

(cars, domestic appliances, audio-video

equipment).
One of the most significant changes in re-
cent years has been the emergence of
large distribution firms and dynamic pur-
chasing co-operatives, which will un-
doubtedly become increasingly
internationalised. National co-operatives,
will also come to play an increasingly in-
fluential role on the furniture market.
Total output of furniture should grow by ap-
proximately 3% (in value) over the next
few years. A similar growth rate is ex-
pected for visible consumption, which

should help to maintain a surplus on the ex-

ternal trade balance. Both imports and ex-
ports are expected to show a strong an-
nual growth rate of between 13 and 15%
until 1991.

For the office furniture industry, the pros-
pects are more encouraging. In 1990, out-
put is expected to grow by 10% in value,
mainly due to exports. The new interest in
ergonomic design and working conditions
will help to ensure buoyant demand.

The opening up of the internal European
market should lend impetus to the various
trends already under way, i.e.:

— increase in intra-European trade with a

tendency to increase production of "dec-

Figure 2
The furniture industry
trend in EC production and trade
(index 1985 = 100)
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The furniture industry
1989 productivity per activity
(millions ECU in 1989 per employee)

orative" furniture in Italy, Germany and
Spain, for seating in ltaly and Spain and
kitchens in Germany, Italy and France;

— the growing importance of distribution

Table 3
The furniture industry
Changes in productivity and value added

Kchannels and In particular, large supréna—
tional distribution networks;
the growth in the share of producers of
brand products in order to control market
sectors and reinforce their presence at
distribution level.
The European furniture industry will have
to face a number of challenges over the
next few years:
— to retain a large share of the value
added, by ensuring that it does not shift

upstream to the more highly industrialised

séctors (semi-tinished goods, compo-
nents, new materials, design) or down-
stream (distribution which is not control-
led by producers’ trademarks);

to make the industry more concentrated
and carry out the necessary restructuring,
by encouraging investment within the EC;
to co-operate successfully with Eastern
Europe, which should now be regarded
as more of an opportunity than a threat;
to reinforce the organisation of production

(sub-contracting, automation, design, de-

Table 5
The furniture industry
Projected changes in output and employment levels

sign of components, flexible workshop for

short-series, top-of-the-range products);

— to monitor the EC’s trade surplus in rela-

tion to the rest of the world.

Written by: DRI Europe
Revised by: Sema Group Management
Consultants
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The European furniture industry is a comparatively large
manufacturing sector, employing over 750,000 people.
Due to the high elasticity of demand for furniture,

the sector is very dependant on changes in the overall

economic situation.

The completion of the single market should result in an
accelerated internationalisation and in increasing
cooperation in the concentration process.

Recent changes in Eastern Europe will bring a reduction
in imports from the Comecon countries,

and in the long term these will lose their competitive
price advantage of low prices.

Description of the sector
The furniture industry includes NACE
316.6, which is the manufacture of metal
furniture and NACE 467, which covers
wooden furniture. NACE 467 is subdivided
into domestic furniture (467.1), office and
school furniture (467.2), chairs and other
seats (467.3), upholstered and other seats
(467.4), miscellaneous furniture (467.5),
coffins (467.6), cane and wicker furniture
(467.7), mattresses (467.8) and activities
ancillary to the furniture industry (467.9).
Although this current NACE classification
still subdivides furniture either as metal fur-
niture or as wooden furniture, numerous
other materials (e.g. glass, marble, textile,
foams, leather etc.) are used in the con-
struction of furniture either alone or in com-
bination with other materials. This makes
the distinction according to raw materials
out-dated. In the proposed revision of the
NACE code, a market orientated rather

than a materials and products orientated di-

vision has been accepted, which classifies
all furniture under NACE 36 without any
distinction as to the materials used.
Current situation and
industry structure
Although the making of furniture is one of
the most ancient skills, furniture manufac-
turing is one of the younger industries.
In most European countries, production is
already industrialised. It is only in Greece,
Spain and Portugal that smaller firms of
an artisanal character still predominate.
In the furniture industry as a whole, me-
dium-sized enterprises predominate.
This applies both to the manufacture of do-
mestic furniture in the narrow sense, and
that of other furniture (fabrication of office
furniture, laboratory furniture, contract furni-
ture: furniture for public buildings such as
airports, universities, schools, theatres,
etc.). Large-scale enterprises are rare in
this industry, but they do exist in nearly

every European country.
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The technology of furniture production ob-
liges enterprises to specialize in certain
products (e.g. upholstered furniture, kit-
chens, chairs and tables, office furniture)
especially given the design factor in do-
7_njestic furniture where the manufacturer
‘produces modern or period style furniture.
Iﬁ'some countries, manufacturers partly
overcome this problem by subcontracting
that part of their production in which they
are not specialized, which further pro-
motes the small scale enterprise. The furni-
ture industry is also specialised in
satisfying particular needs (e.g. the mass
furniture market for the lower and medium
income groups). Different equipment is
needed to build veneered furniture or furni-
ture with plastic surfaces.

Since 1950, the average size of com-
panies has continuously increased. As the
national and international environment
becomes more competitive, companies
had to use CN/CNC (computerised numeri-
cal controlled) manufacturing installations
which require a certain business size to
be profitable. A critical size is also necess-
ary to compete successfully on national
and international markets. Manufacturers
selling only on local markets have a weak
position in comparison with manufacturers
selling at a national level; manufacturers
only selling at national level have a weak
position in comparison with their competi-
tors selling to an international market.

This tendency is expected to be reinforced
by the advent of the single market. Yet,
depending on products and markets, the
optimal company size could lie between
50 and 300 employees. The degree of con-
centration in the furniture industry remains
relatively low, although some take-overs

and mergers are taking place, and is ex-
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pected to remain well below the average
degree of concentration in other industries.
The southern European countries are, in
the most difficult position today, since they
have to modernise their production struc-
ture and undertake large investments
when competition in the sector is already
stiff. Without undergoing a major restructur-
ing, the furniture industries in Greece,
Spain and Portugal, may not be able to
sustain their positions in their own markets
(and on the European market), even if the
level of employee training in these coun-
tries is fairly high.

Employment
In the European furniture industry, the
ratio of labour costs to total costs was
high in the 1960’s due to skilled manufac-
turing. This ratio usually exceeded 50%.
Since then, it has fallen due to increased
industrialisation, and nowadays it now
amounts to about 30% in the most techni-
cally advanced furniture industries in Eu-
rope; in a few large factories, it is even
below 20%, but such factories are and will
remain the exception.
After a considerable decrease in the early
1980’s due 'to adverse economic
circumstances, the number of employees
is now increasing again. In 1989 some
760 000 people earned their living in indus-
trial furniture production, an increase of
3% over the previous year.
An additional 300.000 are employed in the
furniture producing craft industries.
The technical restructuring due to the intro-

duction of CNC manufacturing in the past

_ few years has not led to job cuts for the

following reasons:
~ due to the market economics, demand
for special furniture, produced in small

series, has increased;
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— working time is gradually decreasing;

— export orientation requires more staff not
involved in the production process. Furni-
ture industry employees are mainly skilled
workers. Since natural resources (wood,
leather, wool, stone) are still being used,
basic skilled training is and will remain im-
portant. Clearly, many workers are not suffi-
ciently qualified to handle electronic manu-
facturing. This partly results from a lack of
training possibilities in many small and me-
dium-sized industries.

Demand
Characteristics of the demand Fur-
niture represents high-value, long-life goods,
that demand a (relatively) important capital out-
lay from the consumer. In the industrialised
countries with high living standards, house-
holds are well equipped and the market is
saturated. It is estimated that only about one
third of the demand will always be present
due to the existence of births, the formation of
new households or break-down of existing fur-
niture.

The demand for furniture is an elastic de-

mand. The elasticity of the demand to-

ward disposable income has been close to

1.5. This means that very few sectors are

as vulnerable to the changes in the econ-

omic situation as the furniture industry.

Influencing factors of the demand

The demographic situation: The different age

classes and the creation of new households

are more important than the number of inhabi-
tants in a country.

The proportion of persons aged 20-35

years has never been larger in Europe as

a consequence of the baby-boom (1955-

70). For the years 1990-95, this will mean

an increase of the number of births, even

with a stationary fertility ratio, and an in-

crease in the number of households. As a



Table 1
Furniture
Main Indicators, 1980-90

consequence, the socio-demographic struc-
ture will be very favourable to the furniture
industry in the period 1990-95.
The disposable income:
For the EC, forecasts indicate a real in-
crease of GNP higher than 2% for the
period 1990-95. The growth rate of the dis-
posable income should be of the same
order. Wealth and its distribution also have
a considerable influence on demand for fur-
niture. In countries where wealth is more
evenly distributed, demand for furniture is
more developed than in countries where
wealth is more concentrated.

Production
Growth rates of furniture production in
1989 were highest in Portugal, but were
very satisfactory in about all EC Member
States. Overall EC production was well
over 41 billion ECU 7% higher than in
1988. The kitchen industry and the manu-
facture of seating are the largest sub-sec-
tors. Growth rates were highest in the
office furniture industry.

External trade

Exports consistently grew more rapidly
than production, but with a strong concen-
tration towards intra EC trade.
Imports from the far East increased. Ex-
port restrictions on raw materials enforced
by some countries (e.g. Indonesia on un-
treated rattan and half finished rattan furni-
ture) strongly reinforce this evolution.

Some important manufacturers are switch-

ing from exporting to investing in local pro-
duction. This is seen as the best chance
of maintaining the relative advantages Eu-
ropean furniture has in other continents.
Eastern Europe
The furniture industry in former DDR con-
sists of 77 furniture factories that are com-
bined in five so- called "Kombinaten". The
"Kombinaten" are currently in dissolution.
The individual factories are becoming inde-
pendent, and they aim to create cooper-
ations. In the 77 factories there are more
than 40,000 employees. With an average
employment of more than 500, these enter-
prises are very large.
Their productivity, however, is very low.
Now that a monetary and economic union
has been created in Germany, the DDR
will very quickly lose its basic advantage
of low wages. Indeed, it can be expected
that the wage level based on the D-Mark
will rise very rapidly. In general it is felt
that, due to the great shortage of furniture
in the DDR it will become an importation
area for furniture.

With the current situation of its enter-

Table 2
Furniture - Current Ratios of Labour Costs
in Relation to Total Costs

prises, the DDR cannot be internationally

competitive. Enormous investments are
needed, and the enterprises who wish to
become independent, lack basic commer-
cial structures. They do not have a proper
buying service, because in the centrally or-
ganised state this was done through allot-
ment. Neither do these enterprises have a
sales department, nor can they calculate
their real costs. The furniture deliveries
that created so many problems in the
Federal Republic of Germany and in the
EC were done through a foreign trade or-
ganisation that was part of a Swiss hold-
ing which belonged to the DDR.
Furthermore the DDR has major delivery
obligations based on long term contracts -
apparently five year contracts - with Rus-
sia. These obligations amount to about
half of the current DDR production.
According to press information, the govern-
ment of the Federal Republic of Germany
has promised that the reunited German
state would honour the contractual obliga-
tions of the DDR.

This means that the DDR will not create
any major changes in the next few years.
Rather, one can assume that enterprises
from the Federal Republic of Germany
and probably also from other European
countries - interest was expressed by
some Swedish companies - will invest
heavily in the East German furniture indus-

try. This would then also result in an ap-
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Table 3
Furniture
Production

preciable improvement in quality.

Up to a few months ago, disturbances in
the market were mainly created by the Ru-
manian furniture production, from which de-
liveries took place at prices suspected of
being "dumping prices". Similarly, the infra-
structure and especially the electricity provi-
sion is very unsatisfactory, and at present
almost no furniture comes out of Rumania.
For the near future, it is not foreseen that
the deliveries, that used to take place up
to now, will continue, at least not in the
same quantities nor at comparable dump-
ing prices.

It is not possible that deliveries from Po-
land may increase. At least one major
joint venture with a West German enter-
prise has already been created (Schieder).
It is possible that Poland will take over at
least part of the current deliveries from
East Germany and from Rumania. In any
case, the EC furniture industry will no
longer have to face further competition
based on price, as in Poland the wages
are also increasing. The wage level, how-
ever, is far lower than in the industrial
countries of the EC and may stay so for a
few more years.

The situation in Hungary is similar. From

this Comecon country also more furniture

18-8

may be imported. Production capacity, how-
ever, is lower than that of Poland.
In conclusion, one can assume that, the
overall imports from the Comecon coun-
tries will be reduced. However, the de-
liveries will continue to take place for
considerable time at lower prices than
those in the EC. Currently, both Poland
and Hungary are only capable of producing
lower quality goods.

Structural changes in

furniture retail

The EC furniture industry has been work-
ing on an international level for a long
time, although there are still large cross-
country differences. The industry has an
enormous international experience, as indi-
cated by the high export figures already
reached by some European furniture indus-
tries such as Italy, Denmark and Belgium.
The Single European Act and the White

paper have further accelerated interna-

Table 4
Growth Rates Furniture Industry 1989

tional efforts. Large purchasers, i.e. so-
called trade concerns and purchasing co-
operatives (Regent Moebel, Musterring, G
F M), are now able to react more quickly
and more successfully.

This leads to a considerable increase in
cooperation as in concentration in purchas-
ing and trade. It is much more difficult to
establish cooperatives in the industry itself
than in the furniture trade. A decisive fac-
tor is probably the fact that furniture trade
companies within a cooperative do not
usually compete with each other, because
their activities are concentrated in local
markets. Successful efforts to cooperate
within the furniture industry are first and
foremost to be found in Denmark, where
companies have grouped while keeping a
certain degree of independence, and in
Italy, where medium-sized producers co-
operate to a large extent without formal
structures. In the export area as well,
Scandinavians often cooperate.

Large trading companies are usually de-
partment stores, mail order companies and
companies divided into branches.

With one major exception (IKEA), there
are hardly any important branch com-
panies on an international level.

Furthermore, among non-specialists, the



Table 5
EC Trade in current value (')
Futur industruie

Furniture Industry

{miliion ECU) 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 198003
Exports extra-EQ 1934 2418 2742 34038 3745 4388 4131 4188 43847 4531 5638
index 44,1 55.1 625 _ 693 853 100 94.1 954 ga1 1128 1288
imports exira-EQ 1005 1152 1173 1204 1614 1720 1680 1914 2204 2544 2928
index . 584 87 68.2 752 93.8 100 859 1113 12841 1474  170.%
XNk 18 21 23 23 23 25 25 22 2 1.8 19
intra-EC Trade 3186 3208 3508 8751 3972 40384 5212 581 6890 7782 87¢3
index 727 753 80 85.8 a0.6 100 1188 1339 1528 1775 2005
£} Excluding Greeve for 1980 and 1988

&) Estinates

Source: UEA, Eurostet [Comext)

Metro group is highly internationalised.
Internationalisation of department stores is
a likely development. This internationalisa-
tion will play a major role in the furniture
market in the single European market in
the second half of the 1990’s at the latest.
There is a North-South division as regards
the stage of development of purchasing co-
operatives. Cooperatives in Scandinavian
countries are well developed, often based

on franchising. In the Federal Republic of

probably the highest within the European
furniture sector. It is also considerable in
the Netherlands, but very low in Belgium.
In the UK, franchising is much more im-
portant than cooperatives. In France, the
number of cooperatives is more important
than their market influence. Even less im-
portant for the market are such systems in
Portugal, Spain and ltaly, and they play
nearly no role at all in Greece.

In conclusion, this means that in furniture

Germany, the degree of cooperation is

purchasing, increasing internationalisation

Table 6
The leading EC Furniture Retailers
(in million ECU)
Retallers Country Turnover
1987
tkaa Sweden 2331
Conforama France 1 690
But France 878
MF United Kingdom 768
Asko BR Deutschiand 735
Harris Queensway United Kingdon 467
Mobilier Européen France 458
R&C Kraft BR Deutschland 426
Metro BR Deutschiand 426
Karstadt BR Dettschiand 400
Habitat United Kingdom 329
Mdbet Mann BR Deutschiand 266
Roche Bobols/Cuir Centre(!) France 254
Mobilier de France France 239
Jorn & Jensen(y) Danmark 223
Ulem France 2e2
Mébat Hess BR Deutschiand 202
Mobis Frange 196
Courls United Kingdom 193
Mébet Franz BR Deutschiand 159
('} Estienation

{*) 1086
Sourcs: UNIFA - Chiffres-Clés 1989

runs parallel with increasing concentration.
The concentration process must also in-
clude the furniture industry.
Only a few industrial companies will be
large enough or will have a strong enough
brand name to be able to counterbalance
the new company structures in trade and
cooperatives, and most will be strongly de-
pendent on these cooperatives especially
in periods of economic downturn.
Selective sales systems including various
kinds of franchising will become increas-
ingly important. It is, however, a weakness
that the number of brands in the European
furniture industry as a whole is too low.
Regulatory environment
The technical CEN committee 207 Furni-
ture met for the first time in November
1989, and work on the harmonisation of
standards has been progressing satisfactor-
ily. Safety is considered the first and most
important aspect to standardise.
The EC Commission is working on a draft
proposal for a directive on the fire safety
of upholstered furniture, and this directive
is necessary to eliminate barriers to trade
within the EC. Design protection is one of
the key elements of the success of the Eu-
ropean furniture industry, and adequate

protection of designs and models is essen-
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tial to the industry. Together with the Com-
mission of the EC and a number of other
design oriented industries (clothing, toys,
watches, etc.), the furniture industry is
working towards the creation of a legisla-
tion that will safeguard the interests of the
industry without hampering innovation.
Outlook
The outlook for the European furniture in-
dustry for the next year is favourable.
Growth will be around 4%, and commercial
exchanges within the EC will continue to

grow at a multiple of that rate. In the me-
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Table 7
Furniture Industry, Forecasts

dium-long term, East-Europe will increas-
ingly become more important as a cus-
tomer rather than as a supplier. The
importance of standardisation will continue
to increase specifically in relation to Euro-

pean regulations.
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The European office furniture industry is one of the
fastest growing industries in the European Community.
The industry covers several hundreds of companies
mostly small and medium sized, employing about 60
000 people. The estimated turnover of the European
office furniture industry in 1989 was 5 674 million ECU.
EC net exports amounted to 231 million ECU. Intra-EC
trade increased by 27 % in value in 1989 and reached
657 million ECU which represented 11 % of the total

production.

Description of the sector
The production of office furniture can be
subdivided into two major types: seating
and other types of furniture (such as

desks, tables, cupboards and cabinets).
Another distinction which is made is the
one between wooden and steel office furni-
ture, although this distinction is becoming
less significant in the market of office furni-
ture due to the increasing use of different
components in the same product.

The increasing computerisation of office

work has led to a considerable rise in pro-

ductivity in the office. In order to accommo-

date the computer and to improve

productivity further, the demand for sys-

tems furniture has risen considerably.
Since 1982-83 the number of new pro-
grammes of office furniture, that have
come onto the market, has increased
steadily. This systems furniture was cre-
ated with attention to various points such
as utility, design, ergonomics safety and
standardisation. Most manufacturers have
systems furniture in their programme.
The price of systems furniture is only a

fraction of the cost of the work area, and

a fraction of the cost of office staff. Calcu-

lations have shown that the 2 500 ECU in-

vestment required for a complete work
station will be repaid in a few years, while

the station itself will last up to 10 years.
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Table 1
Office furniture
Main indicators, 1980-89

{million ECU) 1980 1981 1962 1963 1984 1965 1966 1987 1968 1989
Apparent consumption 20312 20088 21918 23578 26704 350180 34659 39602 46645 54434
Netexporzs 415 1322 1500 1338 . 1408 2603 2472 2134 2024 2307

Production ()% 20727 21358 23418 24916 26202 82783 37131 41826 48669 56741
Employment (thousands) ()() 537 82 519 538 832 549 565 599 560 608

'} 19B0-B8 axcluding Luxemboury; wso»asexdtﬁm(ﬁrm iraland; 1%&%%

) 1989 treland
wmmmmkmmm
Production

The total production of the European
manufacturers of office furniture in

1989 amounted to 5 674 million ECU. This
was an increase of 17,5% in value and a
rise of 11,9% in volume compared with
1988.
The production of office furniture in the
EC improved sharply during the 1980-
89 period with a growth of 173% in value.
The reasons for this growth can be found
in growing white collar employment, the
continuing expansion of office automation
and the strong growth of the European
economy as a whole.
Most EC member states had a rise in pro-
duction value at the same high level, with
the exception of France where production
grew at a much lower rate.
In 1989, roughly one quarter of total sales

can be attributed to seating. Sales of seat-

ing amounted to roughly 18% of total
sales in 1980, indicating an increasing im-
portance of seating, especially in value.

It can be estimated that the market share
of wooden office furniture in the total of-
fice furniture market, amounted to 53% in
1989 for the EC as a whole compared to
only 47% in 1980.

There are, however, considerable dif-
ferences between the various countries.
For instance, the market share of wood in
Germany can be estimated at 74%,
whereas it is only 15% in the Netherlands.
The European office furniture industry is
concentrated in a few countries as shown
in figure 2.

Four countries account for 76% of the
total production (in value): Federal Repub-
lic of Germany, France, ltaly and the U.K.
If Spain is included, over 87 % of the total

production is covered.

Figure 1
Office furniture
Production in Europe, 1980-89
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Employment in the industry is slightly less
concentrated. The four major countries em-
ploy 73% of the total labour force.
Employment and
productivity
As production in the industry increased
considerably, it is not surprising that em-
ployment also increased. Empioyment in
the office furniture industry grew by 13.2%
over the 1980-89 period. It is estimated
that employment grew by 3% during 1989.
Total employment was estimated at 61
000 people in 1989.
Productivity in the European office furni-
ture industry improved steadily between
1980 and 1989. Again, however, there are
large cross-country differences, as shown
in table 2.
Trade
In general, the EC office furniture industry
does not depend heavily on external trade.
Extra-EC exports of the office furniture in-

dustry amounted to 379 million ECU in



Production

UK 13%

Portugal 1.1%
Nederland 3.9%

Italia 19.6%

France 13.3%

Hellas 1.3%

Espana 10.9%

Figure 2
Office furniture

Production and employment by country, 1989

Employment

UK 16.1%

Belgique/Belgie 3.6%
Danmark 2.8%

Portugal 4.5%

Nederland 5%

BR Deutschland 30.4% .
Italia 16.1%

France 15.5%

Belgique/Belgie 2.8%
Danmark 3.3%

BR Deutschland 26%

Hellas 1.5%
Espafa 9.2%

Source: FEMB

Table 2
Office furniture
Productivity by Country, 1989

roughly 90% of the EC net exports. Intra-

EC trade reached 657 million ECU in
1989 and its volume has multiplied by 2.5
since 1985.
Intra-EC trade accounts for 65% of total
EC exports (intra and extra EC exports)
and 81% of total imports. The main intra-
EC exporters are ltaly and Germany and
the main intra-EC importers are France
and the United Kingdom.

Outlook
The outlook for the office furniture industry
in 1990 remains favourable. The continuing
investments in office automation, the high
level of investment in office buildings and
the growth in the service sector will in-

crease the demand for the office furniture

industry. A growth of 11,5% in value is es-
timated for the year 1990. Exports will
grow by a similér amount during 1990,
underlining the growing interest in foreign
markets and specialisation in the branch.
While it is difficult to anticipate develop-
ments in the long run, there is no doubt
that attention, focused on the office work-
station during the past few years, will con-
tinue to increase.

At the same time, the ergonomic principles
as well as the working conditions in the of-
fice will place greater demand on office de-

signers, so that much of the office

furniture currently in use, will eventually
be considered as obsolete.

All office furniture manufacturers operate
more or less internationally within the EC-
markets and all will attempt to strengthen
their positions.

No great threat is perceived from Japan,
USA or N.I.C. countries, firstly because
transport costs are high, and secondly be-
cause the setting up of a distribution net-
work/marketing organisation is extremely
expensive.

There are presently no clear conse-

quences to be seen in the many take-

Table 3
Office furniture

Exports and imports by country, 1989 ()
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Table 5
The main groups of
EC office furniture sector

overs, mergers and joint-ventures which

have been initiated all over the EC.
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Table 4
Office furniture
EC Trade in current value, 1980-89 (')

This evolution has lead to the restructuring

of the sector and the building for example
of three major european groups, each of
them having subsidiaries or plants in sev-
eral EC countries.

The office furniture sector will continue to
be sensitive to the general economic cli-
mate, although perhaps to a lesser extent
than in the past.

European standards will also have an in-
fluence, but manufacturers are flexible
enough to adapt quickly and efficiently.
Environmental constraints are not very pre-

dominant in this sector (air pollution by

wood drying and water pollution in case of
metal finishing, metal painting and wood
treatment).

The service sector will continue to grow.
In Germany there are 11 million people
working at a desk; this means one desk,
one chair and one storage-cabinet for
every five inhabitants. Many European

countries have not reached this figure yet.

FEMB: Fédération Européenne du Mobilier de
Bureau

Address: Bredewater 20, PO Box 190, 2700 AD
Zoetermeer, Netherlands; tel: (31 79) 53 12 62/63;
fax: (31 79) 53 13 65; telex: 32157
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