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THE FUTURE OF

LEAD
CRYSTAL
IN THE UNITED STATES

EMERGING WORKFORCE 
HAS DIFFERENT VALUESKEEPING UP WITH

TOMORROW’S
CONSUMERS

These challenging times for the future
of lead crystal consumer products, are
reflected in a survey of their
performance in the United States, by
Timothy Maher (President and CEO of
Nachtmann USA), revealed at the ICF
Technical Exchange Conference in
October 2004. 
Much of the reason for shifts in the
market comes down to the fact that
the American consumer is changing.
The emerging market workforce is
smaller and has different values to
those previously. Maher’s survey
identifies five different categories into
which the present-day workforce can
be split. The first of these comprises
those born in the post-war period
between 1928 and 1945, who make up
21% or the population and generally
adhere to values of conformity,
stability, the American dream, family
and self-fulfilment. Following this, the
so-called leading-edge boomers were

• Trailing edge boomer 37-47
• Generation X 26-26
• N Generation 18-25

• Post war 57-74
• Leading edge boomer 

48-56
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born between 1946 and 1954, making
up 14% of the population. Their
values are less conformist, those of
personal and social expression,
protected individualism, health and
wellness and youth. Born between
1955 and 1965 are the trailing-edge
boomers, the largest group at 22% of
the population. They stand for lonely
individualism, cynicism and distrust of
government, health and wellness and
family commitments. Generation X are
the street-smart and cynics about the
future, who make up 19% of the
population, born between 1966 and
1976. They value free agency and
independence and the pursuit of
quality of life. Finally, the N
Generation are the smallest group at
only 12%. Born between 1977 and
1984, they are perhaps the most
optimistic, free thinkers, who are
hopeful about the future, team players
who respect institutions and who
welcome change despite their
heightened fears, believing in tolerance
and diversity. 
Not only is the consumer changing in

adults and children by only 15%.
There will be fewer men in the
workforce, which by 2015 is predicted
to employ around 48% women. By
2025 it is also believed that the
workforce will be more ethnically
diverse, with 40% being Hispanic,
African-American or Asian. 

Although good crystal is still thriving in the giftware sector, with present mass
marketing of design objects in glass by stores such as Ikea, it is no longer a
problem to find classy style at low prices, both for the table and its settings. Greatly
due to this, sales are declining in high-quality crystal ware, the competition with its
transparent rival forcing many manufacturers to move away from quality hand-
made crystal towards less expensive soda lime or simpler designs in crystal.
Glassware itself is being challenged more and more by the increasing
sophistication of ceramics and plastic. However, the combined weight,
transparency and elegance of crystal give it a very special quality as a material to
handle and admire. And, even as times and consumers change, no one can
debate that the terms “luxury” and “crystal” go hand in hand.

MARKET TRENDS

attitudes to tradition and convention,
but for the population as a whole,
workplace demographics are changing
significantly. The workforce itself is
becoming smaller as social attitudes
and technology evolve. By 2025 the
elderly population is predicted to
increase by around 80%, yet working

HOW WORKPLACE DEMOGRAPHICS ARE EVOLVING
THE U.S. WORKFORCE OF THE FUTURE WILL BE:

• Smaller
• Elderly population will increase 80% by 2025, working age 

adults and children by only 15%
• Less Male
• Women will comprise 48% of the workforce by 2015
• More Ethnically Diverse
• By 2025, nearly 40% of workers will be Hispanic,

African-American, or Asian
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BY TIMOTHY MAHER

PRESIDENT / CEO OF NACHTMANN USA



THE US IMPORTS MARKET
The market for US imports of lead
crystal between 1983 and 2003 has
been analysed regarding market size,
market share by product type and by
exporting region. The average annual
growth in US imports of giftware was
seen to increase significantly between
1983 and 1988, slowing down by 1993
before leaping to $380 million in 1998.
It then fell to $318 million in 2003.
Stemware, on the other hand, rose and

fell much more steadily during the
same period, remaining between $86
and $110 million. Analysis of shares by
product type shows that giftware and
stemware have had strikingly balanced,
opposing reactions in this period from
1983 to 2003; as shares in giftware
rose from 1993 to 1998, from 40% to
70%, dipping slightly in 2003, so
shares in stemware fell from over 60%
to around 30%, recovering only
slightly in 2003.
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WHO EXPORTS TO THE USA?
Exports of lead crystal to the USA vary
enormously between more affluent
Western Europe and Eastern Europe,
the Far East and others, but trends are
changing fast. Although Western
Europe dominated with a massive
88% of exports in 1993, this dropped
steadily to arrive at 73% in 2003.
Eastern European exports however,
rose faster during the same period,
from only 5% to almost a quarter of

LEAD CRYSTAL U.S. IMPORTS 1983 - 2003

LEAD CRYSTAL SHARE BY EXPORTING REGION 1983 - 2003

LEAD CRYSTAL
SHARE BY PRODUCT TYPE 1983 - 2003
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$409 million to $333 million.
Stemware imports rose and fell in
roughly the same way, remaining
between $101 million and $142
million. The real period of growth for
both sectors was that of 13% overall
between 1998 and 1999. 
Retail channels of distribution for
crystal sales also showed interesting
changes between 2000 and 2002. In
the crystal market giftware remained
by far the highest at around $530
million, stemware falling from about
$110 million to just over $100 million
and barware remaining lowest but
most consistent at just over $50
million. Overall, sales dropped 
from 2000’s $762 million to $711
million in 2002.
It appears that the big department
stores are the ones suffering from
social spending changes. Channels of
distribution for crystal retail sales
between 2000 and 2003 fell
significantly regarding department
stores, from around $410 million to
under $340 million. Speciality store

LEAD CRYSTAL
TOP 15 EXPORTERS OF LEAD CRYSTAL TO U.S.

1998-2003 (Millions of Dollars)

LEAD CRYSTAL U.S. IMPORTS 
1998-2003 (Millions of Dollars)

1988 1993 1998 2003

Ireland 72.8 55.5 71.7 70.4

Austria 12.4 25.7 66.3 57.2

France 63.2 58.0 80.9 46.8

Germany 49.0 47.5 49.4 34.4

Czech Rep 0.1 6.3 13.4 26.8

Poland 5.0 15.9 23.4 18.3

Slovenia 17.0 27.6 24.8 12.5

Italy 6.8 9.3 11.7 10.6

Slovakia N/A N/A 4.4 10.1

Hungary 1.6 2.6 6.1 6.1

China 0.1 0.2 0.9 5.7

Sweden 9.3 7.8 6.5 3.3

U.K. 6.3 5.8 6.3 2.2

Switzerland 0.0 0.0 0.1 1.9

Japan 7.4 5.0 4.0 1.8

GIFTWARE VS STEMWARE
In the last six years the actual market
size of US imports of lead crystal
giftware and stemware grew by 13%
between 1998 and 1999, before
falling a total of 23% by 2003.
Giftware was at its highest in 1999 at
$429 million. The biggest drop was
between 2000 and 2001, falling from

the total at 23%. The Far East 
dropped by almost half, from 5% to
3%, while other exports remained at
only around 1%. 
From 1988 to 2003 the top exporters
of lead crystal to the USA have been
Ireland, Austria, France and Germany.
The Czech Republic’s exports have also
changed dramatically in this period,
jumping from $0.1 million in 1988 to
$26.8 million in 2003, to become the
fifth in line in the survey. Ireland has
remained steady at around $70 million,
suffering a slight dip in 1993. French
exports also dropped slightly at this
time, to $58 million, before leaping to
$80 million in 1998 and then
plummeting to $46.8 million in 2003.
All exports to the USA from these
countries fell in 1993 before
recovering in 1998 and again
decreasing in 2003. 
Other strong exporters are Poland with
$18.3 million and Slovenia with $12.5
million in 2003. Italy and Slovakia
each exported around $10 million
worth in 2003 but countries such as
Britain, Sweden and Japan showed a
decrease of around two-thirds in
exports to the US over the period.
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retail changed very little, at about
$270 million and catalogues by mail
and internet were consistent at circa
$50 million. Other methods
accounted for only $20 million, so the
general fall from $762 million to $678
million between 2000 and 2003 was
almost totally shouldered by
department stores.

CRYSTAL VS GLASS
Sales of crystal and glass are
noticeably different in the period from
1993 to 2003, when US imports of
crystal remain half that of glass.
Imports of both rose steadily to peak
in 1999 for crystal at around $450
million and in 2000 for glass at just
under $900 million. Over the period
the compound annual growth was
1.3% for lead crystal and 8.3% for
glass imports.

LEAD CRYSTAL GIFTWARE, STEMWARE
AND BARWARE RETAIL SALES 

2000 - 2002 (Millions of Dollars)

LEAD CRYSTAL RETAIL SALES THROUGH
DEPT. / RETAIL STORES AND CATALOGS

2000 - 2003 (Millions of Dollars)

CRYSTAL & GLASS GIFTWARE IMPORTS
1993 - 2003 (Millions of Dollars)

Source: HFN Source: HFN

U.S. CRYSTAL & GLASS IMPORTS 
1993 - 2003 (Millions of Dollars)

CRYSTAL & GLASS 
STEMWARE IMPORTS  

1993 - 2003 (Millions of Dollars)
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Stemware imports fluctuated much
more in this period, crystal being
consistently stronger as both rose
steadily between 1993 and 1997.
Then, in 1998, glass overtook crystal,
shooting up from just over $100
million to almost $140 million, while
crystal remained at under $110
million. The balance was temporarily
reversed again in 1999 when crystal
imports recovered, rising to over $140
million and glass imports decreased
slightly. From 2000 to 2003, however,
crystal fell increasingly behind glass,
the gap between the two going from
less than $10 million to over $70
million. By 2003 stemware imports of
crystal had fallen once more to below
$115 million, while glass had risen
to almost $180 million, with 
10% annual growth compared to 
2% for crystal.
A very similar movement can be seen
between crystal and glass giftware
imports in the same period. In this
case both rose steadily between 1993
and 2000, glass overtaking crystal in
1996. The difference between the two
then grew to about $180 million in
2003, when glass giftware imports
and reached over $350 million and
crystal had fallen behind at around
$210 million. In this period, giftware
imports in glass made 7% compound
annual growth and in crystal only 1%.

LOOKING TO THE CONSUMER
Such changes point to a significant
shift in consumer wants and needs, in
the consumer’s lifestyle and shopping

patterns, in current trends and in the
changing channels of distribution
which are preferred by the consumer,
plus the possible need for more
communication with the 
consumer, focusing on their choices
and preferences. 
Department stores are definitely
feeling the strain as other retail
methods become available. Between
1993 and 2003 US department store
sales dropped from a 5% to just over
a 3% share of overall non-automotive
retail sales, predicted to fall further to
only about 2.5% in 2008. E-
commerce appears to be partly
responsible for this, as its US retail
sales rose fast from nothing in 1998 to

over $60 billion in 2004, predicted to
reach almost $180 billion by 2008 
and to account for 5% of all US 
retail sales by 2010.

So what does it all mean? Industry too
must change with these changing
times, to make and maintain an
inspirational and life-enhancing
product that will appeal to the
consumer through its combination of
design and quality. The inevitable rise
of e-commerce means that new and
diverse marketing programs will be
necessary to reach consumers who
shop both on and off the streets.
Brand building as always, must
include the key aspects of the
marketing equation, these being
product, price, place and promotion.
The future of lead crystal will be
increasingly locked in competition
with more sophisticated and less
expensive glass designs, yet crystal has
a quality history which glass will find
a tough adversary.

LEAD CRYSTAL
U.S. DEPARTMENT STORE DEATH SPIRAL

(Share of Non-Automotive Retail Sales)

ANNUAL E-COMMERCE RETAIL SALES (U.S.)
Billions of Dollars


