
M
y friend Sue Murdock at
Goebbert’s Market and
Garden Center in South
Barrington, Ill., is a master
at product presentation.

When I opened the beautifully decorated
holiday box she sent me this past season, the
last thing I expected was a red stamp pad and
a bulldozer stamp. Sue and I had been strug-
gling for over a year with a new store layout
for her unique garden center/farm
market/farm entertainment center, and we
had finally reached a consensus that, among
the principal requirements, a bulldozer
would be necessary in order to create a more
efficient retail environment.

Now don’t misunderstand; as with most of
my projects for the grower/retailer operating
the not-so-big-garden center, bulldozing the
entire area and starting over with all new
structures was not an option at Goebbert’s.

Most of the garden centers I work with have
a site puzzle made up of useful and useless
structures intermixed with open areas that
may or may not be customer friendly; such is
the case at Goebbert’s. There’s even a histori-
cally significant dairy barn. Additionally,
Goebbert’s transforms itself three times dur-
ing the selling season from spring to fall: full-
service garden center to farm market/garden
center to full-service farm entertainment
facility with camel rides, a petting zoo (that
might include a tiger or a giraffe), food ser-
vice, pumpkins and a home décor shop
focused on fall and holiday trimmings.

With all that in the mix, the Goebbert’s
“puzzle” was one of the most complicated I
have ever encountered. 

However, through a series of meetings with
staff, management and owners, it became
clear that the obstructures were really causing
us trouble. And, the loading dock emerged ç
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Obstructures: 
Dozers, Docks and 
Smiling Pumpkins
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Greater visibility within the new store layout will make the
famous pumpkin even more a part of the store experience.

By Judy Sharpton

Taking care of some unnecessary

space fillers can make a world 

of difference with traffic flow. 
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as the central problem to the whole renova-
tion. When we finally acknowledged the neces-
sity of dealing with the existing dock, every-
thing got easier. Here was a structure blocking
both customer parking and interior retail
space — classic obstructure, hence, the unusu-
al bulldozer present. 

IDENTIFYING
OBSTRUCTURES

Obstructures come in all shapes and sizes,
not just in the form of a loading dock. I define
an obstructure as a physical element within the
retail sales area of a garden center that inter-
feres with the customer flow and customer-
merchandise contact within that retail area.
Examples from my own experience include: a
small and entirely useless glass house (impossi-
ble to heat or cool, too narrow for shoppable
aisles) built by the current owner’s father and
essential to the site for the father’s lifetime and
perhaps beyond; a 9-foot-high concrete wall
installed long ago as a loading dock but now
just creating a 9-foot differential in the garden
center’s topography that makes pushing shop-A site plan is essential for identifying “obstructures.”
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ping carts difficult enough that customers sim-
ply refuse to try. Other examples of obstruc-
tures include wells, fertilizer injectors, electri-
cal units, greenhouse control units,
greenhouse x-bracing, offices, restrooms,
employee break rooms and any number of var-
ious structures built over a period of time as
space and/or product demanded. Beyond
actual structures, greenhouses or exterior sales
areas that are too hot for comfortable shop-
ping will cause the customer to shop less or
avoid the area altogether and hence should be
considered an obstructure.

Once an obstructure has been identified,
the next step is to determine if it can be
removed or must be worked around. The latter
is more often the case. That little glass house
still sits in the center of the garden center’s
retail space; it has morphed into an addition
for the gift store during spring and fall only.
The 9-foot-high concrete wall is still there,
helped by some creative site work. 

FIXING THE PROBLEM
Some obstructures are like bad haircuts; you ç
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Building a new loading dock relieves pressure on the existing dock and frees valuable retail space.



can either get a better one or suffer the effects every day of the year.
That’s when the only answer is to remove and replace the obstructure.
Some structures are simply too old and dilapidated to deserve preserva-
tion. Often, these same structures are too small, too narrow or too low
to continue to serve as retail space. At Goebbert’s, a collection of small,
open buildings, added at various times to the front of the original barn
to connect the space to greenhouses had become useless for retail and
weren’t worth moving or renovating. Because the collection of build-
ings created numerous transition zones with different size doorways
and openings in a very small space, the customer could not see mer-
chandise, particularly if there was another customer in the area.
Nothing displayed in these areas sold. Because these buildings will
eventually be replaced with a totally new greenhouse structure, getting
rid of them actually will improve customer flow in the store, will not
diminish sales area (they were never effective sales areas!) and will
allow for the new structure sooner.  

Recognizing when a structure needs to go is often a difficult deci-
sion. Simply removing old structures and replacing them with new plas-
tic-fantastic is hardly ever the answer.  Store personality can be the
casualty. At Goebbert’s, as with many other garden centers with a her-
itage in a community, maintaining the equity in that heritage is essen-
tial to continuity. We are working not only to maintain the original
barn and the pumpkin silo, but to actually enhance their presence in
the store. I hope customers will be even more intrigued with the origi-
nal barn and the history of “smiling jack” when we finish.

One of my customers operates out of a glasshouse range dating
from the 1930s; we’ve upgraded a center section with higher gutters
and a new storefront greenhouse, but we’ve maintained the original
brick smokestack and the glass range. Keeping the best of the past
while still making the store more convenient to shop and merchan-
dise more visible is the fine line of renovation. I remind my cus-
tomers that Coca-Cola has never upgraded its logo — it has upgraded
its packaging and its products.

Dilapidated is never desirable. I have met garden center owners
and even staff (and it’s not even their money!) who object to upgrad-
ing a facility for fear of destroying ambience. I’ve even had one group
object to upgrading a restroom facility because “we’re only a garden
center.” A clean and inviting shopping area that allows the time-
starved customer to move through the store more efficiently and to
see and experience products more effectively will never interfere with
the store’s quaint personality. Often, the greatest tool in evaluating ç
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The existing loading dock not only takes space from retail but also sits in the middle of
customer parking. Customer cars and delivery trucks don’t mix.



a structure’s appearance is a photo of the structure. Seeing the struc-
ture in such sharp focus often results in a comment like “Does it look
that bad?” The answer is most often “Yes.”

Sometimes removing the obstructure isn’t absolutely necessary. At
Goebbert’s, the offending loading dock continues to occupy its origi-
nal location; a new loading dock and retail service area, positioned
for better access to the whole store and outside much-needed exist-
ing retail space, means the existing dock will be used only for retail
product for the gift store and market. No semis or major plant deliv-
eries at that location and no deliveries when the store is open to cus-
tomers. And, the interior space adjacent to the dock has been trans-
formed from a production service area to retail service only. Making
that choice allows valuable space in the center of retail to be utilized
to expand the cash register area and relieve congestion in the adja-
cent retail sales areas. 

ADDITIONAL OBSTRUCTURES
As with most “developed as needed” retail areas — let’s face it, most

of them are — the loading dock at Goebbert’s isn’t the only obstruc-
ture. A silo that dates from the farm’s dairy days has been topped with
a smiling pumpkin. The oversized pumpkin has become an icon for
several generations of Goebbert’s shoppers. The challenge in laying
out new greenhouses to enhance the garden center sales area is to
more than work around this figure but actually enhance it. With that in
mind, the long-term plan calls for creating a courtyard that allows a
full, close up view of this landmark. Sometimes an obstructure is really
an asset to be developed.

As with all renovation decisions, identifying and managing obstruc-
tures can best be accomplished with a to-scale site plan in hand. When
the most desirable customer flow pattern to maximize customer-mer-
chandise contact is established on the plan, decisions can be made
about what, if anything, can be done about whatever is in the way of
that plan. Sometimes old and outdated structures that have outlived
their retail usefulness can be removed and replaced with new, more
efficient structures; this is often the case with retail greenhouses.
Newer greenhouse structures with more open floor plans, fewer poles,
higher gutters and more efficient heating and cooling are often the
best investment. 

Other problems can be solved by circumnavigating the obstructure
— another loading dock to relieve pressure and make space available,
a different use for the structure, the addition of slatwall to create better
product visibility, the addition of ceiling fans to increase ventilation
and make shopping more comfortable, and the addition of lighting for
better visibility. For large exterior areas, the addition of covered walk-
ways and the creation of shopping zones that break up an area into
manageable size can enhance the customer’s use of that space.

Removing barriers to the customer’s efficient movement through-
out the entire retail area results in greater customer-merchandise
contact. And, that is the main function of a store. Such an opportuni-
ty makes working through the challenges of obstructures worth the
considerable effort and, sometimes, expense. At Goebbert’s, we hope
making the cash register area less congested and making the famous
pumpkin even more visible will enhance the customer’s experience
while shopping. To do that, I’m willing to continue to bring Sue’s
bulldozer stamp to the planning table.

Judy Sharpton is owner of Growing Places Marketing, Atlanta, Ga., which specializes in
garden center renovation to create a retail-ready environment. She can be reached by
phone at (770) 457-0608 or E-mail at judy@growingplaces.com.
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Planting for the Future
Tools to increase your business growth.
Roundtable Discussions

� Learn effective new business strategies
� Become familiar with changing customer needs
� Share success stories with your peers

New Product & New Packaging Expo
� Identify Hot New Products guaranteed to expand your sales
� Schedule appointments with your Distributor or Manufacturer partners
� Discover innovative partnerships to grow your business
� Cast your vote for the 2004 New Product Awards

Networking
� Strengthen profitable relationships with industry leaders
� Expose yourself to a wide variety of business opportunities

You must be a member of LGMDA to attend this event. 
For more information, call Ellen Buckley at 215/564-3484 or 
e-mail ebuckley@fernley.com. Visit www.lgmda.org.

Where ALL theLeaders of theLawn and GardenIndustry meet
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Garden Art, Inc.
High quality,
fashion/lifestyle pieces for
the home and garden.

Furniture, planters, fountains,
house art, mailboxes.

All in time tested,
maintenance free sand cast
aluminum, with state of the
art finishing processes.

Product that will stand the
test of time, all guaranteed
to satisfy.

Full color catalog.

New for ‘04

“back in the pottery business”
- really nice, just ask.

Garden Art, Inc.
860-621-5552, fax 621-5513
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