
What Amazon’s Acquisition of 
Whole Foods Could Mean for 
Your Garden Center

Online retail giant Amazon’s acquisition of grocer Whole Foods for 

$13.7 billion sent shock waves through the global business world, 

according to Dr. Sethuraman Janardhanan, Practice Head & Client 

Partner, big data analytics, Happiest Minds Technologies. The U.S. 

grocery retail market is the second largest in the world, behind China. 

And there are lessons to be learned by independent garden centers 

watching the transition closely.

Amazon has been surprising the market for quite some time, with 

the introduction of Amazon Go stores and the acquisition of Whole 

Foods. These are tactical shifts from its online-only business, and 

with this newest step, it will utilize the 400-plus physical Whole Foods 

stores across the U.S. The strategic acquisition reveals the significance 

of incorporating a synergy of both online and brick-and-mortar 

stores to provide seamless customer experience for shoppers, while 

showing that the value of physical stores has not faded away with 

the online revolution - good news for garden centers everywhere, 

especially those with online stores.

We can expect that the Whole Foods’ distribution hubs will get a 

complete makeover from Amazon. The combination of best-of-

breed technologies, along with the wide experience that Amazon 

is capable of bringing in all the latest technology trends in physical 

stores, including a 3D/4D experience, smart shelves, virtual reality, 

endless aisles and interactive kiosks, could offer an all-new shopping 

experience for customers. We can also expect some of the Whole 

Foods stores to be converted into Amazon Go stores, empowered by 

the most advanced shopping technologies, including augmented and 

virtual reality, Internet of Things (IoT) and cognitive chatbots.

The in-depth market knowledge and customer understanding 

Amazon possesses are at par, which will help them deliver a more 

personalized and immersive customer experience. They can integrate 

Alexa to call out customer grocery orders, which can be picked up 

from the Whole Foods stores. Amazon can step it up a notch by 

implementing advanced features like auto replenishment based 

on weekly consumption, personalized customer suggestions after 

analyzing the organic consumption patterns and personalized grocery 

suggestions using IoT enabled devices.

From a vendor standpoint, the Amazon acquisition has created larger 

ripples. Amazon could come up with favored placement for the top-

selling items in Whole Foods, which could deal a blow to many of the 

existing brands offered by their competitors. The organic element of 

Whole Foods could affect the packaged food makers like Pepsico and 

Kraft Heinz as well. Amazon could reduce the price of organic foods 

and provide more value for money compared to existing brands, 

while conquering the market in a short time. 

Independent Garden Centers 
Are Surviving & Thriving in the 
So-Called ‘Retail Apocalypse’
Independent retailers, including garden centers, are not only surviving 

the “retail apocalypse,” they’re thriving. In fact, venturing into brick-

and-mortar seems to be the trend for online retailers, according to 

a recent report in the New York Post. Lisa Salzer, Owner and Jewelry 

Designer of Lulu Frost, opened her storefront in New York City this 

past summer. She started her company online 14 years ago, and 

decided to branch out by providing a unique in-store interactive 

experience for shoppers to design their own floral arrangements and 

create DIY custom jewelry.

The dismal retail news comes largely from the national chains and 

big boxes, such as Sears, Payless Shoes, Radio Shack and The Limited, 

which are either going bankrupt or are slashing the number of their 

physical stores, the New York Post reports. The retail apocalypse 

seems to be in full swing, but it has hit the big retailers much harder 

than indie retailers. The struggle among mass merchants is as much 

due to the growing trend of shoppers shopping to support local 

independent businesses as it is to online shopping.

“The spending shift from large retailers to small businesses 

has been spurred by the latter’s ability to deliver prompt and 

personal services,” according to a report compiled by Fit Small 

Business, which points out that seven out of 10 Millennials say that 

purchasing American-made products is important to them, and 40 

percent say that they prefer to shop at local stores, even if it means 

spending more.

It all comes down to the in-store experience, and small businesses, 

including independent garden centers, are more poised to deliver a 

personalized one than big box chains. Brent Wilsey of Wilsey Asset 

Management says, “You’ve got to have a unique experience whether 

you have one store, five stores or 500 stores.”

Want Shoppers to Spend More 
At Your Garden Center?  
Give Them Free Samples
Everybody loves free, especially free samples. There’s no better way 

to entice customers to try out a new product or sign up for your 

e-newsletter than handing out free samples. Seventy-five percent of 

shoppers are influenced to buy something by getting a free sample, 

according to a recent Alliance Data report. 

Giving your customers something for free makes them feel more 

positively toward your garden center. It offers you the opportunity 

to build a personal connection with customers because they have to 

engage with you and your employees for the sample, according to 

Rieva Lesonsky and Small Business Trends.

There are a couple different approaches you could take for handing 

out free samples at your garden center. Some ideas include giving 

away succulents, edible plants or any other small inexpensive plant to 

get their green thumb growing. You could set up a “sampling station” 

that features plenty of information about the product, including a 

display and signage on the product. But don’t put the price up front 

because you want to get your customers in the buying mood before 

they find out how much it costs.

If you want to offer a more pricey item as a free sample, consider 

it a gift with purchase. If a customer buys something at or above a 

certain price point, put a free sample in her bag at checkout, like a 

pair of gardening gloves for a large pottery purchase. You can use 

different types of samples at different price points to spur more 

purchasing, offering more valuable samples the more they spend. Or 

use the free samples to encourage the purchase of products you’re 

trying to move.

Here are some tips to using free samples to sell more product, from 

Lesonsky:

1. Know what you’re trying to accomplish. Identify your goal. Do 

you want to move a particular line of products, let customers 

know about a new product you’re selling, get more people to sign 

up for your e-mail list or just get more people into your garden 

center that day? Without a goal, you won’t be able to tell if your 

free sampling program works.

2. Let people know about it. For a small-scale free sampling, put 

signs in your store window or give out samples right outside the 

entrance. If you’re planning a more costly sampling program, such 

as giving away more valuable samples with purchases, or if your 

garden center is a destination away from the heart of downtown, 

let your customers know about it through e-mail marketing, social 

media or text message marketing.

3. Hype the limited-time aspect. “While supplies last” is a powerful 

motivator. Text message marketing or social media marketing 

are great ways to exploit this “get it now” mindset: “We’re giving 

away free samples of herb starters worth $25 with any purchase 

of $40 or more today, from 1-5 p.m. only!”

4. Measure results. When each free sampling program ends, 

carefully track what yout garden center got out of it. Examine how 

the outcome compared to your original goal set in step one. By 

monitoring the outcome, you’ll be able to tell if free sampling is 

worth your while and what works best.
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Garden Centers of America (GCA) has a renewed vigor and is continuing to expand the services available to you. As part of this expansion, we have 

revamped the whole concept behind our monthly newsletter. It is the goal of GCA to provide you with the information and resources to help you 

grow your business. Garden Retail Trends Report is designed to keep you on top of what’s hot in retailing, both within the industry and out.

New Terrain Garden Center 
Concept Puts Push Behind  
Customer Experience with 
Event Space, Cafe & Trattoria 
Terrain Gardens, the unique venue from URBN, the parent company 

behind the Terrain and Anthropologie brands, is set to officially 

open in fall 2018 at the Devon Yard lifestyle center in Devon, 

PA, according to details published by Main Line Today, PhillyBite 

and PhillyVoice. Bookings opened last month for the event space 

that blends rustic charm with lush greenery to create the perfect 

ambiance for weddings, birthday parties, holiday gatherings, 

corporate events and more. Devon is about 20 miles northwest of 

Philadelphia, and about 15 miles northeast of the flagship Terrain at 

Styer’s store, located in Glen Mills, PA.

“Terrain Gardens will combine the rustic beauty unique to the 

Terrain brand with a contemporary edge, creating an event space 

unlike any other in the area,” David Ziel, URBN Chief Development 

Officer, says. “The venue will provide guests with an unforgettable 

experience - from conception and planning to the enjoyment of the 

day’s festivities.”

The venue can accommodate up to 150 guests and features four 

different settings: the Reception Room, a combination of rustic and 

modern amenities for all types of celebrations; the Garden Porch, 

a weather-protected space overlooking the gardens; the Ceremony 

Garden, a secluded garden getaway; and the Bridal Suite, a spacious 

and private changing area for a quiet moment before the ceremony.

The design will incorporate reclaimed barn wood floors, festival lights 

draped over open beams and an abundance of blooming flowers. 

Seasonal and local dishes, as well as signature cocktails and wines, will 

be provided by Jeff Michaud, Culinary Director at Terrain Garden Cafe 

and a James Beard Award winner, and his in-house culinary team.

In addition to Terrain Gardens, Terrain Garden Cafe and Amis 

Trattoria are scheduled to open fall 2018.

Indies Uneasy Over Security 
of EMV Chip Cards Without 
Secret PINs, NRF Reports
Independent retailers have nearly caught up with large merchants 

in switching to chip-and-signature credit cards, despite fears with 

card security, but almost half (49 percent) say the cards would be 

more secure if the signatures were replaced with a secret personal 

identification number (PIN), according to a National Retail Federation 

(NRF) survey conducted by GfK. 

Sixty percent of small brick-and-mortar retailers had installed chip 

card readers by this past spring, while another 10 percent expected 

to by July, bringing the total to 70 percent. That number is expected 

to reach 81 percent by the end of 2017. Ninety-nine percent of mid-

size to large retailers plan to have made the switch by the end of 

this year.

But not all small retailers are making the switch: 19 percent have 

no plans to adopt chip cards, with 55 percent of them saying it is 

because their businesses are not at a high risk for credit card fraud. 

Overall, U.S. businesses are shelling out $30 billion to switch to chip 

cards that fall short on security advances. The chip makes it more 

difficult to create a counterfeit card, but they are still possible - plus 

the chip does nothing to deter lost or stolen cards from being used. 

Virtually all U.S. banks have refused to include PINs on their credit 

cards, opting to keep the transactions on signature processing 

networks run by Visa and Mastercard, rather than open them up 

to competing networks that can process PIN transactions. Beyond 

the PIN issue, chip cards do not keep card data from being stolen by 

computer systems. The chip transmits an encrypted code to signal 

it is not a counterfeit, while transmitting the actual account number 

and other card data in the clear.

Open Book Management 
Leads to Sales Growth Over 
Expectations, Study Shows
Employee engagement and retention are key to operating a 

successful garden center. There are many ways besides money to 

keep our garden center employees happy and motivated, such as 

making them feel part of a community, valued, appreciated and 

invested in the business, and that what they accomplish contributes 

to the overall success of your garden center.

“I don’t know that anyone has the magic bullet, but I think it’s a 

combination of things,” Maggie Bayless, Managing Partner for 

ZingTrain, tells The Gourmet Retailer. “Having a culture where 

employees feel that they truly can make a difference and that their 

ideas are heard, that’s the big picture.”

Businesses that use open book management see a 1 percent to 2 

percent annual increase in sales growth over expectations, according 

to research from the National Center for Employee Ownership. “We 

share financial information because it makes people work better, they 

operate better, but it’s also the right thing to do because they know 

more about their workplace,” says Dan Gillotte, General Manager of 

Wheatsville, where all new hires are put through training courses to 

understand the business financials. Weekly meetings are then held 

to discuss what occurred and what is expected in the business. “It 

really does build ownership on a staff level. Any employee can come, 

and they get paid when they come,” Gillotte says. “It’s actually very 

empowering to people.”

Invite your garden center employees to share their thoughts on the 

company’s vision, then incorporate their ideas when appropriate. 

Ask them to sit in on your yearly strategic planning meetings. 

Simply having a vision for the company means that the employee 

already feels invested and better about their role in the garden 

center business. 

Is Your Staff Setting the 
Tone for a Great Shopping 
Experience? Smart Scheduling 
Makes the Difference
Many retailers, including garden centers, are looking to in-store 

payroll to boost the bottom line, according to John Orr, Senior Vice 

President of Retail for Ceridian. Since approximately 80 percent of a 

retailer’s controllable costs are labor, it’s not surprising that stores 

make up margins through reductions in staff and coverage. However, 

this leads to lean scheduling practices, often resulting in these blows 

to business:

•  High employee turnover from overworking too few employees or 

offering undesirable scheduling opportunities

•  Poor store balancing, or the inability to share employees between 

different store locations

•  A damaged employee brand, which occurs when dissatisfied 

employees speak out on social media or rating websites

These will ultimately impact the customer experience at your garden 

center. Customers are not loyal to the retailer; customers are loyal to 

the experience. If your employees are overworked, sleep-deprived, 

unfairly scheduled or mistreated, it’s unlikely they will deliver the 

optimal experience to your customers.

Seventy percent of buying experiences are based on how the 

customer feels she is being treated, according to a McKinsey report. 

More importantly, retailers that prioritize the customer experience 

generate 60 percent higher profits than their competitors.

Thoroughly review your garden center’s policies and scheduling 

practices to determine if they are fair and support employee well-

being. Current workforce management technology solutions can 

ensure that schedules are fair and can also alert managers when 

schedules are problematic. Apply the same thought process to 

engaging your workforce that you do to engaging your customers. 

Now Trending in Garden Retailing . . .
•  Brick-and-mortar stores are holding their own. Seventy-eight percent of consumers are shopping in stores either about the same or more 

than they were a year ago, says National Retail Federation’s (NRF) Consumer View.

•  Engaging your customers’ senses can help create a memorable in-store experience. When music is paired with visuals and scent to create a 

branded atmosphere, 59 percent of American consumers say they’re more likely to revisit the store, according to “The State of Brick and 

Mortar 2017” study by Mood Media.

•  National chains and big boxes no longer rule the retail landscape. The growth in small format retail is attributed to demographic shifts, 

online shopping and shifting consumer demands, according to Koupon Media’s report “The Rise of Small Format Retail.”

Join GCA’s and the IGC Show’s 
Social Network
#GCAtour & #IGCshow

Sincere Thanks to Our GCA Summer Tour Sponsors!

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF YOUR GCA MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS
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Enjoy Exclusive Savings & Special Perks: 
IGC Show, August 14-16, 2018! 
GCA Members save $260 on each IGC Retailer Conference All-Access 

Pass registration during the early bird registration period, and $100 

off each IGC Show Monday Garden Center Bus Tour registration! 

•  Two free drink tickets per company  

for Tuesday evening’s free party  

and concert

•  Special reserved seating at the concert 

- come early, seating is limited!

•  Access to the GCA Member Lounge, 

with a special catered lunch buffet 

available at your convenience

Stay tuned for your exclusive GCA Member promo code. 

JUST ANNOUNCED FOR NEXT SUMMER 2018!

GCA Summer Tour 2018 
Seattle, Washington
Next year’s GCA Summer Tour is 

headed to Seattle, WA, for an exclusive 

behind-the-scenes look at garden 

center operations in this Pacific 

Northwest hot spot. You’ll want to be 

sure to pack your notebook and camera 

to capture all the merchandising and 

indie retailing inspirations! 

LOOK FOR EXACT DATES & MORE  
DETAILS SOON!


