
What’s Your Garden Center’s 
Retail Story? Panel Discussion

Consumers are naturally drawn to stories - whether they’re presented 

in books, films, video games and other formats. So how can your 

garden center tell a story about your business and offerings? 

Commonly, retailers will simply state factual information about their 

products and services without really telling a story about them. 

This topic, along with how retailers can create narratives they can 

profit from, was addressed during a panel at the recent Interactive 

Customer Experience (ICX) Summit.

David Drain, Senior Vice President of Events for Networld Media 

Group, moderated the panel, which included Ed King, Vice President 

of Strategy of MaxMedia; Christiana DiMattesa, Senior Retail 

Marketing Manager at Under Armour; and Jaime Bettencourt, Senior 

Vice President of Premier Sales and Account Management for Mood 

Media.

Click on the screen capture above to watch the panel, or view it here.

More Retailers Are Opening  
Upscale Hotels As Extension  
of Customer Experience
Lifestyle retailing is taking a new turn. There’s been an influx of 

high-end luxury retailers venturing into the hospitality industry and 

opening hotels furnished with the company’s products, Bethany Biron 

of Glossy reports. Fashion brands such as Bulgari, Armani and Camper 

have all launched hotels in previous years, and now home goods 

retailers Restoration Hardware and West Elm, the interior design 

brand owned by Williams-Sonoma, will open a series of hotels. Is a 

garden center boutique hotel next? Time will tell.

Beginning next year, West Elm will open hotels primarily in the 

Midwest and Southern United States, including Charlotte, Detroit, 

Indianapolis, Minneapolis, Oakland and Savannah. Restoration 

Hardware’s first hotel will open in New York City’s Meatpacking 

District in the next few years. Equinox, the upscale gym company, 

expects to open its first hotel in Manhattan in 2019, with a hotel in 

Los Angeles to follow.

This emerging trend of traditional retail or wellness brands turning to 

hospitality was predicted by the rise of experiential retail, Benoît-

Etienne Domenget, CEO of Sommet Education, tells Glossy. He says 

that retailers in all industries are finding new ways to provide an 

immersive experience for customers, and these initiatives allow 

consumers to see and use a brand’s products in their hotel rooms, 

which ultimately makes them more likely to purchase them. “If you 

think about it, what better showroom is there than an entire building 

where people sleep and dine?” he says. “Consumers today want to 

experience a brand more realistically than in a shop display.”

Gary Friedman, CEO of Restoration Hardware, alluded to the 

company’s forthcoming New York hotel, as well as additional plans 

for a “little village” of antiques and furniture in Napa Valley, in his 

2015 interview with Elle Decor. Friedman also shared his long-term 

plans that include moving into real estate and selling furnished 

homes. “We’re trying to inspire and by so doing, create a new 

market,” he says.

Online Retail Drives Sales 
Growth, But Consumers Still 
Shop Brick-and-Mortar Stores
Good news for garden centers: Across the board, retailers have been 

doing a better job of satisfying their customers lately - they scored 78 

out of 100 points in the recent American Customer Satisfaction Index 

(ACSI) report. The score is up 4.7 percent over 2015 and represents an 

all-time high for the sector, reports Herb Weisbaum of NBC News. All 

six categories featured in the report, including specialty retail stores, 

department stores, discount stores, supermarkets, drug stores, gas 

stations and online retail, improved year over year. 

Ironically, as more people shop online and national retailers close 

stores, customers who go to the stores that remain open may get 

better service. If the store isn’t crowded and there are no lines at the 

register, the experience will be more satisfying, David VanAmburg, 

ACSI Managing Director, tells NBC News. Obviously, this is not a 

sustainable business model, however. The report points out that 

better service, lower gasoline prices and food price deflation have 

also contributed to stronger satisfaction.

While foot traffic is down, customers who go to brick-and-mortar 

stores are intent to buy and are purchasing more than in the past, 

according to the National Retail Federation (NRF).

“Basket sizes continue to grow, thanks to effective customer service 

and low competitive prices on everyday items,” Ana Serafin Smith, 

NRF’s Senior Director of Media Relations, tells NBC News. “As 

consumers continue to evolve the way they shop, retailers will pay 

attention and modify their strategies to align with the needs and 

wants of their customer base.”

Retailers are focused on dealing with online competition and working 

harder at creating a better and more satisfying in-store experience, 

Marshal Cohen, Chief Industry Analyst at the NPD Group, tells NBC 

News. This includes assuring a sales team that’s better trained and 

making sure popular merchandise is always in stock. The ability to buy 

online and pick up at the store is one example of using technology to 

improve the brick-and-mortar shopping experience, he says.

What Indies Like You Are 
Saying about Their Future
To gauge how small retail business owners view the overall economic 

environment, the health of their individual businesses and whether 

the public policies that shape their operating environment are 

supporting or hindering their prospects for growth, the National 

Retail Federation (NRF) commissioned GfK to conduct an online study. 

The survey found that indie owners feel positive about their 

businesses for the coming year. They see a future with fewer 

regulatory hurdles, but they’re being cautious. The threat of a Border 

Adjustment Tax (BAT), the proposed removal of limits to how high 

banks can raise swipe fees and uncertainties around health care 

reform are just a few of the issues that small business owners are 

worried about. 

Only 34 percent of small retail business owners think the government 

has a good understanding of their business, while only 8 percent see 

the federal government as helpful toward their business. But, despite 

this, nearly half expect revenues to increase and many have goals for 

expansion or implementation of new technologies in the coming year.

Here are more insights from NRF’s survey:

•  Small retail business owners anticipate making changes to expand 

their business’ online presence (36 percent), expand into new 

product lines or categories (34 percent), raise employees’ wages (21 

percent) and hire more employees (18 percent).

•  Four out of five say it’s difficult for them to make plans to grow and 

expand due to regulatory uncertainty. Sixty-five percent do not 

believe “government regulations achieve their objectives.”

•  Of the small retailers that source foreign materials, 85 percent say 

it’s important that they do so for their business to succeed.

•  At least three out of every five anticipate a negative business 

response if a BAT is enacted. Nine percent indicate they would have 

to lay off workers, while a third (34 percent) would need to raise 

prices. Eighteen percent say the implementation of a BAT would 

threaten the existence of their business or cause it to fail.

•  Seventy-one percent oppose removing the limits on how high banks 

can raise debit card swipe fees, and two-thirds (67 percent) would 

like a limit applied to credit cards as well.

•  A majority (53 percent) have had to make undesirable changes to 

their business in response to the Affordable Care Act charges.

Does Training & Retaining  
Keep You Up at Night?  
You’re Not Alone
Ninety-eight percent of retailers have fewer than 100 employees, 

according to a recent National Retail Federation (NRF) survey. 

Since independent garden centers have a smaller workforce, every 

employee has an incredible impact on business results, and can 

therefore present a persistent challenge. The survey revealed that 

staffing issues and the quality of labor is one of the most important 

challenges facing small retail business owners, second only to 

competition and the state of the national economy.

Here are the three core challenges that small retail businesses face 

when it comes to staff, from NRF:

•  Finding first-day-ready hires: Seventy-two percent of small retail 

business owners say it’s challenging to hire people with the right 

skills to be immediately successful; 61 percent struggle to identify 

the best candidates for entry-level positions.

•  Training employees efficiently: On average, independent 

retailers say their business spends 38 hours monthly training new 

employees, and 47 percent have trouble finding time or resources 

to train existing employees for roles that would increase their 

responsibilities.

•  Lowering the costs of hiring and training: Small retail business 

owners say they spend an average of $2,700 to hire and train each 

new employee, and they spend an average of 21 hours each month 

training current employees.
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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.

Your Customers Want to  
Buy Online, Pick Up In-Store, 
New Survey Shows
If you haven’t already considered implementing a buy-online/pick-

up-in-store feature at your garden center, the results of a recent 

JDA Software survey may have you putting the service into action 

sooner rather than later. Buy-online/pick-up-in-store (BOPIS) and 

buy-online/return-in-store (BORIS) may be “the cure” for the woes of 

physical retailing today, according to JDA Software, outlined by Arthur 

Zaczkiewicz of WWD.

The survey, which contacted more than 1,000 shoppers for their 

insights, found that 54 percent of respondents prefer to shop in-store 

over other channels, like online, mobile and social media. About 

46 percent “prefer to skip the store altogether in favor of digital 

channels.” A quick and easy shopping experience was favored over a 

personalized experience by three in four respondents, and year-over-

year data showed a steady 44 percent increase in convenient BOPIS 

adoption [since the first survey in 2015].

Jim Prewitt, Vice President of Retail Industry Strategy at JDA, says 

the survey highlights the changing role of retail stores. “While there 

has been speculation of a ‘retail apocalypse,’ that doesn’t seem to 

hold true for consumers,” he says. “No longer the only channel for 

shopping, brick-and-mortar stores are still a key cornerstone for a 

quick and easy shopping experience and the facilitator for popular 

fulfillment options, like BOPIS and buy-online/return-in-store.”

Prewitt also says that offering incentives, such as discounts, to 

customers who use BOPIS can drive more foot traffic to stores and 

encourage additional purchases once that customer is in the store.

More insights from the survey include:

•  Half of those polled had used BOPIS services at least once in the 

past year.

•  Forty percent “sometimes” made additional purchases in-store.

•  Of the shoppers using BOPIS, nearly 40 percent did so to avoid 

home delivery, while just over 33 percent said it was because they 

wanted the product sooner.

•  Fifty-eight percent of respondents did not experience a problem 

with the service over the last year. But when they do, the issues 

are associated with mismanaged staffing. Twenty-three percent 

found that store staff took a long time or were unable to find the 

shopper’s order in their store system, and 16 percent found that 

there were no dedicated staff in-store for BOPIS purchases.

Is Your Garden Center Going 
to the Next Generation? 
Tips for Succession Success
While creating a succession plan is challenging for all businesses, 

it often becomes even more complicated for independent garden 

centers where family relationships must also be considered, creating 

obstacles to management, growth and sustainability, according 

to Entrepreneur Media’s book Finance Your Business. Although it 

isn’t required, adopting sound governance practices can provide a 

valuable framework for family-owned businesses to address issues of 

sustainability and professionalism. 

Succession is a lengthy process that shouldn’t be left to chance. 

Family-owned garden centers need to understand that it’s an 

extended process lasting at least three years, with the roles and 

responsibilities of the predecessor and successor varying before, 

during and after the succession.

Before the succession takes place, the predecessor must mentor their 

chosen successor, closely nurturing their knowledge about all aspects 

of the business. During the succession process, the predecessor 

should begin to delegate increasing levels of responsibility, 

particularly decision-making power, to their successor. Finally, the 

predecessor will retire, leaving the business completely in the hands 

of the successor.

The willingness of a successor to take over is also crucially important. 

Studies show the established leadership of family firms perceive 

commitment to the business as the most desired attribute in their 

future successor, ranking even higher than their competencies. The 

generation gap and personality differences are the most common 

reasons for disagreements between the current leader and their 

chosen successor, but this can be avoided by adopting a culture of 

trust and mutual respect, supported by open communication.

Nepotism and sibling rivalry are common in failed garden center 

succession plans, underlining the importance of a shared vision 

among family members. Avoiding conflict between family members 

requires a clear distribution of shares, roles and authorities, as well as 

the decision to base compensation on experience and competency.

Here are five tips to succession success, detailed in Finance Your 

Business from Entrepreneur Media and Wendy Sage-Hayward, Senior 

Consultant at Family Business Consulting Group:

1. Avoid holding the reins too tightly. Entrepreneurial 

characteristics tend to be very independent, autocratic and 

particular. It can be difficult for entrepreneurs to let go of those 

tendencies, but Sage-Hayward says they need to in order to have 

a successful succession.

2. Eliminate entitlement. Sage-Hayward recommends garden center 

owners set expectations around how their kids will participate in 

the family business. Often, kids will be encouraged to go outside 

the company for work experience and education, so they can 

bring those experiences back into the family business.

3. Build the skill sets of the next generation. One of the biggest 

mistakes in family businesses is that the founders have been 

so busy working in and building the business that they haven’t 

spent the time to build the skill set or engagement of the 

successive generation. Building stewardship in family members 

means holding regular family meetings to involve other family 

members in the key conversations, so they understand the ins 

and outs of the business and are prepared to take it over when 

the time comes. 

4. Consider whether the next generation wants to be part of your 

garden center business. Sometimes founders have a dream that 

their children will take over the family business, but the children 

simply aren’t interested. Involving kids in the business at an early 

age in a positive way is the best way to ensure they’ll want to join 

the business later on.

5. Be prepared to let go. Ruling from the grave is one of the worst 

mistakes entrepreneurs can make when handing a business down 

to the next generation. Trying to set up structures that will control 

what the next generation can do - rather than allowing them to 

run the company - will only cause leadership ambiguity and create 

a stressful work environment for those left to run the company. 

Reluctance to let go is one of the most significant factors in the 

failure of succession in family businesses. Leaders are often 

unwilling to plan for succession due to an emotional attachment 

to the business, fear of retirement, loss of status, lack of power 

or even a lack of diversions outside work. Be emotionally and 

mentally prepared to walk away when the time is right.

Establish Social Media 
Boundaries for Your Garden 
Center Staff with a Clear Policy
Social media plays a large role in today’s world of IGC retailing, providing 

a gateway for customers to communicate with and receive news 

from your garden center. But, with that communication tool comes 

opportunities to damage your store’s brand and alienate customers. A 

social media policy gives your employees guidelines for interacting with 

customers and protecting their personal safety, as well as your store’s 

reputation, according to Larry Alton of Social Media Examiner.

Here are three tips for creating a social media policy:

1. Explain who can speak for your garden center on social media. 

Your social media policy needs to explain who can or can’t speak 

on behalf of your store on social media. If you have a marketing 

or social media team, assign them as the designated responders 

to any customer comments or questions on social media. If you 

want to allow a casual discussion environment, you can train your 

entire staff to engage with customers in a way that maintains 

the company’s standards, while providing customers with the 

experience that their voice is heard. For instance, you can train 

employees to provide detailed, accurate responses to customer 

questions. If you don’t want casual interactions on social media 

because you want to maintain a strict business presence, assign 

social media interaction to specific staff members and train them 

accordingly.

2. Create detailed guidelines for business and personal conduct 

on social media. Your social media policy should provide detailed 

content guidelines and standard responses to common situations 

for all of your employees who post on social media as your business. 

To prepare, first brainstorm all the possible situations, such as 

unhappy customers, customers who want a refund, complaints on 

Yelp, libel, slander, copyright infringement and even threats. Then 

decide how you want your employees on social media to handle 

each situation. To ensure conflicts are handled properly from the 

start, ask your employees to notify you (or the person who holds 

the appropriate job title) of any potential online conflicts instead 

of engaging through your business profile or their personal profile. 

When you establish ways your employees shouldn’t comment on 

behalf of the company, explain what employees should do instead, 

especially when they come across a customer with a problem that 

needs to be resolved. You need to set guidelines for your employees 

to follow on their personal accounts as well. 

3. Protect your employees and sensitive business information. 

You can’t assume employees know what you consider “sensitive 

information,” so your policy needs to clarify what business-

related information employees shouldn’t share. Your policy 

needs to prohibit posts that put your garden center or staff at 

risk and explain how or why certain information creates a risk. 

Also, your social media marketing team may need clear guidelines 

about sharing information with the public. Your team will want 

to promote products that you may be getting in to the store, 

however, you don’t want to share the details too soon. Your social 

media policy can clarify how marketers determine whether it’s OK 

to post about new products still in the works.

Now Trending in Garden Retailing . . .
•  Consumers use the Internet to research supplies for their latest home improvement projects. The two customer segments most engaged 

in searching for gardening supplies online are older Millennial women and Baby Boomer women, according to Hitwise’s “Home & Garden 

Trends in 2017” study.

•  Small businesses are winning over customers’ hearts - and pocketbooks. Customers love to shop at small businesses because they like the 

convenience (66 percent), one-of-a-kind product selection (54 percent) and customer service (53 percent), says SCORE and Kimco Realty.

•  The younger generation of shoppers aren’t always about saving money. The majority of Generation Z say that quality is more important to 

them than price, according to PowerReviews’ “Centennial Shopper Study.”

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 15-17, 2017! 
FRIDAY, AUG. 11, IS THE LAST DAY TO REGISTER IN ADVANCE!  

GCA Members enjoy these benefits at next week’s IGC Show.  

We’ll see you there!

•  Two free drink tickets per company  

for Tuesday evening’s free party and 

concert with Blue Öyster Cult

•  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 GCA17 when you register:  www.IGCChicago.com

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!
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