Wood faces trifecta of challenges in 2013
By Mallory Cruise
Demand for hardwood flooring is indeed strong and sales of the category have grown, even with the pressure the lumber shortage is putting on the category. According to Catalina Research, dollar wood flooring sales are estimated to have increased by 12 percent in 2013 to $2.4 billion, while square foot sales only increased 4.7 percent due to rising raw material prices. Wood accounted for 12.2 percent of all U.S. floor coverings dollar sales in 2013, up from 11.6 percent in 2012, Catalina reported. And, while the industry was hit with supply issues, it did benefit from growth in both the builder market and new home construction. 
“2013 was an interesting year because you had this rebounding market and renewed demand base but supply didn’t necessarily follow suit, resulting in price increases,” said Dan Natkin, director of wood and laminate business at Mannington Mills.  
Indeed, multiple price increases in both prefinished solid products as well as a number of price increases in prefinished engineered products beginning in December of 2012 contributed to dollar growth in the category, noted Neil Poland, president of Mullican Flooring, adding that there was about a 40 percent overall increase in the price of unfinished flooring during the same time frame.
Still, a growth in new home construction — about 20 percent growth — boosted sales of hardwood, according to Milton Goodwin, vice president of product management, hardwood, Armstrong. 
Luc Robitalle, vice president of marketing at Boa-Franc, makers of the Mirage brand, also pointed to new housing starts as having an influence on hardwood sales. 
“New housing starts have been rising while mortgage interest rates have declined, leaving more disposable income for higher priced home products such as hardwood flooring. This has also contributed to the increases we have seen in our industry,” he said. 
Another factor, said Mannington’s Natkin is better recovery to the builder market where hardwood is a significant player. 
“The low point in 2009 saw about 300,00 new homes, and now we’re getting back to 900,000 to a million new homes again so that’s helping drive growth in the wood market. Also, consumer confidence was better last year. Existing home prices rose and as people get more comfortable with the value of their home — they’re willing to put money back into it,” he said. “And, wood is an aspirational product.” 
Dick Quinlan, senior director of hardwood products, Unilin, added that the strengthening builder market is benefiting both solid and engineered wood. “One of the interesting things in builder is initially we saw greater sales in multifamily or residential multifamily (townhomes or condos); we’re seeing that part of the market pick-up more quickly and that lends itself to engineered growth because those products are going into new homes. But, we do see single family construction starting to pick-up as well and that helps grow the solid business,” said Quinlan.  
Goodwin at Armstrong stressed that as the economy grows so too shall the wood market. “I think there will be a direct correlation between the two. The hardwood market didn’t only grow off of price increases. Most price increases are being realized this year, not last year. The hardwood market grew because of the housing market,” he explained. 
The consumer preference for hard surface flooring continues to be a strong influence on the overall market, with wood flooring showing some of the strongest gains, explained Michael Martin, president and CEO of the National Wood Flooring Association (NWFA). 
“As the housing market continues to recover, pent-up demand is in play as well. Consumers who put off flooring purchases during the recession are now in the market to buy, and many are choosing wood because of its beauty, durability and long-term value.  What we’re hearing from our contractor members is that they are booked several weeks out.  What we’re hearing from our distributor members is that wood flooring sales are up.  What we’re hearing from our manufacturer members is that production is up, and that there is a fairly serious labor shortage,” he said, adding that “all this feedback tells us hardwood flooring is poised for continued growth.”
Chris Whisenant, hardwood category manager at Shaw Floors, said hardwood remains a robust segment of the flooring market due to the selection it provides. “Consumers appreciate the new varieties of visual styles available, which is also one of the driving factors influencing wood flooring sales,” he said. 
