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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.

Engage Your Customers’ Senses 
for a Shopping Experience 
They Won’t Soon Forget
While brick-and-mortar retailers wring their hands about how to 

make physical retail more prominent, they’re overlooking the most 

powerful competitive weapon at their disposal - that e-commerce 

retailers cannot replicate: their ability to engage shoppers’ human 

dimension through their five senses, according to Forbes.

Shedding light on the power of multi-sensory engagement in retail 

are Assistant Professor Miralem Helmefalk and Bertil Hultén, 

Ph.D., from Linneaus University in Sweden: “For retailers, a visually 

dominant store atmosphere should be designed more in the direction 

of a multi-sensory atmosphere in offering shoppers more appealing 

experiences of the retail setting.”

They cite research that demonstrates “a positive effect of multi-

sensory congruent cues on shoppers’ emotions, through valence and 

purchase behavior, through time spent in the store and purchase.” 

Meaning, shoppers engaged through all five senses at your garden 

center spend more time there and are more likely to make purchases.

Independent garden centers have a powerful advantage that no 

digital upstart can compete with, even Amazon with same-day 

or next-day delivery: your power to engage in the real world by 

activating all five senses.

“The key is to build multi-sensory experiences in retail that trigger 

an emotional response before the conscious, cognitive and rational 

parts of the brain kicks in,” Darren Coleman, Founder of Wavelength 

Marketing and Author of Building Brand Experiences: A Practical 

Guide to Retaining Brand Relevance, tells Forbes.

Here is how to make the shopping experience at your garden center 

more sensory for your customers:

1. Visual: The visual sense is by far the one that retailers activate 

most frequently in terms of design, color, style and lighting. But it 

may still be used ineffectively if the visual cues and clues in your 

store are not tuned to the ones that will engage the customers 

most effectively. One of the more important visual cues that too 

many retailers ignore is when too many products are on display. 

Too much product detracts rather than enhancing the shopping 

experience, and it creates a cacophony of visual noise that only 

adds to the paradox of choice.  
 

In addition, products that are displayed too closely together tend 

to be overlooked, unless the customer is engaged to touch the 

product. “The consistency of visual execution is key, and this can 

be seen in brands from product design, visual merchandising 

through to the overall store experience,” Coleman advises.

2. Touch: The tactile experience of shopping - to touch and feel 

what your garden center sells - is a tremendous draw for your 

customers. About 50 percent of consumers are turned off to 

online shopping because they can’t do that, and it contributes to 

the large number of returns e-commerce retailers face. The more 

people touch products while shopping, the more likely they are 

to buy and spend more money. The psychology behind it is called 

the “endowment effect,” where your customers value things 

more when they own them, and touching product in-store tends 

to make them feel that sense of ownership.

3. Smell: “Smell is the only sense that has a direct line to your 

brain’s limbic system,” Coleman says. “That’s important because 

the limbic system deals with long-term memory and emotion. 

Retailers rely on memories associated with an emotion we feel, 

and this is why scent is so significant when you build brand 

experiences.”  
 

The use of fragrance allows you to create a branded experience 

that intuitively tells your brand story, according to Logan Andres, 

Director of Products and Marketing at ScentAir. “If you want 

customers to become endeared to your store, you have to give 

them something they can connect with to remember. Scent gives 

customers this connection.”

4. Sound: The right music in your store also influences memory, 

emotion and movement. “One study identified how ‘pulse and 

tonality’ of music activates wide networks in the brain, including 

the limbic system tied to memory and emotion,” Coleman says. 

For garden centers to use sonic branding effectively, they need to 

think beyond random soundtracks chosen by the store manager 

in the morning and create a symphony of sound that captures the 

heart and soul of the store. 

In summing up the opportunities in activating all the senses in the 

retail experience, Coleman advises that retailers need a firm fix on 

what their overall company experience and message is in order to 

have a solid base for building multi-sensory experiences. Do not 

go “multi-sensory mad,” but pilot, test and iterate first, then use 

learnings to implement multi-sensory experiences at scale.

And finally, he stresses the need to think holistically. He says, 

“The true magic happens when you build brand experiences that 

orchestrate multi-sensory cues that appeal to a number of senses. 

The results will be compelling retail experiences which deliver 

differential value that will be hard for your competitors to emulate, 

and most especially the digital ones.”

Having a Hard Time Finding 
Seasonal Help from Teens? 
You’re Not Alone

Is your garden center having problems finding - and keeping - 

seasonal help, mainly teenage workers, to man your cashiers and 

perform smaller tasks? You’re not alone - the entire retail industry is 

facing those challenges.

Summer jobs used to be the norm for teens, but now younger 

workers are juggling jobs with extracurricular activities from sports 

to volunteering and college prep. Businesses are finding ways to work 

around a stagnant teen labor force in an increasingly tight job market, 

according to Kate Rogers and Nick Wells of CNBC.

Only about 40 percent of teens ages 16 through 19 were in the labor 

force last summer, according to a CNBC analysis of data from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics. That figure has remained stagnant over the 

past decade. In 2006, about half of teens were working, or looking for 

work, during the summer. In the early 2000s, the figure was 20 points 

higher than it was last summer. Last year, only about one-third of 

teens held a summer job.

Anthony Bannon, who employs about 38 teens ages 15 through 18, 

has two boardwalk businesses, open May through October. He takes 

pride in giving teens their first experience in the workplace, and 

diligently works on retaining them year after year. But Bannon has 

seen a shift in teen workplace dynamics in recent years, and has had 

to change the way he recruits, bringing younger workers into the fold.

“We specialize in offering first-time workers the opportunity to learn 

how to get their chops and how to be a good employee - how to 

be a good team member,” Bannon tells CNBC. “We’ve found over 

the last couple of years that 16- and 17-year-olds aren’t working as 

much. We’ve had to actually open it up to 14- and 15-year-olds using 

programs like working papers and working with schools.”

Summer enrollment in educational classes may be one cause for a 

decline in teen labor force participation, as the college enrollment 

process becomes more intense. In July 1985, about 10 percent of 

teens were enrolled in classes. In 2018, that number rose to 45 

percent. Some say the shift may prove problematic for teens as they 

age.

“Families are focusing now on education - getting good grades and 

being college-ready,” Ellen Davis, President of the National Retail 

Federation Foundation, tells CNBC. “Students are also focusing on 

athletics. A lot of teenagers are opting out of the workforce, and 

many of them aren’t finding their first job until they graduate from 

college. That has huge implications, not only for businesses who are 

trying to hire young people, but also for young people who aren’t 

learning the skills they need to be successful in the workplace.”

Older workers may be in higher demand, as employers look to fill 

roles in the absence of teen workers. In July 2000, 24 percent of food 

service workers were teens, a figure that fell to 19 percent last year. 

At the same time, the portion of food service workers who were ages 

55 and older rose to 12 percent from 8 percent.

McDonald’s is partnering with AARP this summer to fill 250,000 

seasonal roles, the restaurant announced earlier this year. Other 

large employers, such as Walmart, are doubling down in recruiting 

teens with offers that include SAT and ACT prep courses - the exact 

conflicts that may be preventing some teens from working.

Mike Haines, Owner of four Tropical Smoothie Cafe locations, tells 

CNBC that about 75 percent of his labor force of close to 100 workers 

is made up of teens. Hiring teens isn’t an issue for Haines, who is keen 

on keeping the younger workers he hires on board year-after-year, 

giving them opportunities to work into managerial and leadership 

roles. But he says their availability just isn’t what it used to be.

“The amount of hours they are devoting to work and the consistency 

of that availability is significantly different, even though we haven’t 

been dramatically affected by the number of teen applicants 

being reduced,” Haines says. “They’re doing things like volunteer 

work, they are engaged in their churches. They are looking at their 

extracurricular activities and taking additional summer courses, 

where previously the labor pool for summer students would have 

been much higher.”

If these struggles to find - and retain - seasonal help ring true for you, 

Jeff Kortes’ Continuing Education @ IGC track this month, “‘Dream 

Team’ Hiring, Training & Retaining for Staff-Strapped IGCs,” at the IGC 

Show, is for you. Kortes is ready to share his personally developed 

C.R.A.P. Leadership System that is proven to keep your seasonal help 

coming back to work for your garden center year-after-year. Get your 

All Access Pass to attend his track and five others - go to  

www.IGCShow.com/Register.

Tired of the Same-Old Reviews? 
Walmart Is Using Virtual Reality 
to Evaluate Retail Employees

For Walmart employees, seeking a promotion within the company 

has typically meant undergoing a comprehensive vetting process that 

includes a detailed paper-based assessment, according to Peter 

Holley of The Washington Post. But for the past few months, Walmart 

has begun replacing paper-based assessments with an experimental 

tool: virtual reality (VR).

Using a $250 Oculus Go VR headset, employees have their wits and 

instincts tested inside a simulated environment, allowing managers to 

see how well they know the store’s departments and how they react 

in everyday scenarios. Those scenarios can range from motivating 

an underperforming employee to resolving a conflict with a difficult 

customer. Inside the simulated environment, candidates might find 

themselves standing in a busy aisle facing multiple problems, such as 

spills, misplaced items and trash, and are given 30 seconds to figure 

out which to resolve first.

When combined with conventional interviews and replicated across 

thousands of employees, the virtual assessment helps eliminate bias 

from the internal hiring process, Michelle Malashock, Walmart’s 

Director of Media Relations, tells The Washington Post. The VR 

assessment tool was rolled out in April and has already been used to 

consider about 10,000 employees for new jobs across the country.

“The assessment can reveal leadership, but it also might show that 

someone is actually a better fit in another job,” Malashock says. 

“That might not be immediately obvious until that person actually 

steps inside the role using VR.”

Walmart’s VR assessments are designed by STRIVR, a company 

based in Menlo Park, CA. The retailer has used VR since 2017 to train 

employees at 200 Walmart Academies and has sent thousands of VR 

headsets to stores across the country for employees to use, according 

to the company. 

The company claims that VR training improves employee confidence 

and has boosted test scores 10 to 15 percent - even for trainees who 

simply watched others experience the training. Virtual scenarios 

include managing a produce section or preparing for the chaos of 

Black Friday by watching actual footage from the annual shopping 

spree.

“There is also empathy training, which involves scenarios where 

you’re both a cashier and later in the body of a customer who is 

receiving text messages from a partner at home who is telling 

you your baby is sick,” Malashock says. “The juxtaposition helps 

employees see interactions from every side.” 

Sinan Aral, a Professor of Information Technology and Marketing 

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, tells The Washington 

Post that VR makes training more realistic than reading a packet or 

completing a work sheet.

Param Vir Singh, a Professor of Business Technologies at Carnegie 

Mellon University, agreed, pointing out that VR gives companies the 

ability to standardize how employees are evaluated. By removing a 

large degree of subjectivity from the evaluation process, companies 

get a clearer picture of an employee’s potential as well as a trove of 

valuable data that can be used to refine how employees are trained.

Singh and Aral predicted that VR as a training and assessment tool 

will be adopted rapidly in the coming years, with many more major 

companies following Walmart’s lead.
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Retail Sales Gains Underscore 
Ongoing Consumer 
Confidence & Higher Spending

U.S. retail sales and factory output in June exceeded expectations 

and underscored steady economic growth even as Federal Reserve 

officials voted to reduce interest rates, according to Bloomberg.

The value of retail purchases rose 0.4 percent for a second month, 

more than the 0.2 percent median projection in a Bloomberg survey 

of economists, shows Commerce Department data. Production at the 

nation’s manufacturers also advanced 0.4 percent, the most this year, 

according to a separate report from the Fed.

Sales in the “control group” retail subset - a key gauge which excludes 

food services, car dealers, building-materials stores and gasoline 

stations - increased 0.7 percent, also exceeding projections. In the 

second quarter, the measure jumped an annualized 7.5 percent, the 

strongest quarterly performance since the final three months of 

2005. Some analysts view the measure as a more accurate gauge of 

underlying consumer demand.

Even with the June gain in factory output, the measure fell during the 

second quarter at a 2.2 percent annual rate for the first back-to-back 

declines since 2016 - evidence of weakness, but one that the central 

bank did not cite as one of the reasons for an interest-rate cut.

The retail figures show the biggest part of the economy - consumer 

spending - continues to drive economic growth, while business 

spending and manufacturing remain the weak links due to tepid 

global demand and trade policy concerns. The latter, along with 

muted inflation, help explain why Fed policymakers have decided to 

reduce their benchmark interest rate as “insurance” against external 

risks to the economy.

“The retail sales data today gives you comfort that the domestic 

economy is in good shape and the consumer is in a good spot,” 

Michael Gapen, Chief U.S. Economist at Barclays Plc, tells Bloomberg. 

He explains that business spending, business confidence and 

manufacturing production are where the economy is slowing, 

and that the cuts that the Fed made will support financial market 

conditions and keep the domestic economy strong.

Another report showed sentiment among U.S. homebuilders crept 

higher in July after falling the previous month, indicating lower 

mortgage rates are helping shore up demand.

The retail gain underscores Fed Chairman Jerome Powell’s view that 

consumer spending and finances remain healthy amid a tight labor 

market that’s been supporting the expansion. Eleven of 13 major 

retail categories increased, led by a 1.7 percent increase in nonstore 

retailers, which include online vendors.

The retail sales gain “feeds into the narrative we’ve been seeing 

which is consumer strength continuing to support the economy 

with a strong labor market and wage growth,” Scott Brown, Chief 

Economist at Raymond James Financial, Inc., tells Bloomberg “It’s 

consistent with consumer spending supporting the overall economy, 

but part of the strength we’re seeing in the second-quarter numbers 

is payback because the first quarter was so soft.”

The Fed’s industrial production report showed manufacturing was 

bolstered by a solid gain in motor vehicle output. Total industrial 

production, which includes mines and utilities, was unchanged as 

milder-than-usual weather reduced demand for air conditioning.

Don’t Alienate Your Older 
Customers in the Quest to 
Attract Younger Generations

With 10,000 Baby Boomers turning 65 every single day, the aging 

population presents an extraordinarily lucrative opportunity for 

retailers, including your independent garden center, according to 

Geoff Gross, Founder and CEO of Medical Guardian.

Nearly 90 percent of Boomers want to remain in their own homes, 

and they actively seek products and services that will help them age 

gracefully. In the next 20 years, spending by people older than 50 is 

projected to increase by 58 percent.

Even though people older than 50 are becoming the largest 

population segment in the U.S., most retailers focus the customer 

experience on younger shoppers. However, the average young 

consumer is busy with work and family obligations - she wants to 

be able to get in, grab what she needs and get out of your store as 

quickly as possible.

But that’s not what older shoppers want. Seniors and retired older 

adults typically have fewer opportunities for social interaction, which 

makes shopping an enjoyable experience that they savor. In a study 

by A.T. Kearney, two-thirds of respondents between the ages of 70 

and 80 say they shop at least twice a week.

Some retailers have gotten the experience right when it comes 

to senior shoppers. Best Buy, for example, created a full category 

initiative that’s focused solely on providing products that can help 

seniors age in place. Other retailers have followed suit, adopting 

complementary categories and curating a similar set of product 

offerings. These senior-focused shifts by some of our nation’s biggest 

retailers show the importance of this demographic and highlight the 

purchasing power of older shoppers.

Here’s how your garden center can appeal to senior shoppers:

1. Be a friendly face. Remember that shopping your garden center is 

a social experience for seniors. Many feel stores are understaffed 

and undertrained to meet their needs, according to the A.T. 

Kearney study. To fix this missed opportunity, you must create a 

better shopping environment that will attract and support seniors. 

Make sure well-trained team members staff are able to answer in-

depth questions about each product’s key features, functionality 

and uses. Remember, empathy and friendliness go a long way 

toward creating an enjoyable social experience for seniors.

2. Don’t talk down. Retailers need to pay special attention to 

make advertisements that are relatable to seniors. Don’t portray 

seniors in a negative or helpless light - instead, demonstrate how 

a product can help them remain independent and enhance their 

wellness. Most seniors understand what a product does - they 

want to see ads that explain how it will make their lives easier. In 

doing so, you’ll create a better, more useful connection between 

these shoppers and what your garden center sells.

3. Focus on quality and branding. Seniors are typically more willing 

to pay higher prices for premium products. They may buy fewer 

items, but they tend to be extremely loyal to the retailers they 

trust. Opt for products with quality and longevity in mind to 

help you win favor with this demographic. To forge a stronger 

connection, make sure your staff members know how different 

products might appeal to seniors based on values, such as quality 

and loyalty.

4. Go easy on the eyes. Seniors often find price displays, store 

directions and other signage difficult to read. And the older 

seniors are, the harder it is for them to read labels - even when 

wearing glasses. It’s not always possible to control product 

packages and labels, but you can control the appearance and 

readability of your in-store displays and signage. By using larger, 

easy-to-read fonts and clear imagery, you can help assure that 

senior shoppers will be less likely to need help understanding the 

“fine print.” Use fonts and colors that contrast, and ensure that all 

content is clear, direct, concise and accessible.

5. Prioritize comfort. Make sure there are plenty of places for older 

shoppers to sit comfortably and out of the way of other shoppers, 

so they can prolong their experience at your garden center. 

Sixty-three percent of seniors younger than 70 and 75 percent 

of seniors older than 70 say they want to have an option to sit 

down in stores. And comfy seating in stores is something that can 

benefit everyone - not just older shoppers.

Strategically Planning Your 
Garden Center’s Space Will 
Unlock More Sales

There are 23.5 square feet of retail space for every person in the 

United States, more than any other country in the world. All of this 

space is critical to our economy, as more than 90 percent of the 

nearly $6 trillion that consumers spend in the U.S. takes place inside 

brick-and-mortar stores, according to Tom Buiocchi, Executive 

Director of ServiceChannel.

Managing all this square footage efficiently requires strategic planning 

and operations, as it can mean the difference between keeping 

your doors open or shuttering for good. High costs are certainly one 

implication of poor retail space planning and operations; however, 

the bigger impact may mean the inability to create a positive 

customer experience by presenting a clean, warm, inviting and highly 

functional physical space. That is bad for your garden center and a 

sure path for failure.

Whether you are opening a new brick-and-mortar garden center 

location or want to optimize an existing space, strategic space 

planning means taking a fresh look at your stores, evaluating square 

footage use and retooling your space.

Before making any changes, you need to first take a close look at 

your current store and space utilization. The goal is to get a holistic 

sense of your space and understand how customers are currently 

experiencing your garden center.

Here are a few specific areas to evaluate:

• How are customers moving through your garden center? Spend 

some time observing your customers as they move through your 

space. Watch where their eyes go when they first enter the space. 

Are they more apt to browse the first section, or do they have 

a clear destination? Take notes on these observations to help 

identify customer patterns and get a better sense of how your 

current store layout is performing.

• What is the current floor layout, including vertical space? Walk 

around your store and look at how floor and vertical space is 

being utilized. What products are at eye-level? What is the feeling 

evoked? Are you appealing to consumer psychology?

• What do your customers think? Any retail store’s success 

is because of loyal customers. Talk with your customers to 

better understand their experience and where they believe 

improvements could be made. Ask about any frustrations they 

have with their in-store shopping experience. Don’t be afraid to 

make small changes - even temporary ones - to gauge customer 

reaction and response.

When thinking about improving customer experience and space 

utilization - and taking a more proactive approach - there are three 

key areas to consider:

1. Facilities maintenance. The foundation of an optimal retail 

space is proactive maintenance. Instead of reacting when things 

go wrong, a proper facilities maintenance strategy tackles and 

schedules preventative maintenance over the course of the year. 

This type of program ensures maximum uptime and enables you 

to deliver a comfortable, clean, consistent store experience. 
 

Critical building systems (HVAC, lighting, restrooms, etc.) need to 

be maintained - if these important functions are out-of-order for 

any length of time, customer experience will be impacted. For 

example, it would be a disaster to have an HVAC system go down 

at the height of the summer heat, or have multiple exterior lights 

out on a sign or a parking lot. 
 

For smaller facilities, this could be tracked in a spreadsheet, but 

for larger or multiple retail locations, there is specialized software 

available where retail facilities manager can track and manage 

assets, create a database of reliable vendors and schedule routine 

maintenance tasks. With increased efficiency on preventative 

maintenance, managers have more time to devote to optimizing 

their retail space.

2. Store layout and customer flow. When a customer enters your 

store, where do you want them to go first? How do you want 

them to move through the space? How do you want them to leave 

the space? Shoppers are looking for convenience and ease, so 

don’t overburden the space with too much merchandise or busy 

displays. 
 

Whem reconfiguring a space, the most important consideration is 

the placement of more permanent installations, such as registers, 

the location/orientation of different departments and the width of 

aisles. These will serve as the anchors of the space. 
 

While other elements - shelves, displays, tables - are more 

adaptable, their placement should consider the convenience and 

experience of the shopper. Execute any layout changes during off-

hours, ideally when the store is closed, to minimize any impacts 

on customer experience.

3. Design and atmosphere. With a maintenance plan and anchor 

pieces of the store layout in place, the third component is to 

make the space unique. Essentially, how do you want customers 

to feel when they are in your store? With multiple locations, it’s 

important to have consistent elements, while optimizing for the 

distinct space. For example, a retail location with a high ceiling 

may want to incorporate a distinctive lighting to showcase the 

space. Through installations, decorations and visual elements, 

retailers need to create a space that represents the brand and 

appeals to its customer base.

Now Trending in Garden Retailing . . .
•  Is your app up to date? A current mobile app for your garden center improves the customer’s shopping trip. About 63 percent of consumers 

say retail technologies and innovations have improved their shopping experience on mobile devices, according to the National Retail 

Federation’s (NRF) Summer 2019 Consumer View report.

•  Consider implementing buy-online/pick-up-in-store services at your garden center to increase the convenience factor for your customers. 

Approximately 67 percent of consumers who have bought an item online and picked it up in-store were satisfied with the experience, 

reveals NRF’s Summer 2019 Consumer View report.

•  Does your website track customers’ favorites and past purchases? About 63 percent of Millennials like it when a website keeps track of their 

activities and makes recommendations to them, according to the “Decoding the Personalization Paradox” study by GfK and NRF. 
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Thanks For Making IGC 2019 So Great! 
 We’ll See You Next Year, Aug. 11-13! 
We were so happy to see so many friendly faces at our 13th annual 

trade show, networking and educational 

conference event dedicated to the success 

of your garden center! Many thanks to all of 

you for making it a winner.

Be sure to save these dates for IGC Show 

2020, returning August 11-13 to Chicago’s 

Lakeside | McCormick.

Check back for your exclusive GCA Member 

code to receive discounts at IGC Show 2020. 

To see some of the excitement from IGC 2019, visit:  www.IGCShow.com. 

Beantown, Here We Come! GCA Summer 
Tour 2020 Heads to Boston, June 22-25
Boston will be the host for next year’s GCA Summer Tour, June 22-25, 

2020. Plans are already in the works for new education and networking 

in the trendsetting 

New England capital 

and its scenic 

surrounds, steeped in 

history dating back to 

our nation’s founding. 

GCA officials will 

personally scout each 

and every location to 

develop an itinerary 

that highlights the 

best destinations with 

the most uniquely 

differentiating ideas 

for independent 

garden center retailers.

Stay tuned for details as they unfold. Registration is now open with extra 

early-bird savings at www.GardenCentersofAmerica.com.

Sincere Thanks to Our 2019 GCA Summer Tour Sponsors!

2020 GCA SUMMER TOUR

BOSTON

http://www.igcshow.com/
https://gardencentersofamerica.wildapricot.org/event-3458194
http://www.epicor.com
http://www.truevaluecompany.com/Open-a-Store/Garden-Centers/About-Garden-Centers
https://gardenersconfidence.com/
https://www.espoma.com/
https://www.ceramousa.com/
http://www.bonide.com/
http://www.bennettplants.com/store/pc/home.asp
http://www.ballhort.com/
https://www.fitt-usa.com/
https://rapidgardenpos.com/
http://www.sungro.com/
http://www.truevaluecompany.com/Open-a-Store/Garden-Centers/About-Garden-Centers
https://glenhavenhomeholiday.com/
https://lgrmag.com/
http://www.igcmagazine.com
http://mccorklenurseries.com/

