
STILL STANDING:
More than anything else, the story of America 
is the story of home ownership. For nearly 
everyone, it is the central thread in a shared 
narrative of the American dream. Here’s a 
look at how the attachment to home endures 
despite the recent economic downturn, and 
why marketers should tailor ads to appeal 
to that emotional connection.
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Background
To assess the state of the market among consumers, Meredith 

Corporation commissioned The Futures Company to conduct the 
research study presented in this white paper: “Still Standing: The 
Enduring Appeal of Home in America.” This study was an online 
interview among 2,500 nationally representative consumers, 
ages 18-plus, from August 5 to 7, 2011.

The findings of “Still Standing” a!rm that the aspirational 
attraction of home is undiminished. Home ownership continues 
to inspire interest and passion among nearly all Americans. 

Introduction
Remember when home improvement was everywhere? Then 

came the crash. Almost overnight, home values plummeted and 
foreclosures soared.

For millions of American homeowners who had borrowed 
heavily to overhaul a kitchen or bathroom or add a room, the drop 
in real estate prices and home sales was frightening. Marketers 
watched their home-related products sit on store shelves as the 
idea of investing in upgrading a home looked like the worst way 
to spend a tight family budget.

Many pundits have concluded that the days of home 
improvement and investing are over, with owners just happy to 
maintain whatever value is left. But this angst is overwrought. 
The reality is that no housing bust, no matter how severe, can 
break the bond that Americans have with their homes. While 
the financial realities of home ownership have changed, the 
emotional connections have not. Owning a home has been 
part of the American ethos at least since the Homestead Act of 
1862, through the creation of the 30-year fixed mortgage under 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, to the postwar development of Levittown.

Economists and marketers alike have questioned the enduring 
appeal of home. Some have proclaimed that America is now a 
nation of renters. Others have asserted that the next generation 
no longer aspires to home ownership. Still others have questioned 
the resilience of home in the face of growing economic, 
environmental and demographic pressures. Consumers though, 
take the other view, and marketers must take care not to give up 
on consumers.

This white paper makes the case for a more upbeat view 
of home and related business categories, particularly home 
improvement. Obviously, consumers can spend no more than 
what they can a"ord, but home improvement marketers have 
retrenched more than consumers. Rather than waiting for 

recovery to lift their categories, home improvement marketers 
can give themselves a lift to jumpstart their own recovery. 
Consumers don’t need much convincing when it comes to home.

In fact, 85% of all owners agree that, despite the downturn 
in the U.S. housing market, owning a home is still one of their 
proudest accomplishments. And more than two-thirds of 
non-owners agree that owning is one of their important goals. 
This intensity cuts across generations, from baby boomers to 
Millennials. More than three-fourths of each age group agree 
that a home not only has powerful emotional appeal, but also is 
a good investment. 

Spending on home improvement has been weighed down by 
financial di!culties, not by any loss of a"ection for home itself. 
Our study found that 40% of consumers plan to spend at least 
$500 over the next six months on projects such as decorating, 
painting, and gardening that they said “o"er me a"ordable 
ways of getting emotional satisfaction from renovating and 
remodeling.”

Clearly, to get consumers to spend on home-improvement 
products, campaigns must focus on the personal value of a house 
as a residence rather than on its financial value as an item in an 
asset portfolio.

Home improvement marketers have strong opportunities 
to reinvigorate their brands by targeting the emotional regard 
that consumers still feel for home. Consumers will respond to 
marketers—whether a major home-supply retailer or a shop on 
Main Street—that speak to them about why they are choosing a 
certain paint color, about what it means to them. Are they looking 
for something that reminds them of a vacation they once took or 
of their favorite room as a child?

The two key takeaways from this study point to a central 
imperative, as well as three opportunities for marketers, thus 
providing guidance about what to do next to seed and nurture 
consumer demand.

Still 
Standing:
The Enduring Appeal  
of Home in America

By J. Walker Smith

The Futures Company is the leading global foresight and futures 
consultancy, formed in 2008 from the coming together of The 
Henley Centre, HeadlightVision and Yankelovich. Through a 
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 KEY TAKEAWAY NUMBER ONE:  
The Appeal of Home is Undiminished
The psychological power of home is robust. Simply put, it is 
where people prefer to be and spend time. Eighty-six percent of 
all respondents agree, “My favorite place to be is at home.”

For homeowners, in particular, owning a home is a badge of 
success. Over eight in ten homeowners/residents, irrespective 
of the current net value of their mortgage, feel pride in home 
ownership.
85% of all homeowners/residents agree: 
“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, owning a 

home is still one of my proudest accomplishments”
 86% of underwater homeowners/residents agree
 91% of above water homeowners/residents agree

Even when it comes to financial considerations, positive 
perceptions of home are no less widespread. Underwater 
homeowners/residents are only somewhat less positive about 
home as an investment than home as an accomplishment or as 
a good place to be.
86% of all homeowners/residents agree: 
“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, I still believe 

buying a home was a good investment”
 77% of underwater homeowners/residents agree
 92% of above water homeowners/residents agree

This upbeat view of home, both emotional and financial, is 
equally true of all generations. The overwhelming majority of 
homeowners/residents across all generational cohorts expresses 
positive feelings about homeownership.
“My favorite place to be is at home”

 75% of Millennial homeowners/residents agree
 86% of GenX homeowners/residents agree
 93% of Baby Boomer homeowners/residents agree

“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, owning  
a home is still one of my proudest accomplishments”

 74% of Millennial homeowners/residents agree
 81% of GenX homeowners/residents agree
 90% of Baby Boomer homeowners/residents agree

“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, I still believe 
buying a home was a good investment”

 77% of Millennial homeowners/residents agree
 82% of GenX homeowners/residents agree
 89% of Baby Boomer homeowners/residents agree

Perhaps better evidence of the enduring appeal of home is seen 
in the opinions of non-homeowners/residents. It could be argued 
that homeowners/residents are unconsciously predisposed 
to view their situations favorably in order to rationalize their 
choices. Non-homeowners/residents, however, are under no such 
rationalization pressure and thus not prone to any such bias.

The overwhelming majority of non-homeowners/residents 
agree that home ownership is a meaningful priority for them. This 
is true as well for Millennial non-homeowners/residents, which 
points to the psychological power of home across all generations.
69% of non-homeowners/residents agree: 
“ No matter what happens in the U.S. housing market, owning a 

home is still an important goal in my life”
 80% of Millennial non-homeowners/residents agree
 73% of GenX non-homeowners/residents agree
 54% of Baby Boomer non-homeowners/residents agree

The most interesting result of these generational comparisons 
is the lower agreement among Boomers who are non-
homeowners/residents. This reflects a di"erence in stage of life. 
Boomers who do not own a home today are less likely to be at 
a point in their lives where home ownership is relevant to their 
lifestyle needs. It’s not that they wouldn’t see the value in home 
ownership if they were at a di"erent life stage; it’s just they are 
no longer in that life stage.

The enduring power of home finds further confirmation 
in a comparison of respondents reporting higher versus 
lower financial security. Respondents feeling less secure, both 
homeowners/residents and non-homeowners/residents, are 
almost as likely as respondents feeling more secure to agree that 
home is important to them.
“My favorite place to be is at home”

  88% of homeowners/residents with higher financial security 
agree
  85% of homeowners/residents with lower financial security 
agree

“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, owning a 
home is still one of my proudest accomplishments”

  88% of homeowners/residents with higher financial security 
agree
  82% of homeowners/residents with lower financial security 
agree

“ Despite the downturn in the U.S. housing market, I still believe 
buying a home was a good investment”

  89% of homeowners/residents with higher financial security 
agree
  83% of homeowners/residents with lower financial security 
agree

DEFINITIONS:
HOMEOWNERS/RESIDENTS are respondents who agree that “either 
you or the head of your household own your place of residence.” 
Respondents who agree are people living in owner-occupied housing, 
a classification roughly equivalent to the measure of housing units 
used by the U.S. Census to track the homeownership rate, which is the 
percentage of occupied housing units that are owner-occupied.

MILLENNIALS are respondents born 1979 and after. 

GENXERS are born between 1965 and 1978. 

BABY BOOMERS are born between 1946 and 1964.

UNDERWATER HOMEOWNERS/RESIDENTS are respondents who 
agree that they “owe more on my mortgage than my home is worth.” 
Above water homeowners/residents are respondents who agree that 
they “owe less on my mortgage than my home is worth.” Respondents 
with no mortgage or who agree that they “owe about as much on my 
mortgage as my home is worth” are neither underwater nor above 
water.

Financial security was measured by a five-point scale that scored the 
confidence of each respondent on the strength of his or her financial 
situation regardless of current income and debt.
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“ No matter what happens in the U.S. housing market, owning a 
home is still an important goal in my life”

  63% of non-homeowners/residents with higher financial 
security agree
  71% of non-homeowners/residents with lower financial 
security agree

There is a bond of homeownership that, for all practical purposes, 
is universal among American consumers. While the rate of 
homeownership has declined since its peak at or just below 
69% between 2004 and 2006, home has not lost its resonance 
with people. Home remains a source of pride, aspiration and 
satisfaction. Notwithstanding significant erosion in financial 
value and connections, the value of emotional connections to 
home is steadfast and strong.

 KEY TAKEAWAY NUMBER TWO:  
Personal Finances—Not Home Worries— 
are Holding People Back
When asked what’s holding back their spending on home, 
respondents are far more likely to cite personal financial 
constraints than concerns about the housing market. Certainly, 
personal finances are something of concern, but not one rooted 
in the unwillingness of consumers to spend on home, only in 
their ability to do so.

Forty-three percent of homeowners/residents agree that they 
are waiting until the “U.S. housing market has turned around” 
before they will feel “comfortable spending money on my home.” 
But an identical percentage say that they are waiting until the 
“U.S. economy has fully recovered.” At the very least, concerns 

about housing do not outweigh general economic concerns.
More importantly, though, while just over four-in-ten are 

focused on trends in the housing market, nearly six-in-ten 
homeowners/residents are not. Of course, a much higher 
percentage of underwater homeowners/residents are waiting 
for a turnaround in the economy or the housing market, but the 
largest number of homeowners is above water and less likely to 
feel constrained in this way.

The paradox is that even though personal finances are a 
bigger barrier than housing market trends, perceptions of 
personal financial security are closely tied to housing market 
trends. Eighty-six percent of underwater homeowners/residents 
index low on the financial security scale versus 55% for above 
water homeowners/residents. For personal finances to free 
up, the housing market will have to improve, so whether or 
not homeowners/residents realize it and say so explicitly, their 
spending is tied to housing trends.

There is a deeper paradox in these data, though, that comes 
back full circle to personal finances. As just noted, a solid majority, 
55%, of above water homeowners/residents index low on financial 
security. Clearly, there is more going on with their finances than 
housing because home values are not an issue. Their financial 
concerns are rooted in things other than housing trends. 
Improved housing trends will go a long way, but they won’t 
be a complete remedy. For perceptions of financial security to 
improve, other economic factors must improve as well.

Indeed, independent of housing, other factors including 
cheaper gasoline, greater job security, tax deductions and general 
economic growth could improve, thus giving consumers the 
ability to spend on home separate and apart from housing trends. 

Home and the American Experience
It is no surprise, really, that the connection with home 
remains strong despite the woeful housing market and 
weak consumer economy. Home ownership has been a 
defining element of the American experience from the 
very beginning of the nation. In his 2003 book, The 
American Dream: A Short History of an Idea That Shaped 
a Nation, historian Jim Cullen recounts the critical place 
that home has long occupied in the American psyche.

As a frontier nation for much of its history, land was long 
a more important “currency” in America than cash. It was 
land that made possible the wealth realized from sugar, 
tobacco and cotton. It was the vast American interior of 
awe-inspiring landscapes that sparked imaginations and 
fired commercial and martial ambitions. The union itself 
is the fusion of massive acreages that were acquired 
through bargain or battle or both.

The moral vision of the nation has long been tied to land 
as well, from John Winthrop’s City on a Hill to Jefferson’s 
republican dream of independent landed yeoman to the 
widely-held presumption that homeownership promotes 
community and civic engagement. Frederick Jackson 
Turner’s famous essay of 1893, in which he declared 
the closing of the American frontier, was a lamentation 
over the loss of the frontier domain that safeguarded 
the social development and continual rejuvenation of 
American society.

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, successive 
administrations enacted policies to enable people to own 
land and homes. The Homestead Act signed by Lincoln 
in 1862 opened nearly 100 million acres of public land 
in 160-acre parcels to any citizen able to pay a small fee 
and live on it for five years. Ferry services, railroads and 
highways gave rise to suburbs and transported people 
from the cities to the countryside in search of home. 
FDR’s New Deal created the 30-year fixed mortgage and 
the early incarnations of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac 
to ensure that people could afford homeownership. In 
recent decades, Clinton put his weight behind efforts 
to increase minority homeownership, while the second 
Bush championed the “ownership society.”

This recitation could go on and on, but the few things 
cited here are reminders that home is an idea deeply 
embedded in the history, imagination and moral 
sensibility of America. No housing bust, no matter 
how severe, can break this bond. The emotional and 
psychological significance of home is deeply rooted and 
much more important than finances. Not that finances 
are unimportant, but it should come as no surprise that 
despite the severe housing crisis, the emotional power of 
home is undiminished.
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Any one or more of these could give consumers a much-needed 
boost of confidence or income, particularly if home improvement 
marketers work in parallel with the improvement of these factors 
to reinforce confidence or roll out innovative o"erings.

Action Steps for Home Improvement Marketers
What does this mean for marketers? The two key takeaways 
from this research study point to a clear imperative: Home 
improvement marketers must change the conversation with 
consumers. The best thing marketers can do for consumers is to 
foster their faith in the future. In turn, this will be the best thing 
marketers can do for themselves.

The torrent of negative media over the past few years about 
the financial woes of the housing market has made finances 
the overarching context of home. It’s as if there is an unspoken 
supposition among pundits and advertisers that consumers are 
nothing but armchair economists who think about home only in 
terms of finances and long-term housing trends. Certainly, these 
are important considerations for consumers, but they do not 
constitute the entirety of the context within which consumers 
connect with home. When it comes to home, there is far more 
to the bond consumers feel. Marketing that ignores this broader 
context is, in e"ect, a truncated conversation with consumers.
There is no glossing over the di!cult economy. But the only 
thing to be done is to muster up the mettle to move forward. 
The imperative for marketers is to change the conversation 
by focusing on initiatives and messages that encourage and 
enable consumers to re-engage in home projects, albeit in 
ways that are in keeping with their priorities and finances.

Marketing works best when it gives consumers something 
to look forward to, not something to run away from. This sort 
of optimistic outlook is the much-needed missing ingredient 
in home improvement marketing. The market has changed, so 
brand opportunities will be found by changing with the times—
not by holding out for old times to return. This means looking 
ahead with anticipation and excitement, precisely the sort of 
tonality needed to re-energize and reconnect with consumers.

The most di!cult thing to adjust to is the fact that the old 
ways of doing business in the home improvement marketplace 
will be less viable strategies in the future. The run-up to the 
recession was an aberration, a bubble fueled by unsustainable 
debt and over-indulgence. It was unprecedented and will not be 
revisited anytime soon. Pining for this past blinds marketers and 
consumers alike to the possibilities ahead.

To invoke the cliché de jour, there is a “new normal” for the 
home market. Financing has swung from HELOC’s to personal 
savings. Consumers are savvier and more vigilant about their 
spending. There are many more media and messages flooding 
the marketplace. Technology is reshaping everything, home 
improvement included, by changing expectations about design, 
payments, convenience, control and more. Community is making 
a comeback, with the biggest impact seen in the very di"erent 
arenas of localism and social networks. 

Even if the housing crash hadn’t happened, the home market 
would still be in major flux in response to this “new normal.” It 
is imperative that marketers look ahead to the potential of the 
future rather than lament the losses of the past. Optimism is 
contagious. Smile and the world smiles with you is more than a 

33%  
Saving enough  

for home changes

26%  
Don’t need  
to save for  

home changes

41%  
Not saving enough 
for home changes

Personal Financial Constraints Are Holding People Back  
From Spending On Their Home

*(e.g., retirement, children’s education) 

I’m not !nancially able to  
save as much as I should

There are more important 
things I need to be saving for* 

58% 

24% 

12% 

11% 

9% 

4% 

5% 

17% 

Housing prices  
continue to drop

The future of the housing 
market is too uncertain

I don’t think making changes 
will increase my home’s value 

Other people in my household 
don’t think it’s a priority

There’s no speci!c project 
I’m planning right now

Other

REASONS CITED BY HOMEOWNERS WHO FEEL THEY ARE NOT SAVING ENOUGH TO MAKE CHANGES TO THEIR HOME
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saccharine platitude; it is a fundamental finding from the field of 
network analysis. If consumers are to look up, it has to start with 
what they hear from marketers.

Consumers have not abandoned the home improvement 
market. The need and desire to repair, replace and renovate 
remain strong. Even without the explosive growth of the  
bubble years, the home improvement market continues to o"er 
products and services that consumers want and value. This is a 
solid foundation from which to look forward with optimism and 
build a profitable future.

Eventually, the housing market will turn around. The market 
is in a correction but will settle back to its long-term trend line, 
which, though not one of skyrocketing growth, is one of good, 
solid growth. Already, there are a few hopeful signs. Mortgage 
rates are at historic lows in a buyer’s market. The upside of falling 
home prices is greater a"ordability. Population growth will keep 
demand growing for decades to come. None of this portends a 
near-term end to problems in the housing market. But these are 
reminders that the home market is here to stay. Time, then, to 
change the conversation about home from dead-end negativity 
to bootstrapping buoyancy. At least three opportunities are 
available for home improvement marketers to make this kind of 
di"erence for themselves.

Opportunity #1:  
Measure Up to Vigilance
Consumers have come out of the recession more vigilant, not 
more frugal. This is not splitting hairs. Vigilance will mean 
more cautious spending, but it will not mean frugal self-denial. 
Consumers still want the best, but going forward, they will be 
more vigilant in their budgeting.

The real lesson that consumers learned from the recent 
recession was about risk exposure. The go-go years of the 2000’s 
encouraged consumers to overlook consequences and to indulge 
imprudence. This caught up with them, but it didn’t resign them 
to privation. Consumers are going to look harder at what they 

 buy, but they are not going to abandon buying.
Prioritization is the new buying calculus. During the boom, 

trade-o"s could be finessed with credit. Consumers could have 
it all even if they didn’t have cash on hand. Today and tomorrow, 
though, consumers will rely on savings. A cash economy 
demands prioritizing. A new kitchen will now compete with 
a new computer or a new car. The competitive set for home 
improvement is much broader. If a new kitchen is not at the very 
top of the priority list, vigilant consumers will be content to trade 
it o" for something completely di"erent that is a higher priority.

Consumers will continue to indulge themselves. As always, 
frugality will be dropped as soon as consumers no longer need 
it as a coping mechanism. But consumers will be much more 
vigilant about spending, and not just for premium purchases. 
Making savvy trade-o"s will become the new measure of smarts 
and success.

Marketers will have to work harder to make their products 
measure up. Vigilance will raise the bar marketers face for 
transparency and value. Innovation will be even more crucial for 
sustained, compelling di"erentiation. With lines no longer out 
the door, and thus customers no longer forced to take it or leave 
it, customer service will make a comeback.

One particular manner in which vigilance will be practiced 
is through the circles of intimacy to which consumers are 
migrating their lifestyles. Social networks are the most obvious 
manifestation of this shift. The reviving interest in all things 
local is another. Increasingly, consumers are turning to others 
around them for advice, guidance and direction. Conversations 
are shaping evaluations and determining decisions. Vigilant 
consumers are looking askance at traditional sources of authority 
like brands, ads or marketers. Instead, they are looking to their 
intimate circles of friends and family. Marketers will have to 
humanize their brands to gain entrée to these new circles of 
decision-making, and that means a renewed emphasis on 
emotional connections.

Income is the Issue, Not Debt
In the November 14, 2011 issue of The New Yorker, 
economic writer James Surowiecki makes an interesting 
case that deleveraging is not the magic bullet it is made 
out to be. Many experts have argued that the borrowing 
binge of the 1990’s and 2000’s has crippled consumers 
who will not be able to spend again until they deleverage. 
But Surowiecki looks for evidence of this theory in the 
data at hand and doesn’t see it.

As Surowiecki notes, consumer spending, while weak, has 
risen for nine straight quarters. Personal consumption has 
not declined as a percentage of GDP. Additionally, there 
seems to be little evidence consumers are saving more or 
paying down debt. So the question arises: what is holding 
back the economy if it’s not deleveraging?

The answer proposed by Surowiecki is the housing-wealth 
effect. He notes that economists have long observed that 
when housing prices go up, people spend more. In fact,  

the additional spending is typically 5-7% of the increase 
in housing wealth. What happened during the housing 
bubble was a windfall of housing wealth that people 
poured into the economy. So with a loss of roughly $7 
trillion in home values, we should expect to see a bust 
in demand of at least $400 billion even if too much debt 
was not a problem.

Surowiecki’s observation is a reminder that the spending 
seen during the run-up to the recession was a blip. It was 
a housing-wealth effect dependent on a housing bubble 
that is over and done with. In Surowiecki’s words, “People 
are simply much less rich than they were.” Spending is 
now headed back to its long-run trend line. It is not 
coming back; we should not be waiting for it to return. 
Future spending will be more modest growth than seen 
during the bubble. This is still a strong level of spending, 
though, and this is the level of spending against which to 
plan. 
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Opportunity #2:  
Make an Emotional Connection 
While opinions about home as an investment have remained 
strong, as shown in the data reported for the first takeaway, 
financial realities weigh heavily against these opinions. But 
when it comes to emotions and aspirations, financial realities 
do not stand as a direct rebuttal of these opinions. Consumers 
continue to find validation in their emotional connections to 
home notwithstanding the broader economic trends a"ecting 
housing.

During the boom years, financial considerations took 
precedence. Emotions and aspirations were important, too, but 
finances ruled the day. With home values in retreat and headed 
back to their long-term trend line, finances now play a lesser role 
in the bond consumers feel with home. It is all about emotions 
these days.

An emotional connection taps into the intangible benefits of 
home. For example, remodeling the kitchen is worth the money 
even if it won’t be fully recouped at resale because it will enhance 
the family time spent there. While this sort of appeal is not new, 
it was trumped by financial considerations during the boom  

years. It is now back on the table as the sort of connection it will 
now take to close the sale.

Brand advertising is an important element of the emotional 
marketing mix. Tactics like promotions and search-based ads 
will still deliver eyeballs, but the message needed these days 
will require a di"erent kind of medium. In addition to brand 
advertising, in-store activities will be crucial. Face-to-face service 
and relationships can make the emotional connection.

Social media are another medium for emotional marketing. 
These circles of social interaction and intimacy are almost never 
centered on home improvement. They focus on the things people 
talk about and share with one another, from gossip to celebrities 
to rants to jokes to entertainment, and all of the other things 
that spark conversations. But on the occasions when home 
improvement comes up in conversations, it will be to these circles 
that consumers turn to for advice, guidance and direction. These 
are the circles that safeguard the emotional connections people 
value, so these are the venues within which marketers must find 
a voice, even though it will mean investing for the long-run by 
starting small.

36% 

33% 

28% 

27% 

24% 

22% 

16% 

15% 

14% 

13% 

12% 

8% 

3% 

3% 

The national economy  
starts growing again

Price of  
gas drops

My mortgage  
is paid off

I could get a tax deduction for  
spending money on my home

The U.S. housing market turns around  
and home values consistently rise

Home prices in my local 
area consistently increase

I feel more con!dent  
in my job security

Unemployment drops to  
pre-recession levels

My home’s worth more than  
what I owe on my mortgage

I feel more con!dent that I’ll be  
able to retire at the age I want

I could be certain I wouldn’t need  
to move within the next 5 years

I spent less of my money each month  
supporting other family members

The limit on my credit card  
was increased

It was easier to get a HELOC  
or Personal Loan

Homeowners would 
feel comfortable 

spending money on 
their homes if…
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Opportunity #3:  
Start Small and Work Up
We can expect the freeze to start melting on the home 
improvement marketplace. Big projects for which credit was 
readily available and the ROI demonstrably large, are no longer 
in vogue. Consumers are ratcheting back the size of their home 
improvement projects.

A downsizing of projects is seen clearly in the “Still Standing” 
research results. From the last 12 months to the next six, 
consumers are anticipating smaller projects, including a big rise 
in the percentage of consumers planning to do no spending on 
home improvement at all.

Home improvement spending has re-centered at a lower 
average price point. Indeed, some types of smaller projects like 
painting have thrived during the downturn as consumers found 
more a"ordable ways of getting the emotional satisfactions of 
renovation and remodeling. But smaller projects are not the end-
point; they are an entry point.

Marketers must not stop with a smaller project or avoid 
smaller projects altogether. Instead, start small and work up. 
Don’t assume that the big project comes first; it may take 
a smaller project or two to get consumers over the hump 
to a bigger project. Break big projects down into smaller, 
bite-sized pieces that are more a"ordable to consumers 
paying for home improvement with cash instead of credit.  
Make the big project into a smaller “big” project, thereby boosting 

perceptions of price/value at the same time. Most of all, get used 
to a category comprised of lots of smaller projects because this is 
likely to be the richest vein of home improvement opportunities 
in the future.

But there is more going on here than smaller projects. The 
downsizing of projects is a manifestation of a deeper shift among 
consumers. It’s not that consumers have smaller ambitions for 
home; it’s just that they now have more realistic ambitions. 
Consumers have a new way of thinking that requires a new way 
of doing business. Consumers are no less interested in home 
improvement. They are simply approaching home improvement 
with a di"erent kind of interest.

Intimacy is not only about circles of friends and family; it is 
also about the emotional connection with home. Consumers 
are not simply more vigilant about their spending; they are 
becoming more vigilant about the ways in which they manage 
their lives, especially where they live.

Consumers want inspiration. They want marketers to look 
ahead and envisage innovative ways of inventing the future. 
They want marketers to show them how things can be better. 
They want marketers to give them something to aspire to. 
Times have been tough, but consumers are still standing. It is 
time now to change the conversation and talk about tomorrow.

For more information about “Stil l  Standing: The 
Enduring Appeal of Home in America,” contact Stephen 
Levinson, VP/Group Publisher, Meredith Home Solutions at  
Stephen.levinson@meredith.com or 212.551.7064.
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