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AFTER A YEAR DEFINED BY POLITICAL 
volatility and ricocheting consumer confidence, 
vendors of portable lamps and lighting fixtures 
say they are approaching 2017 with cautious 
optimism. 

U.S. housing starts jumped 25.5% in October 
to reach a nine-year high, according to the 
Census Bureau and Department of Housing 
and Urban Development. The Q3 2016 Houzz 
Renovation Barometer, which tracks industry 
confidence in the home renovation market, 
indicates quarter-over-quarter gains in the 
number of home remodeling inquiries and 
new projects. And some vendors say the mere 
absence of an election is enough to boost their 
outlook for the year ahead.

“We’ve had a good year in lighting,” said 
Chelsea House President Bill Cain, whose 
business is about 20% lamps and lighting. “I 
would expect our total sales to grow. I think past 
the election, no matter which way it goes, just 
having it settled helps a lot of people. As I talk 
to people in the industry and out in other areas, 
it seems getting that behind us brings some 
stability. We’ve seen the stock market go up. 
Whether that holds or not remains to be seen. 
I think that having those questions settled will 
bring an increase in business.”

According to Home Accents Today’s most 
recent Universe Study (see page 39), lamps 
comprise about 10% of the total home accents 
universe while lighting fixtures account for 6%. 
Lamps outpaced the total universe slightly in 
2016, with 2.7% sales growth compared to 2.3% 
for the universe and $6.31 billion in retail sales. 
Sales growth for fixtures ticked up 1.7% in 2016, 
with $4.18 billion in estimated retail sales.

“Summer tends to be slower for the lighting 
business – not so much the hardwire side but 
the portable lighting side of it,” said Rick Spicer, 
vice president of sales at Pacific Coast Lighting. 
“There is no doubt that in the third quarter there 
was a noticeable slowdown. There are pockets 
where business has remained strong, like the 
Dallas area. There are a lot of ways to explain 
it, but there is no doubt in my mind that this 
insane election has stressed people to no end. 
… I do think good, bad or indifferent, whatever 
your opinion was on this election, it’s over. I 
think people business-wise are optimistic about 
what’s coming.”

Lighting currently comprises about one-third 
of Harp & Finial’s business, and Co-Founder 
Christine Howard said she anticipates that 
momentum will continue in the new year.

“Since our inception, Harp & Finial’s lighting 
category has always been one of our strongest 

players,” Howard said. “Over the last year, this 
group has continued to perform very well. As we 
head into 2017, we expect this trend to continue 
with double-digit growth.”

Lighting accounts for about 40% of 
Crestview Collection’s business, Executive 
Vice President Bryan Williams said, and the 
company is expanding its product assortment 
in 2017.

“Business is up as far as sales this year,” 
Williams said. “It’s been up every year for the 
past four years, and this year it’s up again. 
As a company, we’ve had growth in all of our 
categories as well. The outlook is good. The 
category is still changing as always, as all 
categories do, so there are new opportunities 
in it with getting into additional versions of 
lighting. In the past we haven’t done as much 
with pendant lighting. We’ve only done table 
lamps and floor lamps, but we’re expanding into 
other categories in lighting.”

Bradford Smith, CEO of the Elk Group 
International portfolio of brands, said he also 
sees significant growth potential in the fixture 
category. 

“The lighting category’s growth rate 
continues to outperform our other home 
furnishing offerings,” Smith said. “Overall 
in 2016 we have noticed a more substantial 
increase in the lighting fixture category as 
we continue to expand our Dimond Lighting 
fixture offering given the strong reaction from 
customers.”

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
Williams said improvements in the housing 
market are among his reasons for optimism 
heading into 2017. In addition to the surge in 
housing starts, the latest Census Bureau and 
HUD report shows month-over-month and 
year-over-year gains in building permits and 
housing completions.

“It definitely has an impact (on sales),” 
Williams said. “Even if there is new housing, 
people that are in existing houses trade up. 
That’s where a lot of new housing goes, 
because not all of it is entry level homes. That 
frees up existing homes, which in turn people 
will redecorate because they’re going to make 
it their own. Therefore it’s a trickle-down all the 
way through. Any time there’s new growth, it 
helps in our décor areas.”

Smith views advancements in technology 
and the falling price point of LEDs as prime 
opportunities for growth in the lighting category.

“As LED is becoming the new standard, 
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manufacturers are experiencing noticeable 
productivity gains which are leading to a rapid 
decline in pricing,” Smith said. “This fact along 
with new technological innovations is allowing 
for mainstream acceptance and heightened 
demand. This has created an entirely new way to 
think about lighting, for instance: Lighting may 
provide Wi-Fi hotspots or play music, effectively 
allowing music to be played throughout 
the house without speaker installations, or 
allowing color changing for ambience, or 
providing various health benefits such as 
lighting to energize you or to relax you for sleep 
preparation.”

Cain said one of the greatest challenges 
is staying abreast of changing compliance 
standards domestically and abroad, since 
Chelsea House sells to customers across the 
globe.

“The thing that is important for us because 
we ship all over the world is just trying to stay 
up to date on compliance issues not just 
for here but for other countries,” Cain said. 
“That’s probably our biggest challenge right 
now, making sure that as we sell around the 
world we’re keeping up with requirements for 
those particular areas. You can come up with 
the coolest design but it still has to pass basic 
function.”

 Another challenge Spicer sees impacting 
both the lighting category and the industry as 
a whole is increasing consolidation on the retail 
side of the marketplace.

“The Top 100 (furniture stores) are definitely 
the players now,” Spicer said. “Thankfully we’re 
well-positioned with a fair amount of the Top 
100 and the independents who have found a 
niche, but when you go to market even from 
10 years ago where the hallways were packed 
and you were busy until the last day, those days 
are gone. Some of it is clearly apparent in the 
numbers. You’re either flat against last year, 
you’re down a little bit or if you’re lucky you’re 
up a little bit, but there’s no doubt that the 
absence of a lot of those independent retailers, 
it’s visceral when you’re at market. … The 
market cycle where you’re counting the orders 
and saying, ‘That was a great market or a bad 
market,’ it used to be somewhat instantaneous. 
It’s just a different business now.”

DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS
According to the Universe Study, the top three 
distribution channels for portable lamps in 
2016 were discounters, home improvement 
centers and traditional furniture stores, while 
direct-to-consumer, furniture stores and interior 
designers sustained the most growth year-over-
year. 

For fixtures, home improvement centers, 
lamp and lighting stores and discounters 
were the top three distribution channels while 
direct-to-consumer, lifestyle stores and interior 
designers grew their market share the most 
year-over-year.

“The bread and butter for us is interior 
designers,” Cain said. “We’re continuing to 
focus in that direction more and more, from who 
we encourage our reps to call on to targeting 

designers in terms of promotion and advertising. 
We still sell to some of the big stores, but the 
majority of the business is being done either in a 
small store that has a design firm as part of it or 
has designers on staff, or just interior designers 
who may not stock anything but have a lot of 
different projects going on.”

Spicer said Pacific Coast Lighting’s 
primary distribution channels include furniture 
stores, department stores and some lighting 
showrooms. Smith said lighting showrooms 
remain the largest channel for the Elk Group 
brands, while the interior design trade is also 
strong. And Howard said lifestyle stores and 
interior designers are among Harp & Finial’s 
core customers.

“We are committed to staying true to these 
clients, while also working toward becoming 
more relevant and readily available on the 
e-commerce platform,” Howard said. “To us, 
the greatest indicator of how a product is 
performing is whether or not we have repeat 

customers. Over and over we are seeing 
buyers that initially want to try just a couple 
of our lamps – because they are larger-scale 
and more unique than to what their customer 
is accustomed – coming back and greatly 
expanding their assortment because the first 
selections sold so quickly.”

Williams said Crestview Collection’s primary 
customer base is furniture stores, including 
large chains and independent stores. The 
company also creates some custom product for 
mass market retailers.

“At the consumer level (the lighting category) 
seems to be good and growing,” Williams said. 
“But they’re demanding more and more style 
and trend as well. Even the lighting pieces that 
are with core foundation pieces in a collection in 
a furniture store, they’re demanding more trend-
ready product instead of just a price point.”

WHAT’S SELLING
Perhaps the defining trend in lighting right now 
is that there is no defining trend. Vendors report 
their retail partners want a wide variety of looks 
to meet myriad consumer needs.

“I think back to when people would come in 
and identify what they were looking for as the 
Pottery Barn look. Now what are they asking 
for? The Restoration Hardware look,” Spicer 
said. “They’ve done an amazing job even among 
consumers who can’t afford those products 
to identify that as a look that is wanted. Aside 
from that, there is no doubt that the farmhouse, 
Joanna Gaines look has gotten a lot of play. 
We’re developing products that coordinate with 
that look, that could certainly find a home in 
a home that has that look, as well as updated 
industrial and urban.”

Smith said Elk Group International’s 
customers demand updated traditional pieces 
– timeless styles that are revamped with clean 
lines and sophisticated finishes.

“We like to reinterpret our styles each season 
and our customers love them because they 
can be teamed up with existing furniture items 
to offer a fresh face,” Smith said. “Mid-century 
modern continues to be a standard touchstone 
and we see pieces that pull elements from 
that time period and apply them in new and 
subtle ways, while statement pieces which 
pull elements from the Art Deco era are also 
trending right now.”

Howard said Harp & Finial’s distribution 
partners like mixed metals, unique materials, 
interesting textures and large-scale silhouettes 
as consumers gravitate toward looks that are 
eclectic yet curated.

“We believe these looks will be a mainstay as 
individuals desire to create homes that appear 
collected and sophisticated, yet not stuffy,” 
Howard said. “Gone are the days when gold 
and silver had to stand alone and warm- and 
cool-toned textiles didn’t mingle. Visual interest 
and depth are added when metals are mixed 
and cool charcoals and grays are blended with 
warm golds and brasses. At Harp & Finial our 
mantra is, ‘Design is in the details,’ and our 
lighting demonstrates that. Even though lamps 
aren’t the principal feature of a room, distinctive 
lighting truly can make the largest impact.” n
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“MID-CENTURY MODERN CONTINUES TO 
BE A STANDARD TOUCHSTONE AND WE 

SEE PIECES THAT PULL ELEMENTS FROM 
THAT TIME PERIOD AND APPLY THEM IN 

NEW AND SUBTLE WAYS, WHILE 
STATEMENT PIECES WHICH PULL 

ELEMENCTS FROM THE ART DECO ERA 
ARE ALSO TRENDING RIGHT NOW.” 

– BRADFORD SMITH, 
ELK GROUP INTERNATIONAL
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