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Forecasting is always a tricky task. The economy 
has many intricate and interlocking parts that 
affect each other and are not easy to align or 
calculate. The broad economy can be changed 
by a large number of elements or a local, regional, 
national or international nature, and different 
markets will hold up through differently as these 
factors change. However, for any industry there are 
indicators that when examined can help to develop 
an idea of how that market segment will fare going 
forward. This outlook, or forecast if you will, seeks 
to do just that: look at the factors that most closely 
relate to the countertop and/or surfacing industry 
in an effort to make an estimation of how this it will 
fare in 2018 and beyond.  

If one were to just “ask around,” certainly the word 
on the street is that things are going well for the 
countertop industry in most cases. However, to 
get a true estimation, the available data must be 
reviewed taking into account experts’ opinions. 
The idea is to start with the general economy and 
factor down through various related markets to the 
most specific information available. By performing 
this analysis, it can be determined if the statistical 
information and expert opinions validate the 
anecdotal evidence. As such, the predictors that 
follow should allow a reasonable estimation of 
what’s to come. 

The General Economy

Taking a look at 2017, the general economy 
continued in a positive direction. According to 
U.S. Commerce Department statistics released 
in late January, the overall increase in real GDP in 
2017 was about 2.3 percent, with it ranging from 
1.2 percent in Q1 to 2.6 percent in Q4. This is up 
from 2016, which averaged at about 1.6 percent. 

While experts had expected GDP growth of 3 
percent in 2017, many attribute its 0.7 percent 
miss to an unusual political atmosphere, but it is 
difficult to know if or how it actually figured in.  

The experts believe GDP will continue to grow in 
2018, with the CBO predicting an average rate of 
about 2.2 percent, but falling back to 1.6 percent 
in 2019.  The Federal Reserve Board is more 
optimistic predicting GDP growth of 2.5 percent in 
2018, dropping back to 2.1 percent in 2019. The 
Conference Board, a global, business membership 
and research association, stated in a February 
report that 2018 GPD may average as high as 
2.9 percent, but also said, “Volatility has returned 
to the economy with a vengeance. The major 
downward correction in U.S. and global equity 
markets during [February of 2018] demonstrates 
that while the fundamentals of the U.S. economy 
remain strong, there are no guarantees.” 

“Broadly speaking, the prospects for continued 
economic expansion in 2018 look reasonably 
bright. The economy is likely to continue to grow 
at an above-trend pace, which should lead to a 
tighter labor market and faster wage growth,” 
said William Dudley, president and CEO of the 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York in a speech in 
mid-January. “Over the longer term, however, I am 
considerably more cautious about the economic 
outlook. Keeping the economy on a sustainable 
path may become more challenging. While the 
recently passed Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 
likely will provide additional support to growth over 
the near term, it will come at a cost. The legislation 
will increase the nation’s longer-term fiscal burden 
… the current fiscal path is unsustainable.”

Unemployment ended at 4.1 percent in 2017, 

dropping 7 percent from 2016, which is below 
the “full employment” marker of 5 percent, a 
very positive economic sign. What’s more, the 
number beat projections by the vast majority of 
experts. The Federal Reserve Board is projecting 
the unemployment rate to drop to a very low 3.9 
percent in 2018 (its lowest level since at least 
2000). While this bodes well for the economy, 
it also points to continued difficulty in filling 
growing labor shortages.

The latest Construction Outlook by FMI, a 
construction industry consuting company, is 
relatively positive about 2018. However, Scott 
Winstead, FMI president, said, “CEOs are 
generally positive and upbeat about growth right 
now, but there’s an undercurrent about when the 
cycle might correct itself since this run has lasted 
so long. The 2009 downturn still rings loudly in 
executives’ minds, so they’re looking at how to 
pro-actively address business challenges while 
the market is still strong.”

Housing

The surfacing industry is closely tied to the 
housing market, and it showed overall growth in 
2017, but the growth was slower than the past six 
years and all of it  was in single-family homes, with 
advancement in multifamily dwellings contracting 
for the second straight year.

While still well below peak levels in 2006 during 
the housing bubble, in 2017 housing starts grew 
overall by less than 2.5 percent, considerably 
slower than the 6 percent they grew in 2016. 
However, multifamily units, which had seen steady 
growth from 2009 to 2015, fell by almost 10 
percent vs. 2016, dropping to lows not seen since 
2013. This comes on the back of a lesser 1.2 
percent drop in multifamily housing starts in 2016 
(see Figure 1). Single-family home starts, though, 
grew by more than 8 percent in 2017, slightly 
slower than the 9 percent in 2016 and are edging 
closer to pre-recession levels. The strongest gains 
were in the West, followed by the South, and 
the Northeast saw reductions in housing starts 
as did the Midwest. The National Association of 
Home Builders’ (NAHB) Housing and Interest Rate 
Forecast updated at the beginning of February 
predicts housing starts will rise about 3.4 percent 
in 2018 ending at 1.25 million and slow to about 3 
percent in 2019 ending at 1.29 million.

Looking at the Wall Street Journal’s economist 
survey, which takes into account the opinions of 
more than 60 economists, the numbers are a bit 
more optimistic, with the prediction of new home 
starts at 1.29 million in 2018 and 1.34 million in 
2019. And going one step further, it predicts home 
prices will continue to increase as they did in 
2017, which was a decent 6.2 percent. Predictions 
for 2018 are another 5 percent increase and in 
2019 4.1 percent. While the forecast growth is 
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slower, it is still a positive sign. Figures presented by the National Association 
of Realtors (NAR) are even more positive, predicting housing starts will rise to 
1.3 million in 2018. 

All in all, the indicators are a bit of a mixed bag, with housing having 
remained in growth mode, albeit slower than previous years, and subsequent 
predictions pointing to continued growth, which should contribute to the well 
being of the surfacing industry at least through 2018 and potentially 2019.

Nonresidential Construction

When it comes to nonresidential construction, in 2017 growth fell significantly 
vs. 2016 in all of the major areas historically related to surfacing except 
healthcare. Lodging growth fell from 22.9 percent to just 7.5 percent. Office 
expansion fell from 21.2 percent growth to just a 4.9 percent increase. 
Commercial growth dipped from 16.2 percent in 2016 to 11.1 percent in 
2017. Healthcare went from a 1.1 percent drop in 2016 to a 1.9 percent 
increase in 2017. Lastly, educational construction growth dropped from 
5.5 percent to just 0.8 percent. The outlook for 2018 is relatively positive, 
with continued growth predicted in all sectors, but some areas’ growth 
are forecast to slow down while others will improve. FMI predicted in 
its Construction Outlook Report that office, healthcare and educational 
construction growth will increase, whereas lodging and commercial 
construction growth will slow in 2018 (see Figure 2). FMI expects to see 
the largest increase, at 8.9 percent, in the office sector, followed by the 
commercial, lodging and healthcare sectors, at 6.5 percent, 4.7 percent and 
3.9 percent respectively. Bringing up the rear will be educational building with 
a predicted increase of 2.8 percent. 

Points of insight in the FMI report include: 

 ■ In lodging, in many cases a few large metropolitan areas are driving 
regional growth, and states are increasingly using large casino projects 
to help boost tax revenues. These are drawing significant lodging 
investment, but supply is starting to outpace demand, limiting the 
sustainability of growth here.

 ■ The office sector is being held back because of more shared work 
spaces and remote work environments. However, a massive reduction 
in corporate tax rates in 2018, which dropped from 35 to 21 percent 
because of the tax rule changes, are anticipated to instill opportunitiesfor 
increased capital investment.

 ■ With commercial, the tax changes are also expected to be a major 
boon, increasing profits and spurring investment. But, internet sales will 
continue to negatively affect growth, though may also drive warehouse 
and distribution center construction spending. This will be the strongest 
sub-market in non-residential construction

 ■ While slight growth is predicted in the healthcare sector, uncertainty 
around federal healthcare policy will keep it sluggish, largely relegating 
work to renovation/additions and outpatient care for the near future, 
even in the face of an aging population. This is another sector, though, 
that will benefit from the corporate tax rate deduction.

 ■ The minor growth in education construction will be driven by primary 

school enrollment increases in more than half the states. However, 
limitations in tax payer deductions could drive down donations and state 
and local funding for schools.

The Consensus Construction Forecast from the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA), an average of forecasts from seven major building market 
institutions, also predicts nonresidential construction growth. “Despite labor 
shortages and rising material costs that continue to impact the construction 
sector, construction spending for nonresidential buildings is projected to 
increase 4 percent this year and continue at that pace of growth through 
2019,” stated the report. “Strength in industrial and institutional sectors are 
offsetting projected easing in commercial construction activity.”

“Rebuilding after the record-breaking losses from natural disasters last year, 
the recently enacted tax reform bill … are expected to provide opportunities 
for robust levels of activity within the [nonresidential construction] industry,” 
concluded AIA Chief Economist Kermit Baker, PhD. 

Remodeling/Home Improvement

The 2018 remodeling/home improvement sector of the U.S. economy is 
also indicating continued growth, according to experts, but just how much 
depends on the source of the prediction. 

The American Society of Interior Designers (ASID) released a forecast in 
February that stated, “The interior design industry demonstrates continuing 
growth in economic contribution, the number of jobs and the number of 
firms since 2012, although at a slower pace than prior expectations. The U.S. 
economy is likely to turn in an acceptable performance in 2018 and 2019. 
The overall outlook for the profession remains positive and similar to the pace 
of the U.S. economy. The resiliency of the United States economy should 
never be underestimated, although the possibility of a large, negative shock 

Type 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Lodging 35,806 25,499 11,635 9,129 10,836 13,484 16,738 21,908 26,923 28,949 30,322 31,269

Office 68,563 51,908 37,850 36,011 37,800 37,979 46,582 55,521 67,262 70,615 76,940 82,816

Commercial 86,212 54,069 40,100 42,816 47,335 53,159 62,841 65,899 76,578 85,077 90,594 94,913

Healthcare 46,902 44,845 39,344 40,204 42,544 40,690 38,647 39,147 38,703 39,446 40,994 43,067

Educational 104,890 103,202 88,405 84,985 84,672 79,060 79,681 84,771 89,391 90,126 92,607 96,554

Source: FMI  Construction Outlook  — Q4 2017 - 2019 based on forecasted information

Nonresidential Building Construction (in millions of U.S. $)

Figure 2

Year Total Single-family Multifamily
2006 1,800,900 1,465,400 335,500

2007 1,355,000 1,046,000 309,000

2008 905,500 622,000 283,500

2009 554,000 445,100 108,900

2010 586,900 471,200 115,700

2011 608,800 430,600 178,200

2012 780,600 535,300 245,300

2013 924,900 617,600 307,300

2014 1,003,300 647,900 355,400

2015 1,111,800 714,500 397,300

2016 1,173,800 781,500 392,300

2017 1,202,900 848,900 353,900

U.S. Housing Starts Historical Data 

Source: U.S. Census BureauFigure 1
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from one of these risks or another unanticipated 
event could push the nation’s economy into 
recession. At this point, the likely result is that 
[home improvement] will advance at a reasonable, 
though not spectacular, rate in 2018 and 2019.”

The Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard 
University seems more optimistic as to growth. 
The Leading Indicator of Remodeling Activity 
(LIRA) released by the center’s Remodeling 
Futures program, along with the organization’s 
mid-January report (see Figure 3), has remodeling 
growth pegged at an average of about 6.5 percent 
in 2017, and projects annual growth in home 
improvement spending will grow at a steady rate 
of about 6.9 throughout most of 2018 with an 
increase in Q4 2018 up to 7.5 percent. “Steady 
gains in the broader economy, and in home sales 
and prices, are supporting growing demand 
for home improvements,” said Chris Herbert, 
managing director of the Joint Center for Housing 
Studies. “We expect the remodeling market will 
also get a boost this year from ongoing restoration 
efforts in many areas of the country impacted by 
last year’s record-setting natural disasters.”

“Despite continuing challenges of low for-
sale housing inventories and contractor labor 
availability, 2018 could post the strongest gains 
for home remodeling in more than a decade,” said 
Abbe Will, research associate in the Remodeling 
Futures Program at the Joint Center. “Annual 
growth rates have not exceeded 6.8 percent since 
early 2007, before the Great Recession hit.”

Kitchen Cabinetry

Kitchen Cabinetry sales numbers are another 
predictor for the countertop industry, and the news 
here remains positive, but slowing. While cabinet 
sales were still growing, 2017 marks the fourth 
straight year of decreased growth since the market 
turned around in 2012.

Sales, as reported in the Kitchen Cabinet 
Manufacturers Association’s (KCMA) monthly 
Trend of Business Survey, dropped from an 
increase 4.5 percent in 2016 to just 2.9 percent 
in 2017; however, actual sales remain in territory 
not seen since 2007 (see Figure 4). Considering 
around 70 percent of the kitchen cabinet market 
participates in the survey, the numbers are a 
reliable gauge of where the segment stands.

Growth in lower-end stock cabinets dropped 
by 1 percent, mid-priced semi-custom cabinets 
dropped by 2.2 percent and high-end custom 
cabinet growth slowed by 1 percent nearing a flat 
year with just 0.3 percent growth.  

While the growth of the cabinetry market appears 
to be getting weaker, the market has climbed to 
nearly 77 percent of its peak in 2006 and it has 
made quite a comeback from its low in 2011. 
And, slow growth is still growth, but considering 

the close relationship between cabinets and 
countertops, this may also be indicative of slower 
growth in the countertop industry approaching.

A Direct Look at Countertops

While all of the previous factors influence the 
countertop industry, and all of them point to decent, 
but slower growth ahead, there is some published 
research that offers more specific countertop 
numbers. While the available information is 
generally sold for private and/or corporate usage, 
we did manage to get a bit of this information. 

The Freedonia Group, now under the banner 
of MarketResearch.com, released a “Global 
Countertops Market” report in 2017, a 269-page 
study that examines a number of worldwide 
factors related to the countertop industry. Portions 
of the study focus on the North America and the 
United States specifically, and put forth that quartz 
surfacing remains the fastest growing countertop 
material. However, the information available 
generally focuses on emerging markets.

Freedonia also published a “Countertops” 
389-page study in late 2015 that focuses on 
America and offers predictions and insights into 
the marketplace (see Figure 5). The study makes 
market predictions ranging all of the way out 
to 2024. It also pegged the largest five material 
suppliers to the U.S. countertop market (in terms 
of square feet) as Wilsonart, Formica, Panolam, 
DuPont and Cosentino, and asserted these 
five companies accounted for 41 percent of all 
countertop material used in the United States.

While the report doesn’t take into account 

the changes in the economy, the recent tax 
alteration, any changes in material costs, 
trends or the political atmosphere since it was 
published, it still offers some insight. And, 
Freedonia is working on updating the report, 
which is scheduled to be released later this year.

According to the report, U.S. demand for 
countertops is forecast to increase 4.2 percent 
per year to 810 million sq. ft. in 2019, valued 
at about $29.3 billion, a marked improvement 
from the growth rate in the shadow of the Great 
Recession. “Growth will be propelled by a 
rebound in new building construction activity as 
well as increased spending on improvement and 
repair of existing structures,” stated the report. 
“Value gains will also receive a boost due to a 
shift in the product mix from laminates to higher 
priced alternative materials.” 

While it projects laminate countertops will maintain 
the largest square foot share of the market, the 
Freedonia report predicts that share will continue to 
decline. However, the negative growth estimated by 
the report between 2009 and 2014 was expected 
to bounce back significantly with an expected 
3.4 percent growth annually through 2019. 
“Laminates will maintain a significant share of the 
countertop market and account for over one-third 
of sales through 2019,” stated the report. “These 
materials remain popular ... due to their favorable 
performance characteristics at reasonable price 
points. Product developments providing a more 
stone-like appearance, such as high-definition 
graphics and complex edges, will also help to limit 
the decline in market share.”

Figure 3
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“While the continued mainstreaming of granite bodes well for overall 
granite countertop sales, it also suggests that high-end homes, as well as 
businesses, are in the process of moving on to other, less commonly used 
surfaces,” stated the report. “As a result, engineered stone, natural stones 
other than granite, and niche materials such as various metals, concrete, and 
recycled materials will benefit as high-end homeowners and business owners 
seek novel, higher value materials to distinguish their countertops.”

The report predicted solid surface will hold its place as the third most popular 
countertop surface in terms of square feet and predicted increase in demand 
from 3.1 to 4.3 percent through 2019. In the fourth spot engineered stone is 
predicted to see the best growth, at 5.8 percent, but this is a significant drop in 
the 8.9 percent rate of annual growth the report attributes to 2009 through 2014. 
Of note is that during that period, the material increased in demand by more 
than 50 percent overall. As mentioned earlier, the “Global Countertops” research 
report released in 2017 predicts quartz surfacing will continue to see major 
gains and the highest growth in North America going forward.

The generic “cast polymers” category holds the fifth spot in the 2015 report, 
and demand was expected to increase from 2.3 to 3.6 percent through 2019. 
Tile holds the sixth most popular position in terms of square feet according to 
the report, which also unexpectedly asserts tile as a countertop material will 
actually increase more over the next couple of years.

Lastly, Freedonia also predicted a very significant increases in “other materials” 
to the tune of 10.1 percent per year through 2019. Typically metals, recycled 
materials and concrete tend to fall into this “others” category, but it is unclear 
if the newer sintered compact surfaces and/or porcelain slabs fit in this or the 
“cast polymer” category, and what role they will play according to the report.

The Full Picture

When viewed as a whole, the data paints a somewhat conflicting picture 
with a bit of potential volatility. However, overall, when looking at the data 
in terms of the general economy down through more specific and related 
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Year Total 
Sales 

Overall % 
change

Stock 
cabinets 
% change

Semi-custom 
cabinets % 
change

Custom 
cabinets % 
change

2017 $6.9 2.9% 3.0% 3.7% 0.3%

2016 $6.8 4.5% 4.0% 5.9% 1.3%

2015 $6.5 8.5% 12.3% 4.2% 13.6%

2014 $6.0 9.2% 10.5% 7.1% 14.3%

2013 $5.6 20.7% 26.2% 16.3% 17.9%

2012 $4.7 7.3% 11.7% 4.5% 0.1%

2011 $4.4 -1.7% -3.2% 0.0% -3.0%

2010 $4.5 -4.1% -6.7% -0.5% -13.2%

2009 $4.8 -28.3% -24.1% -30.2% -37.2%

2008 $6.7 -19.3% -18.5% -19.9% -20.6%

2007 $7.9 -12.3% -19.8% -4.7% -5.2%

2006 $9.0 Source: Kitchen Cabinet Manufacturers Association 
(KCMA) Trend of Business Reports, www.kcma.org.

Cabinet Sales in Billions of U.S. Dollars  
(includes at least 66 percent of industry reporting)

Figure 4
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markets, it seems like a safe summation to say that 2018 will be another 
year of growth for the countertop/surfacing industry, but perhaps slower 
growth than that of the past several years. Of course, political factors and/
or economic disasters could certainly affect that, and looking beyond 2018 
there is reason to believe that the general economy, and subsequently the 
countertop market, could slow relatively significantly. 

Taking that into account, the pertinent action would be to face business 
challenges, such as issues related to labor and market diversification, now while 
business is still strong, and hope the growth stabilizes.

Editor & Publisher Kevin Cole can be reached at kevin@isfanow.org.
The author would like to thank the federal government for a variety of statistical 
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of designers, industry representatives, educators and students committed to 
interior design
The Conference Board, www.conference-board.org, a global, independent 
business membership and research association founded in 1916
FMI, www.fminet.com, a consulting and investment banking services company 
for the construction industry
The Freedonia Group, a research firm that recently released a “Countertops” 
study and a “Global Countertops” study, both available for purchase at www.
freedoniagroup.com 
The Joint Center for Housing Studies (JCHS), www.jchs.harvard.edu, Harvard 
University’s center for information and research on U.S housing
The Kitchen Cabinet Manufacturers Association (KCMA), www.kcma.org, a non-
profit representing cabinet and decorative laminate manufacturer
The National Association of Home Builders (NAHB), www.nahb.org, representing 
more than 140,000 members that construct about 80 percent of the new U.S 
homes
The National Association of Realtors (NAR), www.realtor.org, representing more 
than 1.1 million members composed of residential and commercial realtors
The Wall Street Journal, www.wsj.com, a business-focused international 
newspaper

U.S. Countertop Demand (in millions of square feet) % of Annual Growth

Item 2009 2014 2019 2024 2009-2014 2014-2019

Total Countertop Demand 588 660 810 900 2.3% 4.2%

By Material:
Laminates 301 300 355 375 -0.1% 3.4%

Natural Stone 90 120 155 180 5.9% 5.3%

Solid Surface 73 85 105 120 3.1% 4.3%

Engineered Stone 34 52 69 81 8.9% 5.8%

Cast Polymers 41 46 55 62 2.3% 3.6%

Tile 39 44 50 52 2.4% 2.6%

Other 10 13 21 30 5.4% 10.1%

By Market:
Residential Building 453 535 655 725 3.4% 4.1%

Nonresidential Building 119 104 127 143 -2.7% 4.1%

Nonbuilding 16 21 28 32 5.6% 5.9%

$/square foot 32 34 36 39 1.2% 1.1%

Countertop Demand  
(in billions of $)

19.1 22.5 29.3 24.8 3.3% 5.4%

Source: The Freedonia Group, Inc.Figure 5




