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Abstract. Survey data from 788 single-family residences from New England were
analyzed to evaluate purchasing pr efer encesand gar dening habits. Particular attention
was focused on plant attributes and choices of independent garden centers vs. mass
merchandisers. Independent garden centers, magazines, and friends were the most
important sour ces of gar dening information, while mass mer chandiser swererelatively
unimportant information sources. While consumers trusted information received at
independent gar den centers, they did not trust massmer chandiser infor mation asmuch.
The most important product and service attributes of retail establishmentswere well-
maintained plants, infor mative signage, knowledgeable staff, and a wide selection of
plant material. Gardening chemicals and fertilizer swere purchased at mass merchan-
disersduetoprice. Consumerspreferred topurchasehigh-value, long-lived plants(trees
and shrubs) at independent garden centers due to higher plant quality and access to
knowledgeable staff. When making plant purchases, plant appearance was the most
important consideration regardless of whether the plant was an annual, perennial, or
woody plant. The presence of flowerson plantswasnot ranked asinfluential in making
purchase selections, but evidence of new growth, the presence of dark green foliage, and
knowledge of a northern-grown source were important. For trees and shrubs, the
significance of a plant guarantee and knowledge of a norther n-grown sour ce incr eased

in importancein comparison to annuals and perennials.

Productionand marketing of nursery crops
has been an increasing component of the
agricultural sector in the United States over
thelast four decades (Makuset al., 1992). In
New England, the environmental horticul-
ture industry, comprised of wholesale nurs-
ery and greenhouse growers, retail garden
centers, and landscape and tree care services,
surpassed $3.7 billion in 1998 (Perry and
Stack, 2000). The ornamental plant industry
isthelargest agricultural sector in most New
England states.

Although there has been steady growth of
the ornamental plant market, independent
garden centersand retailersfeel that they are
facing increased competition from mass
merchandisers. Successful merchandisers of
ornamental horticulture products need to
address the relative importance of product
attributes and desired services demanded by
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their customers. Better comprehension of cus-
tomer buying patterns and behavior will also
help retailers optimize sales.
Studiesaddressing at | east some consumer
preferencesfor products and servicesrelated
tolandscaperetailing have been conductedin
Arizona (Niemiera et a., 1992), California
(Stamen et al., 1990), Georgia (Day, 1994),
Kansas(Khatamian and Stevens, 1994), New
Jersey (Baker, 1965), North Carolina (Safley
and Wohlgenant, 1995), and Oklahoma
(Henderson and Schnelle, 1991). Barton et
al. (1998) have written areview of customer
preference research in the nursery and land-
scapeindustry. Several previousstudiesonly
surveyed consumer preferencesinrelationto
independent garden centersand did not make
comparisons between independent retailers
and mass merchandisers. Consumer prefer-
ences for landscape products and services
have not been previously reported for New
England. This paper presents results of a
survey of New England residents of single
family dwellings. The objectives of the re-
searchwereto: 1) assessconsumer gardening
habits, gardening purchase patterns, horti-
cultura information sources, and important
plant characteristics; and 2) identify differ-
encesin consumer predisposition toward in-
dependent retail ers and mass merchandisers.

Materials and M ethods

A survey was developed to obtain infor-
mation on reasons for gardening, sources of
gardening information, factors affecting re-
tail store selection, relative importance of
various retail store characteristics, planting
time, andrelativeimportanceof variousplant
attributes. The 18-question survey wasmailed
to 2900 single-family dwellings in New
England. Names and addresses were ran-
domly selected from lists purchased from
MidAmericalLists, Cedar Rapids, lowa. The
number of single-family dwellings surveyed
in each of the six New England states was
proportional to the population of that state.
The survey was mailed to 721 (24.9%) Con-
necticut, 1322 (45.6%) Massachusetts, 270
(9.3%) Maine, 243 (8.4%) New Hampshire,
220 (7.6%) Rhode Island, and 124 (4.3%)
Vermont residents.

A mailing of 2900 surveys was done in
March, with a follow-up mailing 4 weeks
later. A cover letter and postage paid reply
envel ope wereincluded with each survey. A
free fact sheet on dogwood decline was in-
cluded with thefollow up and supplementary
mailing to encourage completion and return
of the surveys. Validity and reliability of the
survey were tested by members of the New
England Nursery Association Board of Di-
rectorsand40single-family residences. Ques-
tionswere modified to reduce ambiguity fol-
|owing each assessment. Survey respondents
wereaskedto providetheir stateand thetown
name they used for census and tax purposes.
Each respondent was assigned a house value
and population density based on the average
house value and population density of the
survey respondent’s town.

Survey data were analyzed using the
univariate procedure of SAS for Windows
vers. 6.12 (SAS Insgtitute, 1998). Data were
sorted by average house value, population
density, region (northern vs. southern New
England), and state. Responses with missing
information for particular variables were ex-
cluded onananalysis-by-analysisbasis. This
caused slight variationintheeffectivesample
size for each analysis. Differences between
category or rank meansweredeterminedusing
multiple comparisonsfor proportionsand the
Tukey test (Williams and LeBlanc, 1995).

Results and Discussion

A total of 788 surveyswasreturnedtoyield
a27% survey return rate. Surveysfrom Mas-
sachusetts residents were returned at a lower
frequency than surveys from all other states,
so Massachusettsis slightly underrepresented
inthedata (Table 1). Almost three-quarters of
the surveyswere from southern New England
states. House values of respondents ranged to
over $300,000 dollars, but 73% of respon-
dentshad houseswith val uesbetween $100,000
and $200,000. The mean house value of
respondents was $162,000 and the median
valuewas $151,000. M ost respondents (83%)
lived in areas with population densities of
<1000 persong’kn?. The average population



Table 1. Selected characteristics of surveyed gar-
dening consumers.

Respondent Respondents  Response
Characteristic (%) Rate (%)
Location

Massachusetts 4 20
Connecticut 29 32
Maine 12 35
New Hampshire 11 36
Rhode Island 9 32
Vermont 5 32
Southern New England? 72 25
Northern New England” 28 35

House value
$0-$49,999 1
$50,000-$99,999 10
$100,000-$149,000 38
$150,000-$199,999 35
$200,000-$249,999 9
$250,000-$300,000 4
>$300,000 4

Population density/nm?

0-99 22
100-249 22
250-499 21
500-999 18
1,000-2,000 12
>2,000 5

zSouthern New England = Connecticut, Massachu-
setts, Rhode Island.

YNorthern New England = Maine, New Hampshire,
Vermont.

density was 607 persons’km? and the median
population density was 289 persons/km?.

Reasonsfor gardening. Dataare presented
as mean rank and percentage of respondents
selecting each rank (Table 2). While mean
ranksareuseful to seeoverall preferences, use
of multiple comparisons for proportions and
the Tukey test provide aclearer picture of the
distribution of rankingswithin agiven reason
for gardening. For example, exercise and
increase property value had fairly close mean
ranks of 3.0 and 3.4. The mean rank for exer-
cise of 3.0 resulted from a relatively even
distribution of rankingsof 2, 3, or 4. Themean
rank of 3.4 for increase property value was
largely the result of many rankings of 4,
indicating a stronger feeling among respon-
dents that this reason for gardening was not
important.

Relaxation and enjoyment rank asthemost
important reason people garden (Table 2). It
was ranked first by 66% of respondents. The
second most important reason to garden, re-
ceivingarank of 1 or 2 by 69% of respondents,
was improving outdoor living space. Nearly
50% of homeowners in California ranked
beautification, oneway of improving outdoor
living space, as the most important reason to
garden (Stamen et al., 1990). In 1965, aDela-
ware survey found that only 1% of respon-
dents planted trees and shrubs to provide pri-
vacy and improve their outdoor living space
(Raleigh, Jr. and Smith, 1965). Residents to-
day may feel a greater need to extend their
living spaceoutsidetheconfinesof their homes
than in the past, possibly due to population
increaseand congestion. Inour study, increas-
ing property value was ranked as the least
important reason to garden. Fifty-five percent

Table 2. Consumer rankings of reasons for gardening.

Respondents sel ecting each rank (%)

Reason for gardening Rank 1* Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 Mean rank
Rel axation/enjoyment 66 & 23b 7c 4c 15
Improve outdoor living space 29b 40a 23b 8c 21
Exercise 3c 28b 36a 33ab 3.0
Increase property value 3d 10c 32hb 55a 34

“Rank 1 = the most important, rank 4 = the least important.
YSeparation of percentages within rows by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test

at P <0.05.

of respondents ranked it last in importance,
whileonly 3%rankeditfirst (Table2). Twenty-
fivepercent of Californiahomeownersranked
increasing property value as the most impor-
tant reason to garden (Stamen et a., 1990),
indicating differing prioritiesbetweenthewest
and east coasts of the United States. It also
appears that in the last 35 years, east coast
resident prioritieshavechanged, sinceincreas-
ing property valuewasone of themoreimpor-
tant reasons Delaware residents planted trees
and shrubsin 1965 (Raleigh and Smith, 1965).
Gardening information sources. If retail-
ers know where customers receive their gar-
dening information, they can respond more
rapidly and accurately to market trends and
provide specificinformationtoinfluencecon-
sumer purchases. Our survey found that the
most popular sources of gardening informa-
tionwereindependent garden centersand nurs-
eries, magazines, friends, and mail order cata-
logs (Table 3). Independent garden centers
and nurseries were an information source for
65% of respondents. The fewest respondents
chosegarden departmentsof largechainstores,
gardening classesand club meetingsassources
of information. Several other studies from
California, Delaware, New Jersey, and North
Carolinahaveal sofoundthemost used sources
of gardening information to be independent
garden center personnel, magazines, news-
papers, and friends/neighbors (Baker, 1965;
Raleigh and Smith, 1965; Safley and
Wohlgenant, 1995; Stamen et al., 1990).
Residents with high house values
(=$150,000) used independent garden cen-
ters and nurseries as an information source
more than residents with low house values
(Table 3). Residents located in low house
value aress relied on television and garden
departments of large chain storesfor informa-
tion morethan residents|ocated in high house
valueareas. Mail order catalogswereaninfor-
mation source for more residents from low
population density areas (<300 persons’km?)
than for residents from high population den-
sity areas (Table 3). Thismay reflect reduced
access to certain information sources in low
population density areas. Northern New En-
glanders also used mail order catalogs as an
information source more than southern New
Englanders, while southern New Englanders
depended more heavily on independent gar-
den centers as a source of information. Only
9% of respondents indicated that they were
currently using the Internet to obtain horticul -
tural product information. However, when
asked if they expected to use the Internet to
obtainhorticultural informationwithinthenext
twoyears, 43% of respondentsfelt they would.

While the Internet was not a primary source
for gardening information, it appears that the
use of the Internet for obtaining horticultural
information will increase significantly in the
near future.

When asked about the reliability of infor-
mation obtained fromindependent garden cen-
ters and nurseries, 89% of respondents had at
least moderate confidence in the information
they received (Table 4). Only 24% of respon-
dents had confidence in the information they
received from garden departments of large
chain stores. A consumer survey comparing
service expectations to services actually re-
ceived alsofound that massmerchandisersfell
well short of meeting consumers expecta-
tionsfor employee knowledge and assistance
(Hudson et d., 1997). Whileindependent gar-
den centers also failed to meet consumer ex-
pectations, the differences between expecta-
tions and actual services received were much
smaller. Clearly, independent garden centers
are viewed by consumers as being better able
to provide accurate horticultural information
than garden departments of large chain stores.
Horticultural information is a strength of the
independent garden centers that can be uti-
lized to compete with mass merchandisers.

Sore selection and preference. New En-
gland residents visited independent garden
centersor nurseriesan averageof 6.5timesper
year, garden departmentsof large chain stores
4.1 times per year, and made mail-order pur-
chases an average of 1.9 times per year.
Khatamian and Stevens(1994) al sofound that
gardeners shopped most frequently at garden
centers, followed by discount stores, and then
mail-order sources.

Safley and Wohlgenant (1995) found that
customers view garden centers as specialty
stores and expect a larger selection of plant
material there than at mass merchandisers. In
our survey, 89% of respondentsindicated sat-
isfaction with the selection of plant varieties
available at independent garden centers and
nurseries, but only 39% were satisfied with
plant selection at garden departments of large
chain stores. Thirty-five percent of respon-
dentsindicated awillingnessto travel an aver-
age of 20.9 miles one way to search out new,
rare or unusual plants or products. Padgett et
al. (1965) found that nearly 80% of respon-
dents made special trips to shop for garden
supplies. In a Georgia study, customers were
more willing to travel significant distances if
they were shopping for trees, shrubs, or speci-
men plants (Day, 1994). The ability to offer a
wide range of unique and unusua plants is
another marketing strength of independent
garden centers, and one they should maintain



Table 3. Consumer ranking of horticultural information sources.

Respondents (%)
House value? Population density” Region*

Information source Total High Low SignV High Low  Sign. NNE SNE  Sign.
Independent garden centers & nurseries 65 a¥ 70 59 * 68 62 NS 56 68 *
Magazines 55b 56 54 NS 54 56 NS 55 55 NS
Friends 50 bc 50 48 NS 51 47 NS 45 51 NS
Mail order catalogs 47 ¢ 45 49 NS 43 51 * 54 44 *
Television programs 28d 23 32 * 29 26 NS 33 26 NS
Books 25d 25 25 NS 24 26 NS 26 25 NS
Garden departments of large chain stores 18e 16 21 * 17 19 NS 19 18 NS
Classes or club meetings 4f 5 3 NS 4 5 NS 4 4 NS

ZHouse values: <$150,000 = low; =$150,000 = high.
YPopulation density: <300 persons’km? = low, 2300 persons’km? = high.
*NNE = northern New England (Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont); SNE = southern New England (Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode

Island).

“Mean separation within the column by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at P < 0.05.
YMean separation within subgroupings by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at P < 0.05.
v *Nonsignificant or significant at P < 0.05.

to remain competitive with mass merchandis-
ersthat havedifficulty providingawiderange
of plant species and cultivars.

Residentswere asked how much shopping
around they do before purchasing various
plant and gardening supplies. Survey respon-
dentsdid not report strong differencesin com-
parison shopping for annuals and perennials
vs. trees and shrubs vs. gardening tools/sup-
plies (Table 5). The data did suggest that
respondentswereslightly morelikely tocom-
parison shop for trees and shrubs than they
were for herbaceous plants and gardening
tools/supplies. Since trees and shrubs are
costlier and will have extended utility, the
consumer is probably interested in compari-
son shopping to save money and obtain the
healthiest stock possible.

Garden departments of large chain stores
were the most frequent consumer sources for
gardening chemicalsand fertilizers (Table6).
Consumers cited price as the overwhelming
(90%) reason for making these purchases at
chain stores. Safley and Wohlgenant (1995)
foundthat their focusgroup alsoindicatedthat
customers tend to purchase gardening sup-
plies from mass merchandisers. Consumers
who purchased gardening chemicals and fer-
tilizersat independent garden centersand nurs-
eries cited convenience asthe primary reason
they did so (Table 6). Independent garden
centersand nurserieswereused for themajor-
ity of consumer plant purchases (Table 6).
Day (1994) also found that customers choose
independent garden centers for major plant
purchases. Respondents cited the high plant
quality as the reason for making their pur-
chasesat independent garden centersand nurs-
eries (Table 6). Consumers expect garden
center personnel to bebetter trainedto carefor
plants than personnel at mass merchandisers
(Safley and Wohlgenant, 1995). When plants
werepurchased at chain stores, pricewascited
asthereason (Table6). Asplant valueand the
potentia longevity in thelandscape increased,
from annualsto perennialsto shrubg/trees, the
percentage of purchases made at independent
garden centers and nurseriesincreased (Table
6). Furthermore, an increasing number of con-
sumers cited plant quality as the reason for
making purchases at independent garden cen-

Table4. Consumer rating of horticultural advicefromindependent garden centersand massmerchandisers.

Respondents trusting horticultural product advice (%)

Yes Somewhat No Mean
Source of advice 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  rating
Independent garden centersand nurseries  4l1& 32b  16¢ 8d 2e 1le 1le 20
Garden departments of large chain stores 4c 4c 16b 24a 2la 15b 17b 47

“Mean separation within type of business by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at
P <0.05.

Table5. Consumer willingnessto shop at multipleretail establishmentsbeforemaking horticultural purchases.

Respondents in designated response category (%)

Agree Disagree Mean
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 rank
Seldom try other sources
after finding a good source
of yard and garden products  16.3bc 226a 211a 153c 85d 92d 7.1d 33
Shop at anumber of stores
before buying trees
and shrubs 219a 202a 132b 122b 92b 118b 115b 35
Shop at anumber of stores
before buying gardening
tools/supplies 172a 159a 156a 16.1a 112b 127b 113b 37
Shop at anumber of stores
before buying annuals
and perennials 169« 149a 165a 129a 128a 134a 125a 38

“Mean separation within type of horticultural product by multiple comparisons for proportions and the
Tukey test at P < 0.05.

Table 6. Retail establishment preferences of consumers for different horticultural products.

Reasons specified
Product Primary Purchases for purchases (%)
category source made (%) Convenience Price Quality
Annuals Independent garden centersand nurseries 69 & 25b 10c 65a
Garden departments of large chain stores 26b 30b 67 a 3c
Mail order companies 5c 48a 18b  33b
Perennials Independent garden centersand nurseries 74 a 14b 8c 78a
Garden departments of large chain stores 14b 22b 70a 9c
Mail order companies 12b 41a 20b 49a
Treesand
shrubs Independent garden centers and nurseries 84 a 13b 5c 83a
Garden departments of large chain stores 10b 13b 78a 9b
Mail order companies 6¢C 13b 28ab 49a
Chemicals and
fertilizers Independent garden centersand nurseries 30 b 49a 20c 31lb
Garden departments of large chain stores 68 a 9b Na 1lc
Mail order companies 3c 6b 44a 50a

M ean separation within the column by multiple comparisonsfor proportionsand the Tukey test at P < 0.05.
YM ean separation between reasonsfor purchase by multiple comparisonsfor proportionsand the Tukey test
at P <0.05.



Table7. Consumer eval uation of product and service
characteristics of retail establishments.

Product and service

characteristics for Respondents
horticultural retailers (%)?
Healthy, fresh, and

well-maintained plants R
Informative plant labels and signs 69 b
Knowledgeable and friendly staff 67b
Wide selection of plant material

in stock 67b
Low everyday prices 56 ¢
Plant guarantee 51cd
Convenient location 46d
Prompt service, easy checkout,

and loading assistance 3le
Sales specials, including quantity

and package discounts 29 ef
Attractive displays 23fg
Shopping carts or wagons 18 gh
Educational display gardens 15h
Landscape design assistance 15h
Evening hours 13h

Educational seminars 4i

ZPercentages based on selection of the six most
important characteristics.

YMean separation within the column by multiple
comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at
P <0.05.

tersasthevalue and longevity of the purchases
increased. Inpart, thismay bebecause consum-
ers fedl less qualified to assess the quality of
perennial sandwoody plantsthan beddingplants
(Day, 1994). When spending more money and
purchasing long-lived landscape plants, con-
sumersaremorecompelled to purchaseat inde-
pendent garden centers where they perceive
that plant quality is better and they are less
likely to make purchasing mistakes.

Importance of store features. The most
important features of a retail establishment
were healthy, fresh, and well-maintained
plants; informative plant labels and signs;
knowledgeable and friendly staff; and awide
selection of plant material in stock (Table 7).
Several other surveys conducted at different
locationsin the United States have also found
plant quality, plant selection, and knowledge-
able staff to be the top reasons why gardeners
choose particular retail establishments
(Khatamian and Stevens, 1994; Niemiera et
a., 1992; Safley and Wohlgenant, 1995;
Swanson, 1994). Retail ersmust focus some of
their efforts on improving plant labeling and
informational signage, while continuing to
maintain alarge selection of well-maintained
plant material. Consumers reported that edu-
cational seminars, evening hours, landscape
designassistance, and educational display gar-
dens were not as important as other retail
establishment features (Table 7).

Planting season. Over three-quarters(78%)
of respondents indicated they plant trees and
shrubsin the spring. Only 22% of respondents
plant treesand shrubsin thefall. Regardless of
theplanting season, consumersmost oftencited
“more favorable conditions for the plants’ as
thereasonthey chosetheseasonthey did (Table
8). Morefal plantersthan spring planterscited
“more favorable conditions for the plants’ as

Table 8. Consumer ranking of reasons for planting time preference.

Respondents sel ecting each rank (%)

Most important L east important Mean

Reason for choice of season Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 rank
Plant in the spring
More time for gardening 9.8 ¢ 154c 26.8b 48.0a 31
More enthusiasm for gardening 3R4a 19.0c 273ab 21.2bc 24
More favorable conditions for the plants 43.7a 256b 183bc 124c 20
Wider selection of available plant material 141c 400a 276b 183c 25
Plant in the fall

More time for gardening 116b 36.2a 283a 239a 2.6
More enthusiasm for gardening 58¢c 188b 471a 28.3b 3.0
More favorable conditions for the plants 76.8a 145b 5.8bc 29c 13
Wider selection of available plant material 58¢c 304 ab 18.8b 49a 30

M ean separation within reasons for purchase by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test

at P <0.05.

Table 9. Importance of selected plant and marketing factors to consumers.

Respondents selecting each rank (%)

Most important Leastimportant Mean
Rank1 Rank2 Rank3 Rank4 Rank5 Rank6 rank
For annuals
Plant appearance 59.2a& 25.0b 95¢c 4.4d 15de 04e 1.7
Price 114cd 228a 302a 169hc 8.9d 9.9d 32
In bloom (for flowering plants)  10.4 ¢ 205a 201a 203a 169a 11.8bc 35
Northern grown 10.2c 15.7b 16.7b 169b 139bc 26.6a 39
Knowledgeable staff 36f 91le 148d 226bc 29.0ab 209cd 43
Plant guarantee 51c 70c 87c 188b 294a 309a 45
For perennials
Plant appearance 524a 221b 13.2¢c 91c 26d 0.6d 1.9
Price 89c 181b 276a 189b 142bc 123c 35
In bloom (for flowering plants) 45d 146¢ 123c¢ 185bc 240a 26.1la 42
Northern grown 16.1bc 2278 125c 127c 140c 221ab 35
Knowledgeable staff 6.2b 10.0b 212a 200a 244a 181la 4.0
Plant guarantee 11.9b 125b 132b 208a 208a 208a 39
For shrubs
Plant appearance 462a 221b 142c 126¢ 4.7d 0.2e 21
Price 89c 152b 264a 178b 191a 126bc 36
In bloom (for flowering plants) 24e 7.3d 87cd 128c 254b 434a 4.8
Northern grown 172ab 237a 116b 164b 146b 16.6 ab 34
Knowledgeable staff 83b 124b 20l1a 219a 209a 164ab 38
Plant guarantee 16.8ab 19.3a 19.1a 185a 156a 10.8b 33
For trees

Plant appearance 414a 216Db 170bc 13.7c 5.8d O4e 2.2
Price 10.2¢c 152bc 247a 175a 208ab 116¢ 36
In bloom (for flowering plants) 19e 5.8d 79cd 129c 235b 480a 49
Northern grown 173ab 237a 129b 173a 137b 152b 33
Knowledgeable staff 9.8b 131b 198ab 21.0a 21.0a 154a&b 38
Plant guarantee 195a 206a 17.7a 17.7a 152a 9.4b 3.2

“Mean separation within attributes by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at P < 0.05.

the reason for their choice of planting season,
possibly indicating that recent advertising cam-
paigns, promotingfall plantingduetofavorable
planting conditions, have had some effect.
Importance of plant attributes. Plant ap-
pearance was the most important characteris-
tic consumers considered when purchasing
plants of any kind (Table 9). The importance
of plant appearanceto consumersdecreased as
plant value and longevity increased from an-
nualsto perennials to shrubs and trees. Fifty-
nine percent of consumers ranked plant ap-
pearance highest for annuals, while only 41%
ranked plant appearance highest for trees.
Consumers may expect instant gratification
from their annual's purchases, but seem more
willing to delay gratification with woody or-
namentals, due to their extended period of
utility. Price was ranked as the second most
important consideration for the purchase of

annuals and perennials, but was of only aver-
age importance for shrub and tree purchases
(Table9). For shrubsandtrees, aplant guaran-
tee was the second most important factor for
the consumers. As might be expected, due to
their low monetary value, plant guaranteewas
ranked as least important for annuals. In gen-
eral, consumers believe that nursery product
pricesarereasonable (K hatamianand Stevens,
1994; Padgett et a., 1965). A North Carolina
study found that price was the only factor
affecting sales demand for various annuals
(Abdelmagid et & ., 1996).

A significant number of New England con-
sumers believe they will have greater garden-
ing success with plants produced in northern
locations than with plants grown in other re-
gions (Table 9). Whether or not a plant was
northern grown increased in importance from
annual sto perennialsto shrubsandtrees. Only



Table 10. Importance of various plant attributes to consumers.

Respondents sel ecting each rank (%)

Most important Least important  Mean
Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank3 Rank4 Rank5 Rank 6  rank
For a generic ornamental plant
Evidence of new growth 335& 274a 18.6b 155b 50c N/A 23
Absence of discolored or damaged foliage 21.1b 299a 242b 194c 54d N/A 2.6
Absence of dropped or wilted leaves 10.4b 211a 26.7a 270a 149b N/A 31
Compact shape with no spindly growth 19.2b 16.0b 186b 23.7a 225a N/A 31
In bloom (for flowering plants) 16.1b 54c 11.8b 14.3b 524 a N/A 38
For a broadleaf, flowering, evergreen shrub
Northern grown rather than from unknown origin 36.7a 16.0b 135bc 10.2c 11.2b 125b 2.8
Dark green rather than green foliage 21.7a 250a 212a 13.8b 11.3b 70b 29
First year loss rate of 5% rather than 20% 125¢c 225a 19.0ab 185a 157bc  11.8c 34
Numerous flowers present rather than few flowers 152a 153a 158a 210a 18.2a 145b 36
Priced at $20 rather than $30 10.3¢ 13.7bc  183a&b 17.0b 16.5b 242a 39
A 24" spread rather than a 15" spread 3.7d 75c 122¢ 195b 272a 300a 45
For a flowering herbaceous perennial

Unusual flower color rather than standard color 248a 24.1a 20.2a 13.1b 10.2 bc 76¢C 238
Northern grown rather than from unknown origin 299a 154bc  129bc 115c 125bc  17.8b 31
Numerous flowers present rather than few flowers 152a 189a 180a 181a 154a 1l44a 34
First year loss rate of 5% rather than 20% 99b 20.2a 17.2a 175a 189a 16.3a 3.6
Priced at $3 rather than $6 154bc 110c 13.6bc  183b 129bc  288a 39
A 12" spread rather than a6” spread 45f 105e 184cd 214bc 30.3a 14.9de 41

“Mean separation within plant attributes by multiple comparisons for proportions and the Tukey test at P < 0.05.

29% of consumers ranked northern grown
first and second in importance for annuals,
while41% ranked it first and second for trees.
The low monetary value of annuals and the
fact that they are grown only during thewarm
months of the year probably accounts for the
decreased importance of “northern grown” in
purchase considerations for annuals.

Accessto knowledgeabl e staff wasamore
important consideration for shrub and tree
purchases than for annuas (Table 9). The
importance of access to knowledgeable staff
for perennials purchasesfell between annuals
and woody plants. Consumers felt relatively
sure of their own knowledge about annuals,
but |ess sure about their knowledge of peren-
nials, shrubs, andtrees(Day, 1994). Thehigher
monetary value of shrubs and trees may also
make consumers less willing to rely on their
own knowledge of these plants. Access to
knowledgeable staff gives consumers greater
confidence that they will have success with
their shrub and tree purchases.

Being in bloom was ranked as the least
important purchasing factor for perennials,
shrubsand trees(Table9). Thisseemsto beat
odds with the generally-held belief of retail-
ers, that color sells and the customer will
always pick a plant in bloom over the same
plant not in bloom. “In bloom” was ranked as
somewhat important for annuals, again indi-
cating the consumers' need for more instant
gratification from their annuals purchases. In
fact, gardenersoften do useannualsto provide
instant color to their landscapes.

When evaluating plant quality, consumers
ranked evidenceof new growth and absenceof
discolored or damaged foliage as the most
important attributes (Table 10). Again, the
least important plant attribute was whether or
not the plant was in bloom. Compact shape,
believed by many retailers to be important,
was ranked as relatively unimportant by 46%
of the respondents. Customers ranking plant

quality from photographs rated plant com-
pactness and density as less important than
plant size (Padgett, 1961).

For broadleaf, flowering, evergreenshrubs,
consumers ranked northern grown and dark
greenfoliageasthemost important plant char-
acteristics(Table 10). InaNew Jersey survey,
plant foliagecolor ranked highest asafactorin
determining plant quality (Baker, 1965). These
findings should compel growers and retailers
to be sure to provide adequate fertility and
possibly shading, to maintain rich, greenfoli-
age color on plants for sale. Even though a
plant guarantee was assumed, consumers
ranked higher plant survival in their land-
scapes as a relatively important factor for
flowering, evergreen shrubs. Having to pur-
chase replacement plantsis apparently some-
thing that consumers wish to avoid. In addi-
tion, they may be considering the lost plant
growththat resultswhenreplantingisrequired.

Consumers deemed a larger plant spread
unimportant for both flowering, evergreen
shrubsand herbaceousperennials. Other stud-
ies have found plant size to be a relatively
important factor for nursery crop purchases
(Padgett, 1961). It is possible that consumers
either did not understand what “ plant spread”
meant, or they had difficulty visualizing the
difference in plant appearance between, for
example, a 24" wide and 15" wide plant.

For flowering, evergreen shrubs and her-
baceous perennials, consumers did not rank
number of flowers as an extremely important
factor (Table 10). However, for herbaceous
perennials, the most important factor was un-
usual or nonstandard flower colors. Consum-
ers are apparently interested in purchasing
herbaceous perennials that have atypica or
unique flower colors. Breeding and develop-
ment of new herbaceous perennia cultivars
should continueto be apriority. Furthermore,
growers and retailers should focus resources
on obtaining, producing and delivering new

cultivarsto consumers as quickly aspossible.

“Northern grown” was ranked almost as
important as unusual flower color for herba-
ceous perennials. Consumers recognize that
herbaceous perennials, like shrubs, must sur-
vive the winter to fulfill their intended utility
in the landscape. Whether correct or not, con-
sumers believe that northern grown plantsare
more likely to survive New England winters
than plantsfrom other sources. For both herba-
ceous perennials and flowering evergreen
shrubs, pricewasranked aslessimportant than
most other plant attributes (Table 10). Powell
(1994) also found that price was a relatively
unimportant factor that influenced consumer
decisions about where to shop. Plant quality,
sel ection and knowl edgeabl e staff werefound
to be moreimportant than pricein selection of
retail establishment (Khatamian and Stevens,
1994).

Conclusion

Thenursery industry continuesto increase
in size and importance to the agricultural sec-
tor. In spite of thesize of theindustry, market-
ing research hasbeen limited for ornamentals.
The potential for continued growth and the
long crop production times for nursery crops
suggests a need to develop information on
consumer preferences and buying habits. In-
creased competition betweenindependent gar-
den centers and mass merchandisers further
necessitates the need for understanding of
consumer preferences. This survey used a
regional approach to ascertain consumer pref-
erencesand buying habitsintheNew England
area. Consumers choose mass merchandisers
primarily to take advantage of their lower
prices and independent garden centers be-
cause of their higher plant quality and access
to knowledgesble staff. Throughout severa
questionsin our survey, respondents selected
plant quality asan overwhelmingly important



factor in purchases. Independent garden cen-
ters may be able to maximize their competi-
tiveness with mass merchandisers by main-
taining high plant quality, a wide range of
plant material, and emphasi zing consumer ac-
cess to knowledgeabl e staff.
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