
A re first-hand observations or personal inter-
views enough for learning about your cus-
tomers’ changing buying habits? Probably
not. Consider designing a customer survey
that will provide accurate information about

the types of customers shopping at your center and their per-
ception of your products and services. It can also help you
identify emerging trends.

A simple, low-cost approach involves a written survey that
can be mailed or handed to customers. One that is handed to
customers usually gives a 30 percent or greater response.
Responses to mailed surveys typically generate a 10-15-percent
response. When compared with other survey methods, the
written survey requires less labor and is easier to produce, dis-
tribute and interpret.

DEVELOPING THE SURVEY
Design each question in the survey to yield needed informa-

tion, and back it up with a commitment to take action based
on what you learn. Taking action may involve financial
resources or simply a change in behavior. The survey should be
clear and concise. Group related questions together. Don’t ask
questions if you already know the answers.

Pretest the survey with a small group of people to find out
how long it takes to complete, to learn whether the ques-
tions and instructions are easy to understand and to discover
any areas needing improvement. Involve employees in all
stages of the survey process. 

DISTRIBUTING THE SURVEY
The frequency and number of surveys is determined by the

staff time available and the potential loss of sales if customers
become irritated. Once during a 4- or 5-year period is the
norm for customer surveys.

With a small customer base (about 4,000), survey all your
customers on a given day. If you have a large customer base ➧
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CONDUCT YOUR OWN

Written surveys require less labor than mailed surveys and are easier to
produce, distribute and interpret. (Photo courtesy of MasterTag)

T h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w  H a m p s h i r e
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CUSTOMER SURVEY
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YOUR GARDEN CENTER NAME HERE

Date:    (Please circle day)  Monday  Tuesday   Wednesday  Thursday  Friday    Saturday  Sunday

Please help us learn more about your wants and needs by taking a few moments to complete this questionnaire. 
All individual responses are confidential. Place completed forms in the collection box and ask for your 10 percent discount coupon.

CUSTOMER INFORMATION (Circle all that apply.)

You are:  Male  Female  Single  Married

Age:  under 24  25-35  36-50  51-65  over 65 

What town do you live in?     Zip code?

Family income:  less than $50,000  $50-$100,000  more than $100,000

What form of advertising influenced you to shop at [your garden center]?

Newspaper ad  Direct mail flyer/coupon  Radio  Television  Word of mouth

Newsletter   Roadside sign   Other (please specify) 

What newspapers do you read? 

What radio stations do you listen to? 

How many times do you shop at [your garden center] during the ___spring? ___summer? ___ fall? ___ winter?

Do you shop at other garden centers? Which ones? 

Why? 

Circle the most important reasons you shop at [your garden center]: 

Convenience   New and unusual products   Wide variety of products

Customer service   Product quality   Special promotions, events

Open year-round  Knowledgeable staff   Country atmosphere

Price  Like to support family business

Other (please specify) ➧

Figure 1. Follow the Sample Customer Survey format (below) and add, delete or alter questions to meet your specific needs. To provide users with a broad range of

ideas to work with, we have designed this survey to contain more questions than any single center will use. Make sure to use your company logo, and if you receive

assistance in creating your survey from a university, including that university’s logo can help lend credibility to your image.

YOUR LOGO HERE



(10,000 or more), hand out surveys to every second, fourth or seventh
person. Assuming a 30 percent rate of return, distributing 1,700 total sur-
veys will yield 500 completed forms, a manageable number for you and
your staff to tabulate.

If you think your spring customers are different from those who
shop in fall, consider conducting two separate surveys. For example,
one garden center handed out surveys on alternate days for two
weeks in April, May and June, then surveyed again during September,
October and November. This method enabled the owner to tailor his
marketing strategy to take advantage of merchandise preferences and
demographic differences between the spring and fall shoppers.

DEVELOP AN ACTION PLAN
1. Tabulate results using computer software. It is quicker and easier to reach

conclusions when you convert data to percentages or use charts or graphs.
2. Interpret results with your staff. This reinforces what they are doing

right, while identifying areas for improvement. It also provides an excel-
lent opportunity for staff training and team building. Consider involving a
neutral third party to help identify trends and problems.

3. Prioritize areas needing attention. Develop a strategy for meeting
short- and long-term goals. Focus first on the problems that can be solved
with little effort or cost.

4. Develop a timeline that states what specific changes you will make,
who will be responsible for each change and a start and completion date.

PUTTING THE SURVEY TO USE
Customer Information. This section helps you profile the customers

who shop at your garden center. What types of customers are not
shopping, and what can you do to target this group?  Different age
groups will be attracted by different products and services and may
respond differently to your promotional efforts. Women value quality,
service and clean surroundings; they usually buy plants and flowers.
Men will buy mostly tools, fertilizer and lawn products. High-income
customers can afford upscale products that discount stores don’t carry. 

Determine the media that will be most effective for you. Advertise in
newspapers that have the greatest readership among your customers.
Local weeklies are usually less expensive and more rewarding. Use
coupon ads to help determine the best newspaper. Target towns with
low customer survey responses. (Refer to the March 2002 issue of Lawn
& Garden Retailer for information about cooperative advertising.)

Identify your annual sales peaks and valleys. Increase cash flow
during slow periods with redeemable coupons, punch cards, spe-
cials, featured products, open houses, frequent shopper discounts
or new product lines.

Most surveys reveal that 70 percent or more customers shop at
other garden centers. Give your customers what they want, making it
less desirable to shop elsewhere. Learn why customers shop at your
business and promote what you do best. In a competitive environ-
ment, knowledgeable sales staff, educational programs and publica-
tions, an enjoyable shopping experience, upscale products, and new
or unusual products will increase sales.

Customer Service. Ratings in the “Good” and “Fair” columns should
be considered areas for improvement. Some of the most common
comments include, “Difficult to locate products;” “Crowded parking
lot;” “Staff couldn’t answer my questions;” and “I had difficulty
maneuvering the cart on the walkway.” 

Help customers find products through effective use of department and
directional signs and product signs that identify plants by function or use.
Trained staff who are perceived as a reliable source of information ➧
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CUSTOMER SERVICE

Please rate our services and facilities. We want to improve to better meet your needs.

Service/Facility   Excellent   Good   Fair   Comments  

Easy-to-locate products   

Parking      

Hours of operation      

Courteous, knowledgeable sales staff      

Speedy, efficient checkout       

Educational materials      

Informational signs      

Shopping carts      

Rest areas      

Bathrooms      

Circle services you would like to see offered:

Water garden installation   Floral design    Resource library   Landscape design plans   

Small engine repair   Children’s play area    Other (please specify)

What seminars/workshops/demonstrations would you attend?

PRODUCT INFORMATION

Circle products you would like to see offered:

Foliage plants   Small fruits   Aquatic plants    Handcrafts    Water garden supplies

Potting shed    Herbs   Lawn furniture    Other (please specify)

Please rate our products and displays:

Product/display   Excellent   Good   Fair   Comments  

Plant quality      

Plant selection      

Selection of hard goods      

Prices compared with other garden centers      

Product labeling       

Attractive displays      
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will differentiate your business from your
competitors, increasing sales. Studies show
that congested parking lots and small shop-
ping carts reduce sales.

Before committing to a new service, study
its impact on the business. For example,
adding services during peak sales periods may
increase pressure on the parking lot because
customers stay longer.

Before making a major commitment to a
new product line in which your customers have
shown interest, visit your competition to get a
sense of what is or isn’t selling. To further
reduce risk, sell products on consignment.

Don’t be too cautious, though. You may miss
out on a new trend and sales opportunity. The
mix of products you sell has the greatest influ-
ence on repeat sales and often determines
whether your customers shop elsewhere.

Improved efficiency, lower overhead and a
reduced labor force will help you reduce
prices to remain competitive with mass retail-
ers. You should not be price-driven. Instead,

offer higher-quality products, add value to
products and provide an ambiance that stimu-
lates buying. Consider volume pricing and sell-
ing related, low-end products in kits rather
than selling them individually. It is important
to price and label all products clearly.

If uses are not self-evident, demonstrate how
products can be used. Use display gardens to
showcase plants and hard goods; water features
are effective when placed among plantings in
the sales yard. Herbaceous perennials sell best in
full bloom, shaded under a lath structure. Small
container plants are best displayed on tiered
benches, carts or shelves — not on the ground.
Use cement blocks sparingly or not at all in
bench construction. 

Finally, never sell stressed plants. Customers
expect exceptional quality from garden centers. 

OTHER VALUABLE
INFORMATION SOURCES

Supplement the customer survey with informa-
tion gathered from competitor assessments,

recorded customer complaints, employee input,
owner/manager observations and an external
team critique. Our publication, The Garden Center
Critique & Merchandising Guide, includes a 160-
question critique that will help you analyze your
marketing practices, develop innovative market-
ing strategies and help differentiate your business
from your competitors’. To order, send a check
or money order for $18.00 (includes shipping
and handling), payable to UNH Cooperative
Extension and mail to: UNH Cooperative
Extension Publications Center, 16 Nesmith Hall,
131 Main St., Durham, NH 03824.

David Seavey is an extension agricultural educator with

the University of New Hampshire Cooperative

Extension, Boscawen, N.H., and the author of The

Garden Center Critique & Merchandising Guide, from

which he drew the information in this article. He may be

reached by phone at (603) 225-5505 or E-mail at


