
NRF Forecasts Robust Year for 
Retail with Increases Between 
3.8% and 4.4% in 2018

Good news for your garden center: The National Retail Federation 

(NRF) projects that retail industry sales will grow between 3.8 percent 

and 4.4 percent over last year, according to NRF’s 2018 economic 

forecast. Online and other non-store sales, which are included in the 

overall number, are expected to increase between 10 and 12 percent. 

The numbers from restaurants, automobiles and gas stations were 

not taken into account.

Retail sales grew 3.9 percent in 2017 over 2016 to $3.53 trillion, 

according to the U.S. Census bureau’s preliminary estimate for the 

year. The number, while subject to revision, exceeds NRF’s forecast 

for growth between 3.2 and 3.8 percent.

“A robust holiday season for retail sales is just one of many 

barometers that points to a consumer that is clearly feeling positive 

about their financial health,” Matthew Shay, NRF President and CEO, 

says. “Despite headlines to the contrary, the retail industry is strong, 

growing and meeting consumer demand with the products they 

want at the prices they expect and the shopping experience they 

want to have, online or in store. With consumer confidence high, 

unemployment low and wages growing, there is every reason to 

believe that retail sales will be robust throughout the year.”

NRF expects the overall economy to gain an average of 163,000 

jobs per month, which is down slightly from 2017 but consistent 

with labor market growth. Unemployment is expected to decrease 

to 3.9 percent by the end of the year. GDP growth is likely to reach 

2.5 to 3 percent.

“The underpinnings of the economy are very good, and consumer 

spending is at the center of our outlook,” Jack Kleinhenz, NRF Chief 

Economist, says. “The push and pull of forces both external and 

internal to the U.S. economy will continue to provide challenges, 

but on balance we expect a good year. And as the retail industry 

continues to transform, retailers will leverage the new tax plan to 

invest in their employees, stores and new formats that engage with 

the ever-evolving and demanding consumer.”

Check Out This Living 
‘Biosphere’ As a Side Trip 
While You’re In Seattle for 
GCA’s Summer Tour
Amazon has turned the centerpiece of its $4 billion downtown 

Seattle, WA, office into an indoor tropical rainforest with more than 

40,000 plants from around the world, according to Chain Store Age. 

The new structure, dubbed The Spheres, is meant to resemble a 

tropical rainforest in the clouds, complete with trees, sunlight, soil, 

the sound of running water and the scent of flowering plants. From 

the outside, it resembles three connected glass domes, or Biospheres, 

sitting on the ground.

“Our goal with The Spheres was to create a unique gathering place 

where employees could collaborate and innovate together, and 

where the Seattle community could gather to experience biodiversity 

in the center of the city,” John Schoettler, Amazon Vice President of 

Global Real Estate and Facilities, tells Chain Store Age.

The Spheres have treehouse meeting rooms, river and waterfall 

features, paludariums, a four-story living wall and epiphytic trees. The 

project incorporates more than 400 species spanning five continents 

and 50 countries, and many of the plants have made their way from 

botanical gardens, nurseries and conservation programs around the 

world.

The structure has a visitor center, The Understory, which is open 

to the public year-round, providing a fully immersive, 360-degree 

experience where you can get up close to the science, engineering 

and plants behind the project. GCA Summer Tour-goers should be 

sure to stop by for a look during their free time this June. To read 

more about the 15 host retailers on the tour and register with early 

bird savings, go to www.GardenCentersofAmerica.com.

Shake Up Your Interview 
Questions to Vet the Best for 
Your Store this Spring 
With the spring peak hiring well underway at your garden center, 

you may be armed with the traditional interview questions, such as, 

“How would you be an asset to our company?” And, “What’s your 

biggest weakness?” But do you know the less-conventional interview 

questions that are keeping candidates on their toes? 

Inc. asked company founders and CEOs on LinkedIn what their 

favorite interview questions were and why, and curated this list of 

out-of-the-box questions that will help you vet the best additions to 

your garden center:

1. “What is the hardest thing you’ve ever done?” The answer can 

be personal or professional. What the candidate accomplished 

isn’t as important as how - and why. The answer also can provide 

insight into how the candidate defines “hard,” and how their 

perspectives align with the challenges your garden center faces.

2. “When have you experienced stellar customer service, and how 

did that change how you deal with customers?” This question 

is a great way to see how candidates define “stellar customer 

service” - not just as they experience it, but also in the service 

they expect themselves to provide at your store.

3. “What is your personal definition of success?” Everyone’s 

definition of success is different - and should be. How the 

candidate defines success informs you of their work habits, ethics, 

willingness to be part of a team and willingness to sacrifice.

4. “Tell me about a time when you felt a change needed to be 

made in how something was done. How did you come to this 

conclusion, and how did you get support for the change?” Every 

garden center business and team can improve. Doing that requires 

having people who not only see areas for improvement but can 

actually make those improvements happen. Listen closely to what 

the change was, but listen even more closely to how that change 

was implemented.

5. “Tell me about a time you had to learn a new skill: What was 

your process, what did you learn about yourself and what was 

the end result?” This is a great behavioral interview question that 

can be extremely telling.

6. “Up to this point in your life, what is the achievement you are 

the most proud of?” This question is great to ask so that the 

person being interviewed leaves on a positive note, and the 

answer will also tell you what candidates value in terms of goals 

and about themselves.

7. “Tell me about a time when you felt like a hero.” There’s a thin 

line between cocky and confident, and the interviewee’s response 

will tell you which “c” they fall under. Was the candidate quietly 

proud, or did he or she enjoy the public acclaim? Neither is right or 

wrong, but the answer can indicate how the individual likes to be 

recognized and praised.

8. “Are you smart, or do you work hard?” This question is a favorite 

of Burger King CEO Daniel Schwartz. Schwartz looks for people 

who feel their success comes from hard work, because he expects 

people to work really hard.

9. “What position would you play on a soccer team?” This question 

can indicate personalities. Generally speaking, people who see 

themselves as strikers tend to enjoy prominent, public roles. 

People who see themselves as midfielders like to help others, like 

to lead and follow. People who see themselves as defenders like 

organization, like to be counted on and won’t mind playing a less 

prominent role at your garden center.

10. “How will I know you’re struggling?” Or, “How will I know 

you need help?” In behavioral terms, this question could be 

rephrased as, “Tell me about a time you struggled to complete a 

task or project. What did you do?” A great candidate is willing to 

ask for help.

11. “What did you do to prepare for this meeting today?” How 

and to what extent the candidate prepared for the interview 

can indicate a lot not only about his or her interest in the job, 

but about how this person operates. If a candidate can share 

only platitudes about his or her preparation for something as 

important as a job interview, that speaks volumes about how 

this person will prepare for important tasks, meetings, roles, etc., 

when he or she actually has the job at your garden center.

12. “What is it about this position that excites you the most?” Some 

people want the job. Some people want the position, not the 

actual job. Always hire people who want the job, because they like 

doing the work involved.

13. “How are your basic math skills?” When asked this question, 

most candidates say “excellent” or “strong” or something positive. 

But when the interviewer asks for the answer to an equation, 

the response is usually a nervous giggle and a wrong answer. To 

the interviewer, it’s not a math test. It’s a way to gauge how the 

candidate responds when they make a mistake. Some handle it 

well. Others do not.

14. “How do you feel about mopping floors or scrubbing toilets?” 

Even if the candidate responds positively, the interviewer looks 

for facial expressions: A quick frown or a look of distaste says a 

lot more than words. When you’re giving candidates a tour of 

your garden center, find someone performing a manual task, 

like stacking boxes or unloading plants, and pitch in while talking 

to the candidate. Whether he or she jumps in to help will tell 

you a lot about that person’s willingness to do whatever job is 

necessary.

15. At the end of the interview, ask, “After you leave today, what 

are the top three things you want me to have heard about who 

you are? What do you want to make sure sticks with me about 

you?” Maybe you won’t learn much from asking this question. 

Maybe the candidate will just make a final pitch for why he or 

she is perfect for the job. But maybe you will learn something 

new. And even if you don’t, you’ll know you gave candidates 

every opportunity to share their skills, experience, knowledge and 

interest in the job, which is what every interviewer should offer 

every candidate. 

‘Alexa, Purchase Four Indoor 
Houseplants for My Office’
Artificial intelligence (AI) in retail is here. 1-800-Flowers.com has 

teamed up with Google to be one of the first retail brands on Google 

Assistant to offer a conversational and convenient ordering channel, 

Amit Shah, 1-800-Flower.com Chief Marketing Officer, tells Retail 

Customer Experience. Is your garden center ready to follow suit? 

The step toward embracing artificial intelligence and voice assistant 

devices should signal to independent garden centers that they need 

to utilize any and all channels available to make the shopping process 

as seamless, quick and convenient as possible - especially as Mother’s 

Day fast approaches. IGCs should make their selection of flowers 

and gifts available for purchase, or at least browsing and reservation, 

online at their websites and mobile apps, if applicable.

Customers can now use Google Assistant on Android and iPhone 

to shop from the retailer’s selection of plants, gift baskets, gourmet 

foods, confections, candles, balloons and stuffed animals. They can 

specify same-day or future delivery for all items purchased.

This isn’t the first time the online florist has utilized new channels to 

ease transactions. Consumers can place orders via a conversational 

chatbot on Facebook Messenger, on Amazon’s Alexa device and 

through the company’s online gift concierge, GWYN - or “Gifts When 

You Need.”
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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.

Eight Hot Trends Taking  
Shape This Season In Your 
Customers’ Gardens
Here’s a jump on how and what consumers will be gardening this 

season, according to Monrovia. “In 2018, the garden will be both a 

haven and a laboratory as gardeners seek a respite from a stressful 

world, and also dive into the flood of new plant choices they’re seeing 

in garden centers and on social media,” Jonathan Pedersen, Vice 

President of Business Development for Monrovia, says. “We’re also 

seeing more interest in flowering shrubs as time-crunched gardeners 

seek to simplify, and while we’re still seeing lots of color, especially 

ice-cream hues, patterned foliage is the story for 2018.”

Last year, more than six million people nationwide took up gardening, 

according to a National Gardening Survey, and Millennials between 

18-34 accounted for 80 percent of that total. “We’re seeing this new 

dynamic play out in unequaled demand for unique, sustainable and 

social share-worthy plants and for gardening as a differentiator of 

sorts,” Pedersen says. 

1. Roses and Rhodies Renaissance: It’s back to the future as the lure 

of Insta-worthy posies, year-round beauty, container compatibility 

and tales of low-effort/big rewards are making gardeners take a 

second look at old timey shrubs in general, and the next wave of 

fuss-free roses and rhododendrons - the “it” flower of the U.K. 

last year - in particular.

2. Garden Tribe: Always on the leading edge of mindfulness, home 

gardeners are creating a new type of tribalism where the shared 

experience of gardening inspires a leafy sort of group therapy. 

Seeking to find community, the garden has become not only 

a place of refuge and comfort but also a way to define one’s 

world view.

3. Pitch Perfect Pines: After years of being overshadowed by 

boxwoods and birches, this compelling conifer is on the comeback 

trail, with a starring role at 2017’s Chelsea Flower Show. Notably 

fuss-free problem solvers, which also offer a distinct personality 

in the landscape, pines feel fresh and wow-worthy. A new 

generation of gardeners will use them in inspiring ways.

4. Soil Matters: Collectively, home gardeners manage a great deal 

of land, perhaps as much as commercial farmers, and are poised 

to be a critical part of the solution to the urgent environmental 

issues of soil degradation and carbon capture. Expect to see 

programs promoting the application of commercial agriculture 

principles of “soil regeneration” in the home garden.

5. Suburban Plant Hunters: From heritage fruit trees and “who-

knew” annuals to Itoh peonies and complex topiary, savvy 

gardeners are foraging far and wide for the goods to make a 

landscape that’s bespoke, not cookie-cutter. Look for growers to 

respond with rare and limited quantity offerings.

6. We See a Pattern: It might be due to the allure of succulents, 

the 21st century houseplant infatuation, or the desire to add 

zip to deep shade spaces - whatever the cause, there’s no 

denying that plants with foliage patterned with dots, dashes, 

stripes and slashes have been spotted everywhere. There has 

been a 533 percent increase in “saves” of patterned plants on 

Pinterest last year.

7. Hydrangeamania: Everyone’s much-loved bloomer will cement 

its “must-have” status as the plant of the decade this year with a 

slew of new varieties that solve a lot of consumer woes. Breeders 

have grown a better hydrangea: reblooming, right-sized for pots, 

simpler to prune, with sturdier stems that don’t flop over under 

the weight of large flower heads, and thicker leaves that are more 

tolerant of heat, humidity and wind. 

8. Show Me State: There is a surge of interest by women gardeners, 

especially Millennials and social media savvy first-time home 

buyers, in taking back their power and engaging - in record 

numbers - the one-on-one services of coaches on how to prune, 

plant, compost and use a chainsaw. Gardening classes and Master 

Gardener programs have been selling out.

Amazon’s Plants Store Goes 
Live with Two-Day Shipping 
Amazon’s Plants Store just opened for business with succulents, 

shrubs, annuals and perennials - with free shipping for Amazon 

Prime’s annual members. The growers and nurseries selling their 

green goods through the special section of Amazon’s retail website 

include Proven Winners, Shop Succulents, Costa Farms, Brussel’s 

Bonsai, Kurt Weiss Greenhouses, Color Orchids, Just Add Ice Orchids 

and New Life Nursery and Garden. 

Prices range from $8.75 for a wisteria vine to $149.99 for a pack of 

100 succulents. Amazon’s Plants Store does not offer much on plant 

knowledge - gardeners are only given a few rudimentary notes and 

information on shrubs, perennials and annuals. 

Shoppers can narrow down the plant selections by clicking one of 

several tabs available, including “For Your Garden and Patio,” “For 

Your Home” and “Great Gifts.” Amazon also stocks a wide range of 

outdoor decor, patio furniture, tools and gardening supplies under its 

separate “Garden & Outdoor” tab.

Amazon’s Plants Store isn’t the online mega-retailer’s first niche 

effort. Earlier this year, it opened the “$10 and under” store, as 

well as the Handmade store, where artisans can sell their work, 

much like Etsy.

Click here for a look at Amazon’s Plants Store. [link: https://www.

amazon.com/b?ie=UTF8&node=15280263011]

Five Tips To Keep Your Content 
At The Top of Customers’ 
Facebook News Feeds
With Facebook constantly changing its News Feed algorithms, it’s 

easy for your garden center’s posts to get buried. In order to prevent 

that and keep your content prominent on customers’ News Feeds, 

Independent We Stand curated these five tips you can apply to your 

Facebook marketing right now:

1. Post ‘Live’ videos. Facebook says that “Live” videos average six 

times as many interactions as regular videos. There are so many 

different routes you can take with Live videos. You could have a 

staff member tell your followers about a new product or plant 

that just arrived to the store. Share behind-the-scenes content, 

like a day in the life of your employees. You can even create how-

to videos that promote your garden center as the local gardening 

and horticulture experts. Live videos are engaging for your 

Facebook Followers and fun for your staff.

2. Create events. Customers expect an experience from their 

favorite local businesses, including your garden center. They 

want your store to provide cooking classes, themed nights 

giving back to a local charity and DIY classes. By creating events 

to promote these experiences, you’re engaging with your 

customers and growing customer loyalty, while also creating 

memories in the process.

3. Focus on connections. In order to build the human connection, 

create content that does just that. The first step is to use 

Facebook Insights to find the best time of day for your posts. 

Next, the content you create needs to be valuable to your 

consumers. Don’t solely post about sales or products you’re 

trying to move. Share relevant articles or other content from your 

community that matters to your customers. Ask your Followers 

questions. You can then use their answers to curate more 

meaningful - and engaging - content moving forward.

4. Ask customers to utilize ‘See First.’ There is a sure-fire way 

to make sure your content stays in front of your most loyal 

customers. When a customer hovers their mouse over the 

“Follow” button on your garden center’s page, a few options 

appear. Ask them to put a check beside “See First” under the 

“In Your News Feed” option. You could even make a Live video 

showing customers how to do it.

5. Do NOT attempt engagement-baiting. Facebook already demotes 

posts constantly asking for likes, shares and comments. The 

Facebook algorithm recognizes these engagement-baiters and 

pushes them to the bottom of the list of content appearing on an 

individual’s News Feed. Inauthentic likes, comments, tags and/or 

shares will end up hurting your Page as a whole. Once Facebook 

deems that a Page utilizes these engagement-baiting practices 

often enough, all content from said Page is demoted, whether it 

contains engagement-baiting verbiage or not.

The Secret Ratio of Good-to-
Bad Customer Reviews & Why 
It’s Important to Your Store
It is well-known in retail that while great customer reviews can 

boost sales, bad reviews can hurt them. But something that isn’t 

well-circulated is the fact that there is an actual ratio between good 

and bad reviews, and it is even more important than the reviews 

themselves, according to Andrew Thomas, Founder of Skybell Video 

Doorbell and columnist for Inc. 

Negative customer experiences lead to bad reviews, and a bad 

review can do serious damage - the kind that takes more than a 

good review to fix. Thomas explains the good-to-bad review ratio 

as this: It takes roughly 40 positive customer experiences to undo 

the damage of a single negative review. The ratio, derived from a 

combination of human behavior, math and logic, was discovered 

through these realizations:

•  A customer who has a negative experience is highly likely to share 

that experience by leaving a bad review.

•  A customer who has a positive experience, on the other hand, 

is unlikely to leave a good review, and usually only one out of 10 

happy customers posts a good review.

•  Your company or product rating reflects an overall average of good 

and bad reviews. If your goal is to maintain an overall rating of four 

out of five stars, you’ll need four five-star reviews to make up for 

every one-star review. Couple this information with the note above 

and you can figure that it takes 40 positive customer experiences to 

make up for a single bad review.

So, what can you do? The best solution is to focus on customer 

satisfaction. If it isn’t already, customer happiness should be just as 

important to your garden center business as the product, plant and 

service itself. Here are three keys to customer happiness:

1. Product quality. Your products, plants and services need to 

provide the value you promised in a reliable way. They should 

work so well that 99 percent of your customers never call 

customer service.

2. Customer service. Great customer service not only prevents 

bad reviews, it also helps define your brand. The keys to the 

customer service equation include competent and compassionate 

associates, a manager who can effectively handle escalations, 

multiple means of contact - e-mail, phone, chat, etc. - and 

convenient hours of operation.

3. Educating users. Educate customers on how to plant up a 

beautiful, vivid container to display on their porch for spring, or 

how often they need to water that houseplant. Once educated, 

they’ll be grateful, instead of frustrated.

There are myriad ways that positive customer experiences and ratings 

can benefit your business. They can lead to increased sales; in fact, 

88 percent of customers read an online review that influenced their 

buying decision, according to a study by Zendesk. Good reviews amp 

up your brand’s reputation without any additional work on your end. 

Satisfied customers provide valuable word-of-mouth marketing for 

free and often prove to be your biggest advocates. Forty-two percent 

of consumers said that a recommendation from a family member or 

friend would influence their purchase more than a sale or promotion, 

according to a study by American Express. 

If you’re searching for lenders, investors and partners will 

unquestionably look at your ratings and reviews. A strong rating 

validates your company and products. Great reviews make for 

perfect promotional material - they can be used as testimonials, in 

marketing creatives and in your social media campaigns.

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

Sincere Thanks to Our 2018 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 ‘All-Access Pass’ registration for 

the Continuing Education @ IGC program during the early bird reg-

istration period, and $100 off each IGC Show Store Tour registration! 

•  Two free drink tickets per company  

for Tuesday’s free party and concert 

with The Marshall Tucker Band

•  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

Enter promo code GCAPERKS when you 

register:  www.IGCShow.com

ANNOUNCING FEATURED TOUR STOPS!
GCA Summer Tour, June 24-27, 2018 
Seattle, Washington
Explore urban IGCs in some of Seattle’s 

most beautiful neighborhoods, along 

with one-of-a-kind garden retailers 

in the city’s picturesque outskirts, 

while networking with IGC retailers 

from across the country. Three days of 

inspiration and networking are yours.

Click here now to register and read more about what’s in store for 

GCA Summer Tour Seattle. Log in to receive your member discount - 

your GCA Membership saves you $200!

Now Trending in Garden Retailing . . .
•  Your garden center’s online store should incorporate personalized customer experiences, such as wish lists, to aid the shopping journey. Sixty-

three percent of shoppers say they would like to utilize more retailer online wish lists or registries for purchasing gifts in the future, while 

24 percent say they “definitely” would like to, according to the National Retail Federation (NRF). 

•  Relevant Facebook ads that have valuable content work for local independent garden centers. Almost 1 in 2 respondents are likely to click 

on a Facebook ad that aligns with their personal needs and interests, reveals G/O Digital’s “Consumers Love Local: Small Retailers Have the 

Edge” report. 

•  Your store’s presentation means everything to the consumer. The top three reasons customers are driven to write negative reviews about a 

retailer online include: the staff was rude or inattentive (61 percent); the store was dirty or uninviting (47 percent); and the products were 

poor in quality (44 percent), according to the “Retailer’s Playbook: Finding and Winning New Customers” report by Square and Qualtrics.
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