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Portland IGC Retailer Thrives in Modern Era of Garden Retailing 
 

Even though family-owned Dennis' 7 Dees Landscaping 
and Garden Centers, which celebrated 60 years in 
business last year, has deep roots in the traditional 
model of garden retailing, all of the retailer's locations 
throughout the Portland, OR area are migrating toward 
the same merchandising scheme and store flow that 
takes customers on a "tour of experiences." 
	  
"We want to tell stories and offer inspiration or solutions 
for our customers - whether it be privacy solutions, edible 

ideas, container and small space innovations, or even a reinvention of conifer growth," Terry 
Rummerfield, Dennis' 7 Dees' General Manager, says. "We lay out our stores strategically to lead 
them through a winding path lined with landscape features, supported with outdoor decor and 
seasonal live product. We offer areas of rest and reflection that have been set up on themed 
outdoor patio vignettes." 
	  
He continues, "We have entryways that explore color, offering up ideas and enticing our guests 
to explore deeper into the garden center. Then we have beautifully designed hardscapes that 
support themes of the season providing inspiration throughout the garden center." 
	  
Dennis' 7 Dees President David Snodgrass (pictured above, from left: Drew Snodgrass, David 
Snodgrass and Dean Snodgrass) explains that this tour of experiences really helps differentiate 
their stores, which are located in Cedar Hills, Lake Oswego, Portland and Seaside. 
	  

	  
	  
"More than just selling product, we want to differentiate ourselves from box stores and others by 
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really making this an experience," he says. "We know avid gardeners don't just go to a garden 
center because they're looking for something specific. They're looking to get away and take a 
break to do something they really enjoy. Being in a garden surrounding is a perfect place for that 
garden enthusiast." 
	  
David stresses to his staff that it is incredibly important to deliver that experience every time, so 
customers come back for it again and again. But he admits it can be challenging to find new 
ways to keep it fresh in the stores, so that customers come in regularly to see what's new. 
	  
One of the keys to keeping the store experience uniform across all locations is the 
merchandising. Terry says they have a team of merchandisers who collaborate at each location 
to create that "wow" factor that is their visual stimulant in each garden center. 
	  
 
"Through coordinated planning, product support and market 
alignment, we offer these similar themes at each location, but 
we also have a unique touch at each of the garden centers that 
is distinct to their demographics," he says. "What makes it all 
come together is our team of skilled associates who engage 
customers at a creative level and provide solutions to their 
needs. Our goal is that every customer not only leaves with their 
initial needs met for what they came in for, but a new idea or 
thought that they didn't have before they came to visit us." 
	  
Some of Dennis' 7 Dees' skilled associates have been with the company for a long time, creating 
a real depth of knowledge and experience at the garden center, according to David. 
	  
Terry explains that their hiring and training process creates an environment for employees to 
succeed and thrive. 
	  
"We want to engage our employees just as much as the customer, so it starts with a great 
recruiting and hiring practice," he says. "Then, we build a comprehensive orientation to engage 
those new employees so they feel like they are appreciated." 
	  

 
Dennis' 7 Dees has ongoing educational opportunities in the form 
of a unique university program that was established by one of the 
store's key staff members. It takes new employees through four 
levels of product knowledge and horticultural care to get 
everybody to a good solid point. 
	  
"We offer positive feedback and an encouraging work 
environment with a clear career path and growth opportunities, 

too," Terry says. "Most of all, we set that expectation of what experience we want to deliver to our 
customers." 
	  
Garden Centers of America's annual Summer Tour is another great educational tool that Dennis' 
7 Dees takes advantage of - they sent a couple key staff members to the GCA Summer Tour in 
Portland last year. 
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Terry and David also find that the IGC Show Monday Store Tour is increasingly beneficial to 
training staff and improving their in-store customer experience. 
	  
"I’m a big fan of borrowing other people's good ideas and tweaking them to fit our vision," Terry 
says. "Validating the good things that we're doing is important, too, as we communicate and talk 
to peer groups that are on the right path. That's equally as good as finding some of those new, 
exciting products." 
 
David says, "We've always participated in national 
associations for the last 30 years. Really, if I look back at 
what is the best thing I could've done to grow our 
business, it is absolutely going outside of our 
marketplace and going to a national conference where 
the best of the best are in attendance. When I look at 
how we have grown, it's because we've learned from the 
best of the best who have shared their best practices." 
	  
Terry elaborates, "In my position as General Manager, my biggest benefit from the networking 
was a peer group that I can talk to about best practices, the latest product mix trends, staffing 
structure, pricing and margin strategies, and other operational topics. 
	  
"Then, I like having people to call on when I reach a roadblock to get different perspectives 
outside of my own blinders. When you're doing the same thing in the same buildings day after 
day, you lose perspective on what may be going on outside of your own realm." 
	  
David says, "The only place you can get the big picture of the industry is by becoming a member 
of GCA and participating. There's a lot of learning not only in what works for others, but what 
didn't work. The last thing we want to do is learn everything from our own experience, because 
that's extremely costly. If you really want to grow your business, this would be the absolute best 
trick of the trade." 
	  
Deep Roots in the Community 

	  
Dennis' 7 Dees celebrated its 60th anniversary this year, but 
the company's roots go much further back to 1927, when 
David's grandfather Bernard Esch started a lawn 
maintenance business, and later a wholesale rhododendron 
nursery. David's father, Robert Snodgrass, got involved in 
1956, operating the family retail garden center, nursery and 
landscaping business, which he named Seven Dees. Over 
the years, David's brothers Dean and Drew were brought into 
the business as Partners. 
	  

Terry says the company is the "total solution" for its customers, with the retail garden center, 
design/build program and landscape maintenance services. But they're looking to expand their 
relationship with the landscape side of the business. 
	  
To better bridge the gap between the garden center and landscape services, they've created a 
"planscaper" service, where the store provides the landscape design to a customer who has 
committed to purchasing the materials necessary to achieve the design. "They're not paying 
anything for the design," David says. "It comes with the project buyout." 
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Terry says, "A junior design/build staffer in the store will help with that DIY customer who is ready 
to dig some holes, but doesn't have a confident design in mind. As we grow this planscaper 
service and align it with the design/build portion of the business, it's going to be a huge point of 
differentiation and a big win for us as a garden center in serving 
those customers." 
 
David admits, "Our strength is designing, building and 
landscapes - that's the biggest part of what we do. That is in our 
history." 
	  
As far as getting the next generation of gardeners into the store, 
Dennis' 7 Dees has been targeting them in the manner in which 
they want to be marketed to - on social media through 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and blogging. 
	  
Then, the company looks to store merchandising to grab that next generation customer. "In terms 
of instant gratification, we focus on those next generation hobbyists by tailoring different product 
mixes to them and partnering with others in the industry," Terry says. "These customers have 
that immediate need for visual success, so we sell more mature plants, grab-and-go colorful 
containers - which is a huge category for us - and low-maintenance product. 
	  
"I was at a seminar last summer that mentioned that you don't want to use terminology that 
denotes harder work than it really seems. You have to be very specific about how you 
communicate to those generations." 
 
David believes there is at least one category garden centers can offer to the next generation of 
consumers - edibles. 
	  
"I think the Millennials and Generation Z all have an interest in producing vegetables and growing 
more of their own food in their gardens - whether that be a container garden in a small space on 
a porch or in a traditional large garden," he says. "We understand that we need to reel in these 
next generations slowly, start them off small and get them hooked. Once they're hooked, they'll 
understand and enjoy gardening like the past generations did." 
	  

 
Dennis' 7 Dees has been known for generations in the 
Portland community. "The company has been a very 
significant part of the community for 60 years now," David 
says. "We try to contribute to the community, trying not to 
turn anybody down. You can't contribute to all of them in a 
big way, but we can support in some way, so we always start 
with a 'yes.'" 
	  
One of the company's bigger projects is the charity golf 

tournament that benefits Human Solutions, a local facility for homeless children and families. 
"We've been hosting the golf tournament for seven years now, and we always choose Human 
Solutions," David says. "They help pay bills and provide food, shelter and jobs to homeless 
families." 
	  
Dennis' 7 Dees has invited its network of vendors, friends, customers and employees to support 
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this cause every year. "In the past three years, we've raised more than $100,000 to support 
Human Solutions," David says. "So over the full seven years, we've given more than $500,000." 

 

 


