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[bookmark: /1]A prototype for a room in the hotel chain that the furniture retailer West Elm plans to launch in Charlotte, North Carolina, and other cities. Photograph courtesy West Elm 
Jim Brett, the president of West Elm, the furniture chain that sells what you might call mainstream modern furniture, was looking for the brand’s next act. He didn’t think he’d find it at the mall; West Elm already has more than a hundred stores. Children’s furniture might have been a logical next step, but it is burdened by complex safety regulations. Where else do lots of people sleep and sit? Brett, a frequent traveller, had spent countless nights in sterile, unwelcoming rooms. Hotels seemed like a good opportunity.
Last year, West Elm opened a commercial division for office furniture, and the company is now making furniture for Marriott’s SpringHill Suites hotels. More significantly, West Elm also signed a deal with a partner to open its own branded hotels. Brett and other executives discussed design ideas and scouted locations in mid-tier U.S. cities whose hotel markets seemed underdeveloped. Charlotte, North Carolina, was especially promising.
Then things got complicated. Earlier this year, the North Carolina state legislature passed House Bill 2, requiring individuals in government buildings—including public schools—to use the bathroom corresponding to the sex marked on their birth certificates. Just as Brett wanted to expand West Elm’s business in the state, businesses and organizations started running away.
The Justice Department has sued North Carolina over the law, saying that it violates federal civil-rights protections based on sex, in this case, violating the rights of transgender individuals. The National Basketball Association moved its 2017 All-Star Game from Charlotte to New Orleans. The National Collegiate Athletic Association pulled its championship tournaments scheduled for the current school year out of North Carolina, including its premier Division I men’s basketball tournament. The college Atlantic Coast Conference did the same with its league championships. Bruce Springsteen cancelled a concert in Greensboro, explaining on his Web site, “To my mind, it’s an attempt by people who cannot stand the progress our country has made in recognizing the human rights of all of our citizens to overturn that progress.”
Brett, who is openly gay, has been a vocal supporter of gay and transgender rights. In 2014, he published an open letter to West Elm employees describing an experience he had in fifth grade, when an older student instructed him to stand on the corner and tell everyone who passed that he was gay. Thinking the term meant “happy,” Brett complied, and was ridiculed. In the letter, he announced that West Elm would partner with the It Gets Better Project to promote its stores as welcoming spaces for L.G.B.T. youth. Although that program was discontinued, the corporate sentiment remained. After the anti-transgender law was enacted, in March, West Elm’s North Carolina stores posted giant hearts and the words “We Welcome All” in their front windows.
Brett had some misgivings about starting a new business in the state after the anti-transgender law was passed. Nonetheless, when the company announced its hotel expansion, on Monday, Charlotte was still on the list, along with Detroit, Savannah, Indianapolis, and Minneapolis. After discussions inside the company, he told me, he concluded that it was better to help shape the conversation in North Carolina, where West Elm already has three locations, than to silently withdraw. “I’m becoming personally much more involved with the Human Rights Campaign, and I want to help them push their equality bill,” he told me. “They have a similar view, and a lot of people have a similar view, that the best way to effect change is to be there and be part of that change.” A spokesman for the Human Rights Campaign declined to confirm that view, but he reiterated that “H.B. 2 must be repealed, and it’s imperative that every fair-minded individual, including business leaders, continue to speak out and do everything within their power to make sure that happens.” The federal Equality Act, introduced by Democratic senators and representatives, and supported by the Human Rights Campaign, would ban discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity.
Charlotte, the largest city in North Carolina, has been an oasis for gay and transgender people. In fact, H.B. 2, a statewide regulation, came in reaction to a Charlotte ordinance that allowed transgender people to use public bathrooms that correspond to their gender identity rather than their sex at birth. (The city in recent days has been shaken by the death of Keith Lamont Scott, who was fatally shot by a police officer, and by the protests that have followed, as Benjamin Wallace-Wells has written here.)
The main reason Brett and his team picked Charlotte was that it filled a business niche. It’s a fast-growing city, and Bank of America has its headquarters there, but the West Elm team didn’t see many appealing smaller hotels, despite the large number of business travellers. “Charlotte is desperately short of boutique- and local-hotel experiences,” David Bowd, of D.D.K., which will manage the West Elm properties, says. “There are many large-chain box hotels, so West Elm Hotels is a great opportunity to bring something new and exciting to the city.” The new chain also targets millennials, who are expected to count for nearly half of all spending on business flights by 2020, and who are more supportive than their elders of the idea that gay and transgender people should be protected under the law.
[bookmark: /2]West Elm, which opened its first store in Brooklyn, in 2003, has grown up with these shoppers as they have graduated from IKEA and rented apartments to furnishing their own homes. Customers visit West Elm stores for pet-adoption events and flower-crown-making workshops, and they tag photos of their purchases on Instagram. Because of its customers’ social-media prolixity, the brand has gathered a wealth of data about their preferences and, Brett hopes, their brand loyalty will extend to staying in West Elm Hotels.
The company deliberately chose smaller cities for its hotels. “We’re doing this in areas where there is already some sign of a groundswell of people who want to revitalize that area,” Brett continues. “If we came out and said our first hotels will be in New York, L.A., and Miami, it immediately sets a tone that isn’t community-centric and that has more of a vanity slant to it.” West Elm will commission local artists to produce work for the hotel lobbies and guest rooms, and will partner with local chefs and distillers on the food and drink. As Brett describes it, the hotels will feel a little like Airbnb, which he admires, and perhaps a bit like Ace Hotels—but with less of Ace’s aggressive hipster ethos.
West Elm has grown quickly, reaching more than eight hundred million dollars in sales last year, and Williams-Sonoma, its parent company, says it is focussing its investments on the West Elm brand. By moving into the hotel business, Brett is taking a risk—but, judging by the turmoil throughout the retail industry, it also would be a risk to count on opening new furniture stores forever. Growth in Williams-Sonoma’s other major divisions, such as Pottery Barn, slowed last year. And many former star retailers, such as Gap, have been brought low by spreading too far, too fast. The traditional U.S. mall is becoming obsolete, as I wrote previously. Amazon is devouring business that once belonged to an ecosystem of smaller competitors. After attending a recent industry conference, a longtime retail consultant described the situation as “chaotic at best, and not sustainable at worst.”
One way for business leaders to navigate the difficulties is to embrace tolerance. The political scientist Ronald Inglehart, at the University of Michigan, has demonstrated a link between economic development and support for diversity, such as approval of gay rights. In July, sixty-eight companies—including Williams-Sonoma—signed the Human Rights Campaign’s amicus brief in support of the Justice Department’s efforts to block portions of H.B. 2. “We have a very successful retail business in Charlotte,” Brett says. “We want to be a brand that is boldly standing for inclusion and acceptance and equality. Having the success to back that up in a community like that sends a message.”
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