Make Room for

More Dollhouses

Once thought of as a category exclusively for litle girls and collectars,
teday’s dollhouses are breaking down the walls that once separated them from

boys, older children, and mullicultural families. As competition rises, dollhouses
are geling f'rr'pper, more inferactive and less expensive than ever before.

by Kori Andarson
Ird wmbridge Hespital s iy biggest cusvomer for doll-
houses,” says retnber Stelln Dovwnike. owner ol

Stellabella Tovs in Cambrdge, Massachuselis,
"Dollhoeses are often osed in therpeutic seltings with chil-
dren who have suffered firom abuse or even as a woy to teach
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didl families raher than huving
o wse the blonde, Cascssian
diolls that often come in
thie sets. O the other

hamd, grandparents purchising o dallhouse as a gifl often pre-
fer an all-in-one package because i's more conveniend for
them.”

Stella has ween competition in this cntegory swell, which
has helped bring prices down. “Our store used o sell doll
houses without any fumishings for 5250, b ihat basiness
has stopped for me,” she cxplains. "People don't wanl io
spend that anvimore when they can get o nice house for S6{)
tis S

More choices in dollhouses alse means more compen
ticn for her shell spoce, and Siella must be judicious about

what she brings inc *1 tell my customers thot they can mix
and match furmishings from different

lines. Checasionnlly 171 have 4 cus-

tomier who wants to buy only one
bramd, but 1 think that
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sei hw it does; | can bring in a house
from a2 new mmapufacturer and fill b
with the furnbure that 1 already =20l
ﬂrdr:ring all 1|!'|c funli'-..h'i:lgl. f11r EVErY
house would be overw hrll:llin.].:!'

Stella keeps several fully for-
mxhed dollhowses on display ar all
timnes, amil she's careful where she puis
them. Because she's learmed that pat-
ting thein on the floor will result in
excessive wear and tear, she now kecps
them m aculi eye level, =0°d like 10
have more demes to shiow |1:-,:|r|-:_" shie
savs. 1 vsed 10 be able 1o get display
dollhisusses inowhich all the preces were
glusd down, | really liked thag, bat no
ane offers that anymore.”

Trendy versus traditional

While carrying an unlimiied num
ber of accessories may nod be possible
for o retziler, a wide range of unigue
nocessories s o0 imponant feaure 1w
ook for in o dollhouse ling. *The acces-
sy bBosiness has spawned Nt two
directions: ulera-mosdern and classies],”
says MWichoesl Hean, produet manages
for BRICY Toys. “The ulica-modern for-
mat incledes trendy  accessones that
reflect foday's culume, sch o -
sercen TWs and computer desks, There
is also a large comtingent that sl books
for clossical sceessory seis, which arc
maore tnidikional in design and  style
How many sccessory packs go with the
RTRETITS CUMCEP b COSLn likes s
important since classical accessories

don’t go so well with comemporary-
stvle hvmes and vice versa”

Detailed accessories become more
impaatant as o child ges alder, while
vounger chaldren do beiter with simpler,
larger Turmilure meces. “Smaller soces-
somes and room el become more relie-
vint a5 a child materes,” noes Michael.
“Thee eldzr a child becomes, the quicker
they are to make observations abwoat
hfestyhes and cullure and womt that
replicuted in their ploy environments.”

Make-your-ewn house

Curtis  Jocobson, founder of
Sroryboard Toys, believes that the key
1o n dolibouse’™s appeal to o wide mnge
of childien, both i woms of age and
gender. lies in incorporating different
play potterns. “Owr morkst rescarch
has slsown s that parents are reloctant
o hn:.' more expensive dolllouses for
fear they'l| guickly be outgrown, but a
dollboase that can offer mubiple play
patterns will keep o child engaged
longer, For example. if parts of the
howise o i furnishing ean be crested
and recrcated by the child, then the
house can change 1o reflect their inter-
esis, They can essentially play in o dif
ferent house every day.”

Curtis designed AnHouse with this
in mind and came up with a structure
ihat would incorpomie a child’s artwork
ik the framework of the hogse, A child
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can draw, color and inser his armwork into the wall structure,
creating a room of his own design. “Boys view it as a con-
struction toy,” he notes,

Other feaures that are valuable for any dollhouse
include portability and ease of assembly. “A dollhouse that
can be disassembled is casy 10 siore o take on a rip,” con-
tinues Curtis. “Also, a roof that lifis off or walls that can be
removed adds 1o & house's accessibility, and allows Kids o
play with it from the top or any side.”

Dollhouses can be marketed 1o schools, afterschool pro-
grams or homeschoolers, he points out. “It provides a great
group project, and when the children are part of the design
process, they can contribute at their own level, even when
ages or skills are diverse.”

Above: Defailed furnishings, such as the toothbrush, bor of
soap ond loofah shown here, make o dolthavse mare reafistic

and aid roleplaying, (Internafional Playthings)

Laft; The proliferation of cosfes, frehouses, free howses, club-
houses, and pirate ships all give evidence o the foct that boys
like to rolaplay with “dolthouses,” toc. [Small World Toys)

A dollhouse evolution

Sue Tice, product manasger For Intemational Playthings,
agrees that welay’s dollhouses are more interactive than
those of the past, *We have a website where consumers can
print wallpaper patterns or find simple instructions (o make
different kinds of cumains and rugs for their dollhouses,
Some of our sets even feature short stories that children can
act out with the dolls as they play.”

When selecting a dollhouse for o young child, Sue rec-
ommends that the space inside the house be taken into con-
sideration, “There should be enough roem for sctive play —
even as your child grows.” she says, “The ease of care and
cleaning should alss be considered, Durable plastic houses
tend to make the job of cleaning up easier”

As for dollhouses for boys, Sue is seeing a growing
demand although houses for girls still rule. *1 think castles
andd other structures designed for boys tend tor be received by
a younger audience and, as a result, are not as detailed. 1 do
believe there s a higher demand Tor this category than vears
ago, but [ think consumers are willing o invest more in
houses and accessories for girls since the play life is per-
ceived (o be longer.”

“Age approprimtencss and safety are key factors in

Accessaries can help extend the play valve for o dolthouse,
and the mare defailed they are, the more they appeal lo older
children. [Golt America)

children’s dollhouses,” states Felicia Riccardo, director of
marketing for Small World Tovs. “For 2- o 6-vear-olds,
pieces should be sturdy and chunky enough o allow little
hands o manipulate the various objects and people.
Daollhouses and accessones for 2-year-olds should be exira-
durable, with no small parts.”



Modernization is apparent in sev-
eral facets of today’s dollhouses,
according to Felicia. Furnishings now
include multi-media rooms, computer
rooms and exercise equipment, and
some houses are even equipped with
lights and doorbells. “We are also
finding that the changing makeup of
today's families is creating a demand
for additional doll-family members of
other races, so we offer individual
dolls of various ethnic varieties so
children can customize their doll fam-
ilies,” she explains.

A positive effect of the increased
competition among dollhouse makers
is the increase in innovation. “This
category has gotten very competitive
in recent years,” Felicia notes. “Many
newcomers are entering this field,
some with great twists on the tradi-
tional. We've found that the consum-
ing public likes their wooden doll-
houses to be of lasting quality, and
they are willing to pay for that.”

Looking ahead

Kevin McGrath, president of Galt
America, says the added competition
means more products are being devel-
oped for both boys and girls.
“Dollhouses are no longer completely
female-oriented. Companies are pro-
ducing more products that are suitable
for either gender, and that’s great.
Now there are schools, airports, and
pirate ships — all of which stem from
dollhouses.”

He’s also seeing more dollhouse
products being developed specifically

for the specialty market. “These spe-
cialized products will continue to help
distinguish specialty stores from mass
merchants. I also think dollhouses and
other system products will continue to
increase their expansion possibilities.”

One-stop shopping is a trend that
Kevin says is very strong right now in
dollhouses. “You still have situations
where Grandma buys the house and
different family members purchase the
pieces to fill it, but many shoppers
today are finding it more convenient
to get the house and furnishings all
in one package. Then they can expand
on that with accessories, such as
swing sets, vehicles or an addition to
the house.”

As for accessories, Kevin says the
sky’s the limit. “Anything that can be
used for role playing is open to pur-
chase, whether it be a garage, a play-
ground, a second building, or even a
second house. Whatever helps a child
go deeper into role playing is a posi-
tive addition.”

In each issue
of edplay,
Kari
Anderson
reports on
trends within
specific prod-
uct categories. If you have tips
you'd like to share, contact Kari at
kanderson@fwpi.com, or

call 800-344-0559. ®




