
Take a walk
around many
garden cen-
ters, and you’ll
find that they
are in the mar-
ket of selling
the “outdoor
room” but
often present
it as a series of
disconnected
c o m m o d i t y
products: pot-
tery here, fur-
niture over there and decorative objects in yet
another place. The customer becomes con-
fused because they cannot see the whole pic-
ture and how it will fit into their own situation,
and the result is sales per square foot are not
what should be expected.

BUT IT’S EASY IN A
FURNITURE STORE

Often, you will hear gar-
den center managers say it
is easy for furniture stores to
create idea groupings. All of
their product is displayed
undercover, and they don’t
have perishable products as
an integral part of the sce-
nario.

This is true, which is why
those garden centers that
have grasped the challenge
find they are obtaining
greater rewards. Creating a

The “outdoor living room” is now an
integral part of many consumers’
homes. It is an area where they relax

and entertain, and hence, one where they are
prepared to spend their money to create the
right environment.

The “outdoor living room” today contains a
number of different elements. The room con-
sists of furniture, living art in the form of plants
and non-living art, whether this is statues, water
features or other decorative objects. This room
portrays the character of the individual and is
the ideal area to make a personal statement
about your beliefs, environment and fashion
preferences.

This is where the garden center has an
opportunity to provide for the customer’s
dreams and desires. Walk around IKEA, the
world’s most successful furnishing company,
and you will discover “interior room” settings
that provide ideas, they sell the customer the
idea rather than the lounge or the bed. The
result is that the customer goes to look for
ideas and buys commodities.

“living room” does create challenges. It means
your category managers have to think different-
ly, and those display builders have to start
thinking outside the box.

THE KEY ELEMENTS
The role of the garden center manager or

owner is to generate the maximum amount of
sales per square yard whilst maintaining the
unique image of the garden center. As a retail-
er, you need to be aware of the important
aspects that make it work. To make garden
rooms work, consider the following key 
elements.

Many garden décor departments are diffi-
cult for the customer to shop. The customer
needs to get in amongst the product, not see it
from afar. This means you need to space prod-
uct to encourage circulation. Work on creating
a display area with 60 percent of the space for
customers and 40 percent for the product. By
achieving this ratio, you’ll ensure that cus-
tomers have the space to walk around.
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SELL ROOMS, 
NOT COMMODITIES

P R O D U C T  F O C U S g a r d e n  a c c e n t s

Wondering how to merchandise all those garden accents? Outdoor rooms create value and ideas.

By John Stanley

John Stanley At Work 
Retail Recipes, a unique program created by an international

partnership between the American Nursery & Landscape
Association, John Stanley Associates and The Scotts Company, will
change the way you merchandise at your garden center. This season-

al card set features an exten-
sive collection of merchandis-
ing and promotional ideas
designed to inspire your cus-
tomers to buy — all conve-
niently placed on one of 150
durable “recipe” cards. Visit
www.retailrecipes.com for
your free sample set. Above left: Customers often have trouble imagining for themselves how garden accents can fit into

their landscapes. Above right: Merchandising decorative pieces together with the plants, furniture
and spaces they will complement will result in a higher perceived value for all products. (Photos
courtesy of John Stanley)
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Themed rooms will provide customers with ideas and a point of conver-
sation. These rooms need to relate to your demographics, but dare to be
different. You must provide new ideas. These rooms mean that you will
mix products. Outdoor tables, statues, container gardens, birdbaths, all
displayed as a room. This kind of display does need extra maintenance,
but you will be noticed as the garden center that provides the point of dif-
ference.

You’re still selling; therefore, your point of sale is still critically impor-
tant. How often have you seen garden décor promoted with just price?
Customers need to know the benefits before the price. Research by Sonja
Larsen at the University of Michigan illustrates that the signs that work are
constructed using both pieces of information.

Position your living rooms prominently in the garden center — where
you know everyone will see them — and change them every four weeks to
make sure customers have a new experience every time they come back. I
have one client in New Zealand who has set his living rooms up as indicat-
ed in the picture below. This arrangement encourages customers into the
center of the plant area. Plants displayed in the living rooms are displayed
around the edge of the plant area nearest to the displays.

GETTING TO
WORK

Retailers often ask
where to get ideas from
which to build such dis-
plays. Ideas are plenti-
ful. Garden magazines,
women’s magazines,
lifestyle programs, gar-
den design books and
show gardens are all
inspirational points for
ideas. I have one client

in the United Kingdom who takes pictures of living rooms in women’s
magazines and copies them in his garden center. This works exceedingly
well for his business, and his customers really believe his business is up-to-
date with the current trends.

And change will not only keep you current, it will also help differenti-
ate. One key reason for change is independent garden centers must differ-
entiate themselves in the eyes of the consumer from the box stores. Mass
merchandisers are excellent at commodity retailing; independent garden
centers must differentiate themselves from such stores to ensure they pros-
per. If they don’t, they may be perceived by the consumer as a “me too”
retailer, and the result could be a reduction in market share.

Take the challenge, create some living rooms and provide ideas to grow
your market.

John Stanley is a conference speaker and retail consultant with over 20 years experience in
15 countries assisting with their merchandising, staff and management training, customer
flow, customer service and image. John Stanley Associates produces an e-newsletter specif-
ic to nursery retail, which includes innovative ideas and advice to help you grow your prof-
its. If you would like to receive a regular copy, please visit www.johnstanley.cc or E-mail
newsletter@johnstanley.cc. 
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Vase
Rising from a riverstone base, this cattail
vase is composed of three slender brass
stems that elevate several bud vases in a
series of arcs. The stems come individually
or scaled down to a tabletop version. The
vases are handcrafted with copper, river-
stone and brass by designer Patr icia
Santenello. Ancient Graffiti. (802) 388-2919.
Write in 1421

Torch 
These outdoor torches are available in
antiqued brass, polished copper or alu-
minum. They sit on hardwood stakes,
pointed for easy placement in the
ground, and come with a snuffer. There
are two sizes available: 14 oz., 59 inch-
es tall or 33 oz., 62 inches tall. Aristo
Home and Garden. (888) 846-9921.
Write in 1422

Statuary 
Florentine Craftsmen Inc. has featured hand-
crafted ornaments, furniture, fountains, statuary,
planters, urns and more for 85 years. Its new
catalog contains a number of new products for
2003, along with items they have been selling
for decades. Florentine Craftsmen Inc. (718)
937-7632. Write in 1423

Outdoor dining set 
This cedar dining set features a
40- x 70-inch rectangular table
and Adirondack-style dining
chairs. The tabletop has a deco-
rative pattern and a pre-drilled
hole for a slip in umbrella. The
Bear Chair Co. (800) 421-1406.
Write in 1424 ç

                  


