
Trial gardens are
located in every
state and many
counties and re-
main one of the

most underused tools of our
industry, mostly because of their
passive nature. These wells of
information come and go, and
most retail nurseries never even
know they exist. Part of the prob-
lem is that the best times to visit
these gardens coincides with a gar-
den center’s busiest time of year,
making trials difficult to attend.

By the same token, most trial
garden staffers are so buried in
events and maintenance that they
fail to contact local nurseries and
try to forge bonds. It is a little like
the old commercial where one
person has the chocolate and
another the peanut butter, and it
is only sheer accident that brings
the two together. Coordination is
always the hardest part of commu-
nication and marketing, but I
think the link between trial gar-
dens and retail is naturally pretty
strong and needs to be a perma-
nent and continuous bond.

BENEFITS 
OF TRIAL GARDENS

Trial gardens provide localized
performance information on a vari-
ety of new crops, many of which
may be so new that they are not yet
available in your area. Not only can
you find out what performs well,
but you also have a built-in heads-
up on hot items that you’ll want on
your benches right away. New crops
are your niche market because
most of what is new and unique
won’t make it into the box stores
right away. Most of the big box
nurseries have a fairly rigid menu
of crops, and for everything new
they need to drop an old plant; that
takes time — time you can use to
your benefit. It is a bit like having a
few more clues than everyone else
on what is going to be hot next
year. Are you using these clues?

We all talk about display gardens
and their importance in retail nurs-
eries. Well, what is a trial garden if
not just a giant display of flowering
plants? How many people walk
through this display each year? I
have a small trial garden in Florida,
and we have at least 3,000 people ç

BOOST 
PROFITS

WITH

TRIAL 
GARDENS

Trial gardens can not only show you what is new 
on the market, they can also make you a plant expert.
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Many people attend trial garden Field Days to see all of the new and exciting plants that will
do well for them in growing and retail. (Photo courtesy of Bart Schutzman)

 



Evaluation
Species Cultivar Breeder/Marketer Year
Agastache ‘Acapulco Salmon/Pink’ Bodger Botanicals 2004

‘Heather Queen’ Proven Selections 2004
Ageratum ‘Artist Alto Blue’ Proven Winners 2004
Angelonia ‘Angelmist Purple’ Ball FloraPlant 2003

‘AngelMist Lavender Stripe’ Ball FloraPlant 2004
Begonia Doublette Pink, Red and White Oglevee Ltd. 2003
Coleus ‘Aurora Black Cherry’ Ball FloraPlant 2004

‘Aurora Peach’ Ball FloraPlant 2004
‘Indian Frills’ Hatchett Creek 2003
‘Missy Ann’ North Carolina Farms 2004
‘Stained Glassworks Copper’ The Flower Fields 2003
‘Trailing Nova’ Hatchett Creek Farms 2003

Coreopsis ‘Threadleaf’ Micanopy Wildflowers 2003
Cuphea Mexican heather Hatchett Creek 2003
Dianthus ‘Garden Spice Fuchsia’ Twyford Labs 2004
Pennisetum ‘Rubrum’ Red fountain grass Open market 2003
setaceum
Gaillardia ‘Arizona Sun’ Benary Seed 2004

‘Fanfare’ Plant Haven 2004
‘Torch Red Ember’  Ball FloraPlant 2004

Lantana ‘Morning Glow Orange/Yellow’ Bodger Botanicals 2003
Mandevilla ‘Alice DuPont’ Lake Area Nurseries 2004
Pentas ‘Jessica’ Robrick Nursery 2004

‘Lava Rose’ Bodger Botanicals 2004
‘Monarch Bright White’ Yoder Brothers 2004
‘Monarch Light Lilac’ Yoder Brothers 2004
‘Ruby Red’ Hatchett Creek 2004

Petunia ‘Fortunia Trailing Light Lavender’ Fides North America 2004
‘Fortunia Trailing White’ Fides North America 2004
‘Suncatcher Lavender Imp.’ Ball FloraPlant 2004
‘Supertunia Lavender Pink’ Proven Winners 2004
‘Surfinia Lavender Lace’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Surfinia Patio Blue’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Surfinia Sugar Plum’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Surfinia Victorian Cream’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Whispers Blue Rose Mini’ Fischer USA 2004

Phlox ‘Astoria White’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Intensia Lavender Glow’ Proven Winners 2003
‘Intensia Lilac Rose’ Proven Winners 2004
‘Intensia Neon Pink’ Proven Winners 2003
‘Intensia Neon Pink’ Proven Winners 2004

Plectranthus ‘Lois Woodhull’ EuroAmerican Propagators 2003
Scaevola ‘Brilliant’ Super Fresh Marketing 2003

‘New Wonder’ Proven Winners 2003
Scoparia ‘Melongolly Blue’ Proven Selections 2004
Torenia ‘Catalina Blue’ Proven Winners 2004

‘Elite Lavender Blue’ Jackson & Perkins 2004
‘Summer Wave Blue’ Proven Winners 2004

Verbena ‘Lascar Lavender ‘ Selecta First Class 2004
PH Pink Oglevee Ltd. 2004
‘Superbena Blue Purple’ Proven Winners 2004
‘Superbena Dark Blue’ Proven Winners 2004
‘Tapien Blue Violet’ Proven Winners 2003

Vinca ‘Cooler Pink’ PanAmerican Seed 2004
‘Dark Purple Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003
‘Light Purple Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003
‘Purple Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003
‘Scarlet Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003
‘White Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003
‘White Glory Diva’ Danziger “Dan” Flower Farms 2003

pass through our gardens each year.
Many other gardens handle 15,000-
20,000 people a year, and I guaran-
tee you that these people have no
idea where to find the plants they
are seeing. Is your name anywhere
in your local trial garden as a poten-
tial source?

Field days are the missing link
between field trials and the retail
nursery. When a trial garden has a
field day there are two groups of
people there who you need to be
meeting. The first group is the
national plant suppliers and mar-
keters — the people who are
responsible for getting you and
your growers the plant material. We
feel very fortunate that we can find
the top people in new crops from at
least half of the top breeding firms
at our field days in May. These are
people that cannot stop by every
retail operation, but if they only
knew about you, they would love to.
The second group you need to
meet is the consumers. At field days,
these people are in an ecstasy of
plant appreciation, a feeding frenzy
if you will, and all they need are

directions to your nursery to use up
some of that energy buying plants.

Networking in a trial garden is as
good or better than networking on
a golf course. As we just mentioned,
a trial garden field day will bring
you exposure to national and inter-
national industry leaders, but it also
gives you two more groups to inter-
act with: your local competition
and the local growers who supply
you with plants. Both of these
groups play some role in your prof-
its each year; your competition by
taking you to the line each year on
hot items and pricing. Knowing
who is there and what they are
interested in gives you an idea of
what they will be carrying next
spring. Your local growers will affect
your choices in new plant material
by whether they have an item ready
and in quantity when you need it.
At the trial,  you can get a feel for
what others will be offering next
year, and you can also get a jump
on local producers by pulling your
favorite grower aside and get your
spring orders started before the
rush. It saves all the confusion of ç
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Figure 1. Some examples of top performers in the University of Florida’s trial gardens. 

People visit the trials and study the plants to see which ones work best for them. (Photo
courtesy of Bart Schutzman)



the phone call later when you try to
remember what you saw, who sup-
plied it and how to arrange every-
thing. At the  field day you have
supplier, producer and retailer all
in one place. How much easier can
it get?

FIELD TRAILS =
NEW SALES

Here are a few ideas that may
help you make your local trial gar-
den a gold mine for new sales.

Before field days. Talk to the trials
manager and find out what they
are getting in from suppliers. Most
of the time that list is pretty much
finalized about one week before
planting begins. At the University
of Florida trial gardens we select

our top focus crops for the upcom-
ing year in June of the previous
year, so we can ask for these crops
early enough to give breeders a
chance to plan for our trials.
Contacting your trial manager may
give you some advance information
on what your customers may be see-
ing and asking for the following
spring. You may be able to order
early materials that will be in the tri-
als and have some advance hype
associated with them. Take that list
to all of your suppliers and find out
which ones are going to be able to
provide you with product.

You may want to host a customer-
appreciation day in the gardens or
in the greenhouses where plants are
being grown before planting. ç
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Above: At trial gardens industry people network and get together perspectives about plant
material. Below: There are so many interesting plants at the trial gardens that people take
notes so they can remember what to look for next season. (Photos courtesy of Rick Schoellhorn)



This  kind of event is like pre-train-
ing your customers on what to look
for and buy when they come into
your store. I think  most avid gar-
deners can appreciate even the sad-
dest little sprouts, especially if they
are a sign of spring! Hosting these
kinds of events is also a huge loyalty-
building device that keeps cus-
tomers thinking about how wonder-
ful your nursery is for taking the
time to plan such an event.

Plan with the trial garden to do
some kind of display at the field
day. Maybe be a sponsor or ask to
be a speaker if you have that skill.
Find some way to make sure that
your garden center’s name is at
that event. Most of the time, there
is a big need for displays at field
days. Offer to provide some pots
and mixed containers, possibly
using leftovers from the trial gar-
den plantings, to put a sign on with
your name. It is free advertising
and at a huge plant nerd event.
Even if you can’t be there in person
make sure you have displays there
with a map and handout telling
attendees why they should come to
your store for the best plants.

At field days. Hey, we are all busy
in the spring, but networking
opportunities like this don’t come

along every day. Make sure to visit
during the high point of the field
day season and check displays and
meet suppliers, breeders, salespeo-
ple, allied vendors and everyone
else who needs to hear about you.
By the time of field days you may
already be looking at the tail end of
your season. If so, be looking at
what still draws people’s attention,
and plan on having that available
the following spring. Summer- and
fall-interest items should definitely
be on your radar, as those are tradi-
tionally slower sales months.

Promote the field day in your
nursery; let people know the dates
and speakers. If they heard about it
from you, you are the expert. If
they go to a trial garden and you
appear not to know about it, where
is your expertise? If you can spare
some employees you may offer
them a chance to see some of the
bigger names in retailing, market-
ing and nursery issues. It is on-the-
job training, and they can also
spread the word that your nursery
is a player! You may even want to
make up a survey for your cus-
tomers to fill out when they visit the
trials, so they can list the crops they
saw and really liked.

After the field day. Make sure that
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Above: Taking pictures is a good way to remember which plants you liked at the trials.
Below: Tour the gardens with the trial manager. Who better to answer all of your questions
and show you all of the newest and best stuff? (Photos courtsey of Rick Schoellhorn)



you have a copy of the field trials
report and keep copies of it on
hand for customers to look at over
the winter. Much of what you saw
this year will be available in larger
quantities next year, so you can
start planning with your growers to
make sure your orders are in place.
If the trials report is too long, make
up a short list of the top perform-
ers and make the link between tri-
als results and your garden center.

Spend the winter months
going over the contacts you
developed with sales people.
Make sure they know you are
looking for new crops and
unique items that your customers
wanted in the past season. 

Check with trials managers for
what is coming next year. It can
never hurt to have prior informa-

tion on what the gardens will be dis-
playing in the coming season.

USING THE
INFORMATION

Many field trials are picking up
on the importance of container
gardens and incorporating a con-
tainer trial into their field trials.
Some are even using mixed con-
tainer recipes to show growers and
consumers how truly unique a
mixed container can be, and this is
great information for you in plan-
ning for next year’s displays and
mixed containers. We run both
summer and winter trials here in
Florida so we can try to expand the
winter market for color and not
rely on pansies and violas for every-
thing. Sales of nemesia and diascia
are going up in our local retail

shops, and they have taught us
about primula and traditional
perennials that can be grown if the
timing is right. It should be a two-
way street of information
exchange; if it is not for the infor-
mation and the education then the
only purpose of a trial garden is for
marketing!

Don’t waste the opportunity to
use the biggest display garden in
your area. It doesn’t require water-
ing, weeding or care, but it can act
as a source of sales throughout the
year. It is not only your learning
experience but the classroom for
your consumers, and it is special-
ized for your market area. The only
effort it requires of you is maximiz-
ing on the returns to your business
and capitalizing on the connections
it can bring you. 

One last note, don’t stop with
trial gardens; if you are lucky
enough to have a botanical garden
or strong public garden in your
community, make the same con-
nections with them, and try to
build contacts that allow you to
know what they will be promoting
each year.

Rick Schoellhorn is extension specialist at the
University of Florida, Gainesville, Fla. Marc
Frank is a graduate student at the University
of Florida and an extension botanist for the
Florida Museum of Natural History. Rick can
be reached by phone at (352) 392-1831
x364 or E-mail at rksch@mail.ifas.ufl.edu.
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