
‘Tis the season to
plan ahead for
the holidays.
Maybe this year,
you will consid-

er organizing holiday classes or
workshops to draw the public into
your store during a time when
most may not be thinking about
garden centers.  Retailers that
already hold such classes report
that consumers respond with
appreciation and delight.
Although educational topics may
differ, those that relate to the holi-
days can work anywhere and are
limited only by your imagination. 

The benefits  are symbiotic.
Customers enjoy the learning
experiences, and the garden cen-
ter that hosts classes increases its
foot traffic and gains sales. The

bottom line: “It’s another reason
[for consumers] to come in,”
said Kathy Norsworthy, market-
ing coordinator for Molbak’s,
Woodinville, Wash. 

Consider The Options
When it comes to planning hol-

iday classes, there are many fac-
tors to consider: time of day, week
and month; class format; session
topic; and more. You may find
that some classes/topics work best
early in the season (late October
through early November) and
some work well  closer to
Christmas. For instance, Molbak’s
offers Tips For Entertaining class-
es on weekdays in late October
and early November. As Christmas
gets closer, the garden center
switches gears and focuses on bulb
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HOLIDAY
CLASSES 
There are many factors to consider 
when planning holiday classes at 
your garden center, but the benefits — 
happy customers, increased foot traffic 
and increased sales — are worth the effort.

By Clare Adrian

Class format has an effect on attendance and success. Think about the best ways to please and
engage your customers. (Photo: Molbak’s)

Making holiday classes fun by adding music, demonstrations and more is a great way to
encourage more attendee participation. (Photo: Molbak’s)
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planting and winterizing seminars,
explained Norsworthy. 

Class format also has an effect
on attendance and success. Think
about the best ways to please and
engage your customers. Will a pre-
sentation or lecture satisfy the
crowd? Will everyone be able to
view a demonstration in your
space? Are hands-on activities a
better option in your area?

At Barlow Flower Farm, Sea
Girt, N.J., a demonstration format
draws people in.  “People are
thrilled,” said Stephanie Barlow-
Peduto, owner/manager. “Occa-
sionally we bring in a speaker, but
the talk alone is not as popular as
a combination of speaking and
demonstration.” 

At Barlow Flower Farm, the in-
house master gardener walks the
area of the store pertinent to the
topic, answers questions and illus-
trates with a how-to demonstra-
tion. Some get extensive, but most
are covered in approximately one
hour. The people at Barlow’s have
found that demonstrations are bet-
ter received and create less pres-
sure and fewer expectations than
when a speaker is brought in.

Ray Wiegand’s Nursery &
Garden Center, Macomb Town-
ship, Mich., also uses demonstra-
tions. It holds an event within an
event: Friday night seminars at the
store are a cluster of four demon-
strations pertinent to the upcoming
holiday season.

“We don’t overdo with educa-
tional classes,” said Matt Jesue,
retail garden center manager/
buyer for Ray Wiegand’s. Rather,

sessions are participatory, how-to
demonstrations delivered at four
separate quadrant tables. Starting
in November,  topics  include
wreath design and decorating,
how to shape a tree, applying
lighting and lighting techniques,
and bow-making. “To be success-
ful and satisfy the diverse inter-
ests of the many types of people
our family outings attract, the
event is designed to be as exciting
as possible, a multiple event, all
going on at  the same t ime,”
explained Jesue.

What To Offer
To determine what topics to

offer, Jesue suggested thinking
like a customer and posing this
question: “What would get me to a
seminar?” The topics at  Ray
Wiegand’s cater to children and
women, so they draw in families. 

Questions customers ask your
staff can be fodder for seminar
topics. If customers ask certain
questions frequently, classes on
those topics are likely to be popu-
lar. Discovering popular holiday
class ideas is a matter of listening
to your customers and communi-
cating with employees.

But what if customers are asking
about decorating trees? You may
think, “Who can’t decorate a tree?
What can I possibly teach?” In
such instances, try to think like the
consumer: The topic works
because trends and fashions
change, even when it comes to
decorating trees. People are always
asking for design ideas. With some
events, like tree decorating, you

can build on holiday traditions
while adding a new twist. 

If you want to bring speakers in
to lead classes, your offerings may
be limited (or completely deter-
mined) by their schedules.
Popular speakers book quickly.
The challenge for Norsworthy in
coordinating events and having a
continuous flow of interesting top-

ics is scheduling busy, popular
speakers in advance. At Molbak’s,
reoccurring topics will vary from
year to year according to trends
and changes in the industry. 

When To Schedule
When a class occurs (and for how

long) is nearly as important as a
class’s topic. People want to come �
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Nothing is Easy...

UNLESS you have Bowling's LAST Stand!

WE HAVE DEVELOPED BOWLING'S LAST STAND OF ALL STEEL
CONSTRUCTION WHICH YOU CAN DEPEND ON FOR QUALITY
AND ENDURING STRENGTH.  IT IS PAINTED REGAL RED AND

WILL GIVE YOU A LIFETIME OF PLEASURE.
• The T-Bolt handles makes straitening and tightening the tree a cinch
• You can have your Christmas tree up in no time
• Available in 6 sizes: 6", 8", 10", 12" and 16"
• We also make a stand for artificial trees

Bowling Enterprises, Inc. 
PO Box 457, 6705 Spruce Ridge Drive

Bear Lake, MI  49614-0039
888-556-4673 (toll free) 231-864-2675 (fax)
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"I'd like to thank you for introducing us to your terrific tree stand. We had a tremendous response to them from

customers and sales were as good as you predicted." Hyannis Country Garden, Inc., Hyannis, MA

"We appreciate doing business with you and your timely deliveries.  We look forward to receiving your
Christmas Tree Stand for years to come!" Altum's Garden Center, Zionsville, IN
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Think of your class demographic: Include fun extras (like visits from Santa) for family-oriented
sessions. (Photo: Molbak’s)
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people’s hectic holiday schedules:
Norsworthy recommends not
scheduling seminars during the
holiday week because people are
traveling, and if the holiday falls on
the weekend, attendance is always
low. Similarly, Barlow-Peduto stays
away from busy weekends, skipping
Thanksgiving, the last two week-
ends before Christmas and at least
one weekend before any holiday.
Needless to say, the holidays are
busy enough for consumers (and
you, too!).

Remember To Publicize
You can hold the most interest-

ing classes led by the best speakers,
but it will not do any good if your
customers do not know about
them. You can take multiple
approaches: Let people know about
holiday classes in a variety of ways,
such as newspaper ads, in-store
posters, radio spots, Web site post-
ings and more. 

Norsworthy publicizes her
store’s classes in all local newspa-
pers and magazines.  She also
posts flyers on event boards in the
seminar area and at the store
entrance and stacks handouts and
flyers of coming events at kiosks.
The same information is sent to
the E-club mailing list and added
to the Web site.

For the holiday season, Barlow-
Peduto posts a list of upcoming
demonstrations. In addition to the
list on the front door, event flyers
are handed out at the register and

in on weekends, not at night, said
Barlow-Peduto. She schedules eight
sessions per weekend, with topics
differing on Saturday from those
offered on Sunday.

Jesue thinks differently: He

considers the Friday-night time
slot pivotal. “Timing is critical,”
he said. “During the week, kids
go to bed early for school the
next day. The usual time for an
event is 7-9 p.m., at the end of

the night after parents have had
time to get  home from work,
relax and have dinner.”

No matter what t ime you
choose — weekend, weekdays or
evenings — remember to consider

Even though they seem basic, tree-decorating
classes can bring in a lot of attendees. (Photo:
Wiegand’s Nursery)
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backed up with E-mails and a post-
ing on the blackboard outside the
store during the week.

At Ray Wiegand’s, flyers are
posted and handed out at the reg-
ister. Some of the fliers list the
entire calendar of events for the
season, and loyalty members
receive post cards in the mail.

Knowing Success
Of course, once you have sched-

uled the classes, publicized them
and had people attend, how do
you determine if a class was a suc-
cess? Jesue feels the main success
factor is how full the tables were. If
the teacher was not close enough
to be heard or people could not
get to the demo, then the next
year that station should have two
tables. If the station was unman-
ageable with two people, next year
it will have three. 

“A few drop the ball,” Jesue said.
“You know if it feels right or wrong
in your gut. If it didn’t work, ask
why. Was it the wrong time, too late,
too early, wrong location, we didn’t
get the word out? If it’s one vari-
able, adjust. Don’t dismiss it. Stick
with it. Believe in it. Ask ‘How can I
make it better?’ Then if you did
everything perfect and it still failed,

let it go. It’s all trial and error, no
matter what, in running a business,”
he added. Taking a close look even
at failed classes can’t hurt: Analysis
can spark ideas for new classes to
introduce the next year. 

Clare Adrian is a freelance writer based in
Columbia, Mo. She can be reached at
clare@claritivity.com or (573) 356-0375.

M A N A G E M E N T

CHRISTMAS RETAILER

LearnMore!
For more information related to this article, 
go to www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/lg080605Holiday Class

Ideas
If you like the idea of holding holi-
day classes but are unsure of how
to start, don’t worry! Anything
educational, fun and holiday relat-
ed can work. Here are some ideas
to get you started:

• Wreath making

• Christmas tree decorating

• Holiday cookie decorating

• Creative gift wrapping

• Holiday lighting techniques

• Gingerbread house making
and decorating

• Holiday floral arrangements

• Bow making

• Gift basket arranging

• Holiday card making

• Making holiday candles and 
other small gifts

• Ornament making
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