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The price 
is right

About twelve months ago I 
moved workshop to North 
Yorkshire to share with David 

Wilson of Woodb. Working with 
David I was impressed by his robust 
and down to earth approach to 
profitable furniture making. I was so 
impressed that I suggested he give a 
talk on his methods to the Northern 
Contemporary Furniture Makers’ 
Gathering in October. We have now 
merged the two businesses and 
the new business is based on the 
approach outlined below.

Many furniture makers struggle 
to make a living at the craft, but, 
assuming the maker is a competent 
craftsperson, there is a living to 
be made. However it requires 
a businesslike approach. This 
approach can be defined in two 
parts; setting a price and getting  
the customer to pay that price.

Information is power
Decision-making within any business 
is impossible without data on which 
to base these decisions. Keep a 
constant record of time spent on any 
job and itemise that time down to 
individual tasks. Retain these records 
as a future reference. Detailed 
recording like this means you can 
refer back to these timesheets when 

estimating for similar jobs. It also 
allows you to check the number 
of productive hours you work. 
Some makers prefer not to record 
hours because they know that they 

regularly underestimate and prefer 
not to be reminded of this (I have 
done this in the past). Time recording 
is part of being honest with yourself 
about your business.

Setting the price
The price of any piece has two 
components: 
• The hours it takes to make it.
• The materials used.
To set a price, itemise in detail the 
individual tasks involved and apply a 
time to each task, refer to previous 
relevant time sheets. Don’t skimp at 
this point. Include items such as going 
to the wood yard to select timber, 
visits to customer to measure up and 
design time. Apply your hourly rate to 
the total making hours.

Do the Maths
You can’t set a price unless you know 
your hourly rate. The mathematics of 
how to decide your hourly rate is a 
staple of business start up seminars, 
but it is worth repeating. Start by 
deciding on a reasonable annual 
income, add your overheads and 
divide by the number of productive 
hours in the year:

It is important that you are honest 
with yourself about this calculation. 
How many of your hours are actually 
productive? You may work 40 hours a 
week but it is likely that many of those 
hours are spent answering the phone, 
fixing machines, changing extractor 
bags, talking to customers and all the 
other myriad distractions to work.  
It is likely that of those 40 hours only 
25 are actually productive. Also don’t 
forget you like to take some holiday.

A typical calculation using this 
formula may be as follows:

Annual income + overheads = Hourly rate
 Productive hours

Chris Tribe gives us some no-nonsense 
advice on how to succeed in the 
furniture making business

18000 + 11000 = £24.16
 1200

Itemise in detail when 
setting a price
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Be innovative
Don’t get stuck in a rut with your 
making, always look for better ways 
of doing something. Many makers 
stick to a particular method because 
that was what they were taught at 
college or that is how James Krenov 
or Alan Peters did it. By constantly 
questioning their methods a maker 
will come up with more efficient or 
improved ways of doing things. For 
many years I have shot veneers on 
a shooting board, then I realised I 
could be doing this job on the saw/
spindle moulder. I can now shoot a 
whole bundle of veneer in a fraction 
of the time it previously took. This also 
applies to the use of new machinery 
or technology. For instance production 
of templates is a lot quicker using a 
CNC machine, this can be contracted 
out. The cost savings from these new 
methods or machines should not be 
passed on to the customer via lower 
prices but retained in the business as 
increased profit.

The materials should also not be 
skimped on. Itemise the components 
of a piece and the amount of materials 

required. Make generous allowances 
for wastage, for instance on waney 
edge oak allow 75%, 50% on straight 
edged. Place a mark up on hardware 
used, 20% at least, 50% or more on 
larger items from Hettich or Hafele.

Stick up for your price
It is when you see the calculated price 
of a piece that the business model 
can fall apart. “No customer will pay 
that” you say and reduce the price to 
what you think is reasonable (I know 
I have). This is the point where we 
cheat ourselves out of our income. 
Instead we should say, “I’m not 
earning a fortune, this is the fair price 
for the work” and go about getting the 
customer to pay the right price. If they 
won’t pay that price don’t do the job. 
If you do the job at a reduced price 
there may be an opportunity cost, you 
could be making something else at a 
good price but saddled yourself with 
a loss-making job. 

In pricing, be aware of the 
commercial value of the piece, if it is 
greater than the costed price, quote 
the commercial price. 

Small jobs don’t pay
The psychology of pricing is 
interesting. For instance the estimated 
price for a small shelf unit may make 
the customer blanch. But if that unit 
were part of a larger interior such as  
a fitted bedroom that cost would not  
be noticed. So it is a general rule  
that larger jobs pay better than the 
small ones.

I like to make boxes, but I know they 
are not cost effective. I make some 
curved top boxes with fitted trays 
which can just about sell profitably 
at £600 each, they are difficult to 
make in large batches requiring a lot 
of hand work, dovetailing the corners 
and lining the interior etc.  
The problem is that size does seem to 
matter in pricing, the customer sees 
a small item and expects a small price. 

I am currently trying out a new burr 
veneered box design with mitred 
corners that can be batch produced 
and also personalised with initials 
or name laser cut in the top. This 
will market at about £200, which 
is a lot easier for a small item. The 
dovetailed box is also a good example 

Another nest of tables 
by Philip designed by 
David Wilson, clearly 
differentiated

Nest of tables by 
Philip Dobbins, well 
made but not much 
differentiation

www.woodworkersinsitute.com F&C184  51  



52  F&C184 www.woodworkersinstitute.com

SPECIAL FEATURE
Working for the right price

➤ Be different
Try not to be in competition with 
up-market furniture retailers. You 
need to make stuff that the customer 
cannot get elsewhere. For instance 
Philip Dobbins, an excellent maker 
based in Leeds, makes two different 
nests of tables; one set is well made 
but traditional looking, the other, 
equally well made, is out and out 
contemporary. Both sets probably 
cost about the same to produce but 
the contemporary will command a 
higher price because nothing like it 
can be found in the retail sector. 
A couple of years ago I made a floor 
standing display cabinet in oak and 
oak burr with rosewood details, it’s a 
well made piece that people admire 
but there is similar stuff in ‘posh’ 
furniture shops at a lower price, 
hence I still have this piece. So try 
to develop a unique style, perhaps 
through speculative pieces. It’s the 
‘cat walk’ pieces that will develop your 
reputation, even if you don’t sell them. 
In your publicity and website, focus 
on your most eye catching work, don’t 
dilute it with lesser stuff.

Look after your customers
Customer care should be a bit of a 
tightrope walk, you need to look after 
them, but also educate them and not 
be too deferential.
To get your customers to pay the 
prices you are asking of them you 
need to look after them. Deal with any 
queries quickly and efficiently. Try to 
build a relationship, engage with them. 
Find excuses to get in contact with 
them. If you are exhibiting somewhere 
or having a workshop open day 
contact your customers to let them 
know. It helps to remind them that you 

of maker vanity. I like this box because 
it gives me the opportunity to show 
off my skills. However showing off 
is not particularly profitable. When 
considering a design, review whether 
the expensive, ‘vanity’ features 
are important to the design or just 
showing off.

Getting the customer to pay
Getting the right price for your work is 
about positioning yourself in the right 
place both geographically and in the 
market. Many makers have a vision of 
their workshop as a rural idyll in the 
middle of nowhere, perhaps at the end 
of a long farm track. This may make for 
a pleasant working environment but 
it’s not good for finding customers. 
You need to be accessible to your 
customers i.e. in the orbit of a 
large conurbation. Andrew Lawton 
commented at the NCFM gathering 
that although his workshop is in a 
national park he has benefited from 
being on a main road mid way between 
Manchester and Sheffield.

Work out your philosophy
Having a clear making philosophy 
helps you to present a clear image 
to the customer. In establishing this 
philosophy be aware of the customer’s 
perception. Some makers like to 
emphasise that they have a Krenovian 
approach to the work. The customer 
will not be interested in this, they are 
interested in the result. Customer 
purchases reflect their lifestyle and 
values, not yours. The philosophy we 
have developed is, “We endeavour 
to make the best possible furniture 
using the most appropriate technology 
available. We are not interested in 
handmade per se.”

exist. Contact the customer about six 
months after delivering or installing 
a project, ask them if everything is 
alright and respond to any niggles. 
This ups you in the customer’s 
estimation and may also prompt  
them into talking about another 
project they have been considering.
Don’t be too deferential.  
Be opinionated, the customer will 
respect you for it and recognise 
your expertise. However steer clear 
of religion and politics. Often the 
customer has to be educated about 
why the price is as it is. For instance 
hand cut dovetails are expensive, the 
customer has to be informed about 
how elegantly hand cut dovetails  
are superior to the bland results  
from dovetail jigs and why they are 
more costly.

Believe in yourself
One of the secrets of success in 
business is self-belief. To market 
yourself in the ways described you 
have to believe you make the best 
furniture available. Without this self-
belief it is difficult to engage with the 
customer with confidence and the 
customer will recognise this.

Why are you in the business?
Finally, it could be said that many 
furniture makers make the mistake of 
thinking that the reason they are in 
business is to make furniture, making 
a profit is a by-product of this.  
In fact the reverse should be the  
case, we’re in business to make a 
profit, we achieve this by making 
excellent, fine furniture and selling it  
at the right price. F&C

“Showing off is not 
particularly profitable”

Maintaining a good 
relationship with 
your customer can be 
a bit like walking a 
tightrope

A rural idyll may be your ideal, but is it the best place to begin in 
business? 


