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R
obert Mondavi, a famous Cali-

fornia wine maker, was once 

quoted saying that wine is part of a 

gracious lifestyle. For many Ameri-

cans, decorating with f lowers and 

plants is another part of a gracious lifestyle. 

Gardening “work” is not what most people 

want to do today. Gardening “decorating” 

with plants to create or enhance space where 

family and friends can entertain and relax is 

hot. Most of the consumer trends I see demand 

that, as horticultural professionals, we build 

relevance of our products and services to the 

experiences of Americans from a wide range 

of ages, incomes and ethnic backgrounds.

Patting Our (Green) Backs
Green is hot. If Wal-Mart and Lowe’s tout 

the eco-friendliness of their businesses, why 

aren’t we shouting even louder? We are the 

original green industry. Our products remove 

carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, but 

I’ve not seen much communication on our 

part to remind customers of that. Yes, we do 

need research to quantify how much of a posi-

tive effect we have, but anecdotal evidence 

suggests that many industry dimensions are 

among the greenest of the green. Consider 

what actions your company has taken to do 

its part. 

Are you committed to reduce plastic waste? 

With a grant from the American Floral Endow-

ment (and possibly other funding sources still 

considering related grants), a team of scien-

tists from Michigan State, Purdue, Texas A&M 

and University of Minnesota will profile and 

quantify consumer segments who are inter-

ested in plastic alternative containers and/or 

recycling programs. Some recycling programs 

are in place in regions of the United States.

 Stephen Barlow of Barlow Flower Farm, 

Sea Girt, N.J., says that for every container 

returned to the store, they provide their cus-

tomers with a 5-cent in-house credit toward 

other plant purchases. It is added incentive to 

recycle and probably contributes to additional 

sales. Do you offer plants in non-plastic con-

tainers? Are you considering recycling tags, 

f lats, packs and other containers? Do you talk 

about that with your customers?

Conserving H20
Water conservation is hot, and not just 

in the regions hit hard by drought. Water 

debates will continue to heat up in hardest-

hit communities and will undoubtedly inf lu-

ence the conservation measures in other 

areas of the country. Inconspicuous consump-

tion does not equal responsible use. What are 

you doing to help your customers waste less 

of and wisely use this precious resource? Do 

you demonstrate cyclic irrigation, drip tubes 

and soaker hoses in your demonstration 

beds? Do you merchandise, demonstrate and 

use rainwater-collection devices? Water use 

has crippled retailers as well as the growers 

who supply them. The impacts will continue 

up the chain as the drought intensifies. We 

see signs of individual businesses and groups 

rallying to encourage more equitable ➧

What’s Hot,

In 2008, it pays to be green and R.E.D. at the same time:
Be successful by showing environmental leadership and 
offering your customers fulfi llment of their relaxation, 
entertaining and decorating needs.

By Bridget K. Behe

1.1. Be relevant.Be relevant. Communicate your product’s relevance to today’s 
consumer in articles, advertisements and displays. If they can’t see 
how you fi t into their “R.E.D. zone” — relaxing, entertaining and 
decorating — you’ll quickly be forgotten. You need to remind them 
about what you do and what you should mean to them.

2.2. Be accessible.Be accessible. If you’re not online, you might as well be 
dead. Seriously. Most consumers, regardless of age, seek informa-
tion online. I think it is premature for most horticulture fi rms 
to be selling products online, but you should certainly be visible 
online and work in the 21st century. Give consumers the informa-
tion they need in an easy and conversational manner. Be visible 
and professional. I used to advocate having your teenage child do 
this, but we’re now to the point where most of us need to hire 
professionals, just as we do for legal and accounting assistance.

3.3. Be a hero.Be a hero. Box stores won’t have the skilled and experi-
enced professionals you have on staff. Hire well, train well and 
be responsive to consumers. Consumers don’t expect much from 
retailers anymore because they don’t get much elsewhere. Be one 
of their favorite places simply by treating them well.

4.4. Be inspirational!Be inspirational! We all agree by now that it isn’t all about 
the plants; it’s about the result. Why should they look to IKEA for 
inspiration in home décor when you can be the trendsetter who 
puts it all together for them in outdoor living? Display, demon-
strate and develop their sense of creativity with your living art. 
Be the role model.

Four Steps to Success in 2008Four Steps to Success in 2008

What’s Not?



Shade Systems

©2008 Poly-Tex, Inc. All rights reserved.

Plant some shade
The W-Truss shade structure is the answer to keep 
your customers cool and your products in top-selling 
shape. It also reduces your watering requirements, 
saving time and money. 

To see our full line of retail and commercial shade 
structures, visit us on the web at www.poly-tex.com
or call us toll-free at 800-852-3443.
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into your operation to show how 

to integrate their products with 

yours? 

We need to think more collab-

oratively to win some of the dis-

cretionary dollars going to out-

door electronics, kitchens and 

hardscapes.

Cashing in on
Customized Containers

While landscape service busi-

nesses do the “dirty work” on a 

large scale, there is a growing 

demand for customized container 

plantings for smaller-scale indi-

vidual homeowners. But don’t 

confuse small scale with small 

containers! These are large units 

that the consumer may prefer 

to have created where they’ll 

be enjoyed to reduce injury and 

transportation challenges.

Some garden centers have 

developed a profitable business 

unit that solely creates and grows 

customized plantings specifi-

cally created in the owner’s con-

tainers. These aren’t small pota-

toes, either. Often consuming 

the resources of several green-

houses, custom work can provide 

a guaranteed income with a high 

profit margin. 

One garden center reported 

having so much business for 

customized planters that they 

didn’t have enough space to 

grow other products. I suggested 

raising the price to reduce the 

number of people who chose 

to keep the service and reduce 

the space needed. Sure enough,

it worked!

Consumers will continue their 

love affair with containers. Get 

the garden out of the ground 

and up where people are living: 

on the deck, porch or patio. 

Grander homes require more 

extravagant containers. Think ➧ 

— and their partners up the 

distribution channel — should 

think R.E.D.: relax, entertain

and decorate. 

Are you incorporating other 

products already part of today’s 

consumer perception of relax-

ation, entertaining, and deco-

rating into your store’s displays 

and merchandising strategies? 

Do you have outdoor kitchen dis-

plays where you can invite local 

up-and-coming chefs for demon-

strations? Do you show big-screen 

televisions, made to be watched 

outdoors, with your patio fur-

niture and plant material? Are 

you inviting those other retailers 

restrictions. As an industry, we’ll 

need to continue to address this 

growing concern.

R.E.D. Alert!
Being part of that gracious life-

style means we need to merchan-

dise differently. When interacting 

with today’s customers, retailers 
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Bemis Farms Nursery in Spencer, Mass., creates 
living art with old window frames and with bold 
color blocking to create plant displays.
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A TRADITION OF QUALITY CAST IN STONE

888-261-3929 • www.kcart.com

CONTACT US TO RECEIVE OUR LATESTCONTACT US TO RECEIVE OUR LATEST

KANSAS CITY ART STATUARY

More than a half-century tradition in the statuary business.
High-quality cast stone fountains, birdbaths, statuary, planters, finials, bases, 

tables and benches. Every item individually molded and hand-finished by skilled craftsmen.

CATALOGCATALOG

about it: Why would you put an 8-

inch hanging basket outside the 

front door of a two-story home 

with a vaulted front entrance? 

The scale doesn’t fit. Containers 

have grown to fit the proportions 

of the starter castles and McMan-

sions proliferating throughout 

the suburban landscape. 

In the backyard, scale is a 

bit smaller, but consumers still 

want the big bang. Lightweight 

pseudoceramics are hot because 

you can still move them when 

they are full of plants. Liners 

and inserts for these behe-

moth containers will someday 

help fuel the growth. It gets 

harder to sell that which we 

cannot move in the backs of

our SUVs.

C O N S U M E R  T R E N D S

Adding Value
But converse to the growth 

in home size is concern for the 

economy. Budget-friendly will 

be hot this year. With fears of a 

recession and increasing gasoline 

prices, consumers are more likely 

to stay closer to home this summer. 

What will they look at while they’re 

home? Maybe the retreat you help 

them create in their own back-

yard. Be creative in your efforts to 

communicate value. 

For the price of a movie and 

snacks for a family of four, you 

can probably afford to put two 

large containers out back to 

enjoy all summer long. Sug-

gest your consumers consider 

similar trade-offs and not look 

at spending on those large con-

tainers solely as an expense 

that will be gone the afternoon 

it’s purchased. It will be espe-

cially meaningful for those 

homeowners who haven’t man-

aged their f inances well and are 

working with a stretched budget 

to make the house payment. 

Plants as Living Art
What about the plants? The 

lines are blurring even more 

between herbaceous and woody 

plants. We’ve put tropical plants 

into containers and they sell ➧ 

Large-scale customized containers are espe-
cially popular among homeowners with grand 
entries and patio areas.
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REVIVE® 

Visit us at the National Hardware Show 
Booth #76137  or call us for more info: 

1-888-9REVIVE (888-973-8483) 
Revive, Inc.                                            

6501 W. 91st Ave. Westminster, CO 80031 

Using REVIVE® can reduce watering requirements 20%-30%*  
while greening up your lawn significantly.  Visit our website at 
www.revive.com for more information.                                           
*Savings dependent on weather, soil type, lawn slope and thatch conditions. 

REVIVE® Helps 

your lawn to   

absorb more soil 

moisture and   

nutrients 

As plant root-zone moisture increases, the plant’s ability to 
absorb soil-applied nutrients and air increases.  This means that 
you can go longer between watering, enhance you lawns    
appearance and reduce your total water consumption. 

THE SECRET BEHIND A HEALTHY LAWN TM 

Increases water penetration, letting your lawn use wa-
ter normally lost to evaporation and runoff 
Fortified with iron and micronutrients to turn lawns 
dark green 
Organic matter in REVIVE® promotes root activity and         
provides fertilizer for your lawn  
Assists in breaking up and loosening of compacted soils 

Safe for use around people and pets 

REVIVE®  cures dry 

brown spots and 

turns pale, thin lawns 

into lush green lawns 

Revive is available as a liquid 

in 1 Gallon concentrate for 

use with hose-end sprayers, a 

64 ounce ready to spray, and 

a granular containing DPW 

(Dehydrated Poultry Waste) 

for added fertilizer value. 

REVIVE® Sales offers: 

Sells throughout the year.  Peak sales in June & July 

Supplemental sales on top of fertilizer sales 

Coop program & advertising support 

Write in 777

well, even in Michigan! We 

put annuals and perennials 

together, and consumers love 

the look. I think the Proven 

Winners and ColorChoice ven-

ture is just beginning to grow. 

What a great place to integrate 

f lowering trees and shrubs 

but along with annual and

perennial plants. 

Consumers don’t care what the 

life cycle of the plant is botani-

cally. If they like the look and 

consider it a good value, they’ll 

scoop it up. Let’s not waste a lot of 

time talking to them about over-

wintering these mixed containers 

and merchandise them for what 

they are: living art, one season of 

fabulous, colorful plants.

For some consumers, the 

emphasis on plant texture over 

color will continue, and for 

others, the emphasis of color will 

C O N S U M E R  T R E N D S

remain. Growers and retailers 

need to plan for both. What will 

be hot are the cool new combina-

tions of plants. There continue 

to be many new introductions 

of great plants every year. What 

consumers hunger for are the 

combinations or recipes. While 

most still want that recipe pre-

pared for them, others want to 

be inspired by what they see in 

the garden center. 

Put it All Together
If you’re not using the man-

nequin technique that merchan-

dising guru Judy Sharpton devel-

oped, you’re behind in consumer 

shopping. While they’re out 

shopping, women are inspired 

by mannequins they see dressed 

in the latest fashions. When the 

outfit appeals to them, they buy 

it — the whole thing. Creating a 

mannequin as a central part of 

the display, then merchandising 

the pieces parts around it, gives 

the DIY (do-it-yourself) con-

sumer inspiration and the sup-

plies to create it at home. More 

often than not, the DIFM (do-it-

for-me) consumers migrate to the 

center of that display and take 

the already-made container. 

Either way, garden centers 

report it is a challenge to keep 

these displays full. Tina Bemis 

of Bemis Farms in Spencer, 

Mass., has another great way 

to inspire consumers by mer-

chandising living art. The com-

ponents (the words thriller, 

f iller, chiller and spiller) are 

painted on a clear glass frame. 

The model is replaced when the 

components sell out. What a

great concept!

“Grow Your Own!”
For some, organic herb and 

vegetable production is an enjoy-

able sideline (maybe not a full- 

blown hobby). Organic edible 

plants have been increasing in 

demand and will likely continue 

to increase this year and through 

the remainder of the decade. 

This is one product line that will 

greatly benef it from containers 

and tags made with alternative 

materials. Do we make it easy 

for our customers to buy ready-

made organic containers? Not 

yet. Most of the merchandising 

I’ve seen is still back in the indi-

vidual pots. What a boost in 

prof itability a company could 

earn if they combined organic 

media, fertilizer and plants into 

a mixed container.
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© 2008 Tetra Holding (US), Inc. 
 www.tetrapond.com

Our fish-pleasing  
fish food comes in  

people-pleasing packaging.

TetraPond 
introduces  
zipper-lock 
resealable 

bags.

what a
    wonderful
world.

New bag packaging will phase in spring of 2008.

What’s the market for organic ornamen-

tals? It’s there, but it’s smaller than for edible 

plants. It is likely to grow, but not as fast 

as some of the other trends. Right now, it 

depends on whether your business is located 

on one of the coasts. It may be several years 

before that trend migrates to the Midwest.

Integrating Trends
Consider how these consumer trends will 

affect your local market, take what you see as 

useful and integrate it into your marketing 

plan. Be sure to evaluate this year’s trends 

and document your successes and failures to 

help you plan again in 2009. 

Bridget K. Behe is a professor in the department 
of horticulture at Michigan State University. She 
can be reached at behe@msu.edu.
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 LearnMore!
For more information related to this article,
go to www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/lg040801
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