
Garden centres as seen by shoppers 
Research into how shoppers see specialist garden retailers and opportunities that 

this presents for retailers, growers and garden product manufacturers 



Introduction 

Around six out of ten UK adults visits a garden centre at 

least once a year.  And we know that in the last decade 

garden centres and retail nurseries have aimed to set 

themselves apart from the competition by providing 

excellent products and shopping experiences.  Catering in 

garden centres has added to the shopping experience, and 

Christmas is now an important peak trading time for many.   

 

But as the retail landscape changes, what are garden 

centres and retail nurseries going to need to do to stay 

ahead?  How can they set themselves apart from online 

retailers of garden products, and from other „destination‟ 

retailers? 

 

HTA commissioned research to take a look at garden 

centres from customers‟ perspectives.  Eye tracking 

technology and in-depth interviews were conducted to 

understand what garden centres can do to increase shopper 

spending in store and overall satisfaction with the shopping 

experience. 

 

 



Background to the research 

Research took place in December 2013 in two garden centres 

• One is a multi-million turnover destination garden centre 

• The other is a small plant-focused garden retailer 

 

36 shoppers were given shopping tasks designed to test the 

appeal of different areas of the store 

• They were equipped with glasses which track eye-

movement so as to be able to show what does and does 

not engage shoppers1 

• This also highlights examples of retail practice which aid 

and inhibit purchase 

 

The shoppers were interviewed about their shopping 

experience.  Feedback from these interviews and the footage 

of the shopping have been used to construct this „shopper 

journey‟ around a garden centre.  It draws on psychological 

theory on how and why consumers make purchases and 

identifies some „moments of truth‟ that can either increase 

or decrease shopper spend and satisfaction in garden 

centres. 

 

 

 

 

 

1 = during the footage shown, the red cross hairs show where the shopper‟s eyes are looking. 

Eye tracking equipment 

A shopper‟s-eye view 



Some shopping and psychology theory 

Fast thinking and slow thinking 

In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow Daniel Kahneman explores two 

systems of human thought.  System 1 is fast, habitual, subconscious 

and often driven by environmental cues, social norms, and accepted 

rules of thumb or mental short cuts.  It‟s what we use to interpret 

someone‟s facial expression.  System 2 is conscious, rational thinking 

and calculation.  It takes mental and physical effort and humans tend 

to avoid this type of thinking.  It‟s the type of thinking we‟d use to 

work out the answer to 124 x 76 in our heads. 

 

Most of our day-to-day decision making is driven by System 1, which 

suggests that many of shoppers‟ purchase decisions are influenced by 

subconscious triggers such as their mood, colours light and smells in 

the environment as they are by rational decision making. 

 

The importance of emotions in shopping 

Research agency BrainJuicer developed this idea further and looked 

at the impact that shoppers‟ emotional states had on purchasing in 

different retail environments.  They found that shoppers in a happy 

emotional state at the start of their shopping trip spent 10% more1.  

In other words, as shoppers relax and engage in the retail 

environment the more likely they are to make impulse purchases 

rather than be on their guard and rationally weigh up each purchase. 

 

 

 

 

1 = Making Emotional Shopping Experiences Pay, pg19, BrainJuicer, http:// www.themarketingstore.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Short-version-BrainJuicer-Emotional-Shopper-for-download-NXPowerLite.pdf 

  

124 x 76 =  

We assess facial expressions quickly 
and subconsciously using system 1.  
We use system 2 for more complex 
rational calculations. 
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System 1 and System 2 in action 

Shopping with system 2 

In the first clip we see system 2 in action.  It‟s recorded at the 

start of the shopping trip before the shoppers had engaged in 

the environment.  We can see the shoppers take around two-

and-a-half minutes to make a decision about a £2.50 Venus fly 

trap purchase, weighing up rational criteria like price, level of 

discount, perceived health of plant and so forth. 

 

 

 

 

Shopping with system 1 

The second clip is taken from the same shoppers much later in 

their shop.  By this point the shoppers are more emotionally 

aroused, having seen and responded to Christmas displays, 

music, lighting and decoration around the store.  They appear 

to be much more relaxed and enjoying their shop.  We see the 

speed with which they‟re willing to make a decision to spend 

a much greater amount on tickets for the ice skating rink 

compared with the deliberation over the Venus fly trap. In the 

best traditions of market research they‟re put off around a 

minute later by seeing a child fall on the rink (footage 

withheld!).  Nevertheless the speed and ease with which these 

shoppers are now prepared to spend is striking.  

 

 

Play video: 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqPmyyGh-4s  

Play video: 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=5bzBB4mOim0   
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Opportunities for garden retailers 

Giving shoppers more reasons to visit 

Our conclusion from Kahneman and BrainJuicer‟s research is that 

garden centres and nurseries have an opportunity to use their stores 

to provide enjoyable, emotionally satisfying experiences and in doing 

so to increase sales. 

 

As opportunities for consumers to purchase garden products online 

increase through the adoption of mobile technology we argue that 

store-based garden retailing will need to provide customers more 

compelling reasons to visit that offset the lower prices and greater 

convenience of purchasing online.  That‟s an argument that holds 

good for garden centres looking to differentiate themselves as 

destination shopping centres from the high street or out-of-town 

shopping centres who are also increasingly upping their games in 

terms of appealing to shoppers. 

 

Delivering a superior shopping experience 

For garden retailers we believe that future success will depend on 

providing superb shopping experiences, not just high quality 

products.  That applies equally to small plant nurseries where 

customers will expect expert advice, information, imagery and 

displays to satisfy their interest in gardening.  It applies also to larger 

„destination‟ centres where shoppers go for attractions like Christmas 

grottos, as well as for ideas and products for their gardens. 

 

 



A garden centre trip – what our 

customers see 

Weõre presenting the findings of the research in the form of a 

shopperõs trip to a garden centre.  Itõs designed to draw out 

opportunities either to create a superior shopping experience.  It 

also identifies good practice in merchandising and store design 

that reaches and stops shoppers as they move through store and 

that secures sales. 

 



Our trip around the garden centre 

1. Arrival  
When the shopper 

arrives, what do they 

think and feel and how 

does this set them up? 

2. Plant area  
This is often the first to be 

shopped, especially in peak 

season.  A key source of sales 

and something that sets the 

tone for the customer 

3. Tactile & visual shoppers  
Often shoppers like to touch, and this 

can drive purchases.  Other times they 

go off visual cues.  We look at how 

garden retailers can satisfy these 

needs. 

4. Managing choice  
Choice can be good, but too 

much can daunt customers and 

put them off purchasing.  We 

look at how shoppers create 

choice sets from which to choose 

purchases. 

5. Importance of staff  
Garden centre staff provide 

advice and information to 

millions of shoppers each year.  

Enabling them to deliver 

excellent service is and will be 

critical. 

6. Retail theatre  
Engaging and inspiring 

centre pieces can enhance 

shoppers‟ mood and drive 

impulse purchasing.  We 

look at examples of this 

working. 

7. Departure  
The feelings and memories 

shoppers take away will 

determine whether they 

come back or not.  We look 

at some considerations at 

check out to achieve this. 



Arrival – setting the tone for the 

customer‟s visit 

As shoppers arrive at store, 

garden retailers have an 

opportunity to create a 

relaxed and positive mood 

among shoppers.  Here we 

look at some key 

considerations and examples 

of how to achieve this.  

 



Arrival – parking setting the emotional tone 

The car park 

Assuming an average transaction value of £20 and an 

average stay of 60 minutes, a car parking space is 

worth up to £180 a day.  If a customer can‟t park then 

the chances are they‟ll drive off somewhere else.  At 

best they‟ll circle around looking for a space 

becoming stressed – not the ideal emotional state for 

making impulse purchases. 

 

The car park‟s also the place most customers will 

form their expectations of their coming shopping trip.  

There‟s an opportunity to create a relaxed mood in 

them by ensuring their first sight of the store is bright 

and colourful and clean. 

 

 

 

 

Check list  
 

• Is the store visible and signed from 

the road? 

• Are parking bays marked to make 

efficient use of space? 

• Is overflow parking clearly signed? 

• Are there displays to set the 

emotional tone for the trip? 

• Are baskets or trolleys available? 



Arrival – the first steps in the store 

Entrance areas 

After the car park entrance areas are an opportunity 

to create an impact, and to signpost shoppers.  

Failing to do either risks creating confusion among 

customers and taking away from their enjoyment of 

their shopping trip.  And as they become less relaxed, 

they‟re less likely to spend on impulse.   

 

In the first clip we see the impact the Christmas 

displays make on shoppers.  In the second we see how 

attractive plant displays can immediately capture the 

attention. These examples from our research show 

how garden centres can immediately engage 

shoppers‟ interest as they enter the store and set the 

tone for the rest of the shop. 

 

 

 

 

Check list  
 
• Do entry areas create a visual impact 

and draw shoppers into store? 

• Does use of colour or smell relax 

shoppers or provide inspiration?  

• Is it clear where shoppers need to go for 

different things? 

• Do displays reflect the season and likely 

reasons for visiting? 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=VUDWMIdqroo  

Play video  -  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-BRoCos0tf4  
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Plant area – a key opportunity to 

engage shoppers‟ senses 

In spite of the rise of areas such as 

catering and Christmas, around a 

third of all garden centre and retail 

nurseriesõ sales are still accounted 

for by plants.  Add to this the 

impact that plants can have on 

shoppersõ moods and theyõre a key 

differentiator from other types of 

retailers.  

 



Plant areas – providing inspiration 

Colour blocking 

Colour blocking helps to create a sense of drama in 

store and can help heighten the emotions.  Greens 

and blues can have a calming effect whilst warmer 

colours can create a mood of vibrancy.   

 

More than this though colour blocking can stop 

shoppers as they move through store and draw them 

into a purchase.  

 

In these two examples we see the shopper moving 

through store get stopped by the colour blocking.  In 

the first example the shopper is stopped by the 

colour, takes in the information on the sign, makes 

only the most cursory check on price, and then looks 

to choose a plant.   

 

In the second clip (slowed to 60% speed) the shopper 

is stopped by the colour of the primroses, examines 

the colour of the plants, assures themselves using the 

images on the pack that all is as it should be, and 

makes the purchase, even going back to pick up 

another pack. 

 

Play video - 
https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=p7G6OVCTmXk  
 

Play video - 
https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=eLYGkOH49qQ  
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Plant areas – plant imagery and 

merchandising 

Plant imagery and information 

In the video footage from the shopper selecting a tray 

of primroses, we see the shopper‟s eyes moving 

between the flowers and the images of the flowers on 

the carry strap.  Having been drawn in by the colour 

blocking, they‟re reassuring themselves that all is as 

it should be with the plants using the imagery 

provided. 

 

Where it‟s not immediately obvious to the shopper 

(who may not be an experienced gardener) what the 

plant is or will look like then imagery of the plant, 

either in merchandising around the benches or on the 

plant label or packaging plays an important part in 

enabling purchase.  The imagery not only helps draw 

the shoppers in, but also provides the necessary 

reassurance about what they‟re purchasing, 

particularly for shoppers who are inexperienced 

gardeners or where the plant as sold is not in its 

flowering or fully grown form. 

 

 

 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kag21dZWGZ4   

Play video - 
https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=ceMnj6lz84s  
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Case study: plant point of sale 

This example of plant point 

of sale lends itself well to 

some of the shopper 

behaviours we saw in 

action.  The plant labels 

provide contrasts and 

provide the shopper with a 

very clear idea of what the 

water lily will look like in 

flower.  The labels showing 

what zone of the pond the 

plant is best planted in link 

directly to the back board 

without an over-reliance on 

words helping inform and 

reassure the shopper about 

the purchase. 

 

 

 



Plant areas – accessible information 

Plant displays and accessibility 

Many garden centre customers, particularly garden 

plant purchasers tend to be in the 45 plus age 

bracket.  Such shoppers are likely to engage with 

plants, but in order to close the purchase it‟s critical 

that information about the plant needed to reassure 

about purchase is easily available. 

 

In the first clip we see a plant arrangement that has 

stopped the shopper, but where accessing information 

needed to make the purchase involves significant 

bending and lifting, which acts as a barrier to 

purchase (this shopper was female and in her 60s). 

 

In the second clip we see a shopper who has been 

engaged by a display of orchids, but who cannot find 

information on price where they expect it and who 

subsequently abandon the purchase. 

 

The clips show how important it is to ensure that 

information needed to close a sale like price is clearly 

visible either on or near plants, both in terms of it 

being present, and also readable in terms of its 

position and font size for older customers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=TAYReJs9NP8   

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=0qTEpMGpuL8  
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Tactile and visual shoppers 

Shoppers tend to use a range of visual 

cues and information to make purchase 

decisions.  Touch is also often an 

important part of the purchase process, 

often working at a subconscious level.  

Here we look at how encouraging touch 

and making key information easily 

visible to the shopper can be a key part 

of closing sales for different products in 

garden retail outlets.  

 



Tactile shoppers – touch and purchase 

Touch increases impulse purchase 

In a 2006 study1 Peck and Childers found that “the 

opportunity to touch can increase unplanned 

purchasing”.   In short touching creates an increased 

subconscious sense of ownership for the item.  

Catering to tactile shoppers and encouraging touch 

can potentially increase sales in garden retailers.   

 

Products which tended to be touched most by 

shoppers in the HTA research were plants (garden and 

house), garden tools such as shears and secateurs, 

decorative outdoor plant pots.  In non-garden 

categories  books, toys and clothing were highly 

touched by respondents. 

 

In the first clip we see a shopper touching glass 

ornaments and going on to purchase.  Note how one 

glass ball had been taken out of its packaging to 

enable touching.  In the second clip we see an 

abandoned purchase of a Christmas hamper.  In this 

example the packaging inhibits touching and the 

shopper abandons the purchase.  Here breaking open 

a hamper to enable its contents to be handled could 

have catered more to tactile shoppers and perhaps 

increased sales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1= Peck and Childers 2006, and referenced in The Effect of Mere Touch on Perceived Ownership . Journal of Consumer Research, 2009 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=rJqNkqOjKqw    

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=lfy40QGnnqs     
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Visual shopping modes 

Visual shoppers in action 

In these clips we see the importance of making 

information on plants easily accessible for shoppers.  This 

applies whether the shopper is using system 1 

(responding subconsciously to colour or form) or system 2 

(looking for product information like price) to shop.  The 

information on the plant labels and around the imagery 

of the plants plays a key role in closing plant purchases. 

 

There are also implications for the design of 

merchandising units.  In the second and third clips we 

see the shoppers engaging with the units at eye level and 

being drawn in by colour contrast.  The Kneelo unit was 

especially effective in reaching and stopping shoppers 

when it was fully stocked.  The Gold leaf unit also 

repeatedly gained shoppers‟ attention.   

 

One of the key findings from the research was to confirm 

the old adage that „eye-level is buy-level‟.  Signage and 

imagery at this level in store plays a key role in engaging 

shoppers, with many shoppers‟ initial engagement with a 

free standing unit coming at eye level, often through the 

use of contrasting colours, especially yellows.  Shoppers 

then tended to read down to take in more information 

about the products on display. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5YjGllDs0c  
 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=41g_t4hKqRU 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=osnPZKErN84  
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Managing choice 

Choice is good, but too much choice 

risks creating confusion and 

overwhelming the shopper.  Here we 

look at some examples of how shoppers 

go about narrowing down their 

available options and then making a 

selection.  In some cases the range of 

choice is so overwhelming that the 

purchase is abandoned.  

 



Building choice sets 

How shoppers manage choice 

During the research we observed shoppers building up choice 

sets of around four items for a specific purchase and then 

honing this down to a single selection.  The criteria for final 

selection varied considerably from shopper to shopper, but 

there were general similarities as shoppers weighed up the 

pros and cons of their consideration set. 

 

In the first clip we see a shopper building up a choice set of 

around four possible pairs of gloves, and finally being swayed 

by the word „thermal‟ which seems to set the chosen item 

apart from the others.  In the second clip we see a shopper 

looking to provide a planted container as a gift for a friend.  

They are using the container to try out which plants work 

together in order to choose the plants. 

 

In the final clip we see a shopper looking for secateurs but 

being overwhelmed by the level of choice available and how 

widely spaced the different choices are and abandoning the 

purchase.  The clips show that managing ranging and displays 

to strike a balance between providing choice and 

overwhelming the shopper is important in driving sales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ά²Ŝ Ǝƻ there [to garden centre] with the intention of 
ōǳȅƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻέ  

Non-keen gardener, age 30-45, Solihull 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=wJxBBxAjETc  

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=0v9YrYra4ws  
 

Play video - 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=qlcYW3ZCdH0 
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The importance of garden 

centre staff 
Excellent customer service is likely to 

become increasingly important for any 

type of store retailer.  Personal service 

from staff who have expert knowledge 

and customer service skills will 

increasingly set store -based shopping 

aside from online purchasing, and will 

provide extra reasons for shoppers to 

come into store.  Here we look at how 

this is important to garden centre 

shoppers. 

 



The importance of staff and service 

Staff influence millions of transactions yearly 

According to a survey of 1,000 British adults run by Ipsos 

Mori for the HTA in May 2013, 9% of British adults had used 

staff in a specialist garden centre or retail nursery to get 

ideas on how to improve their garden in the preceding 

year. That equates to roughly 4.5 million people getting 

ideas on their gardens from the staff in garden centres. 

 

So it follows that ensuring staff are trained and given the 

information they need to provide this customer service is 

going to be key to maintaining satisfaction with the 

shopping experience as well as driving increased sales. 

 

The video footage from this research doesn‟t provide a fair 

overview of how garden centre staff interacted with the 

shoppers.  However the depth interviews conducted in this 

and other HTA research projects show that shoppers see 

the customer service provided by staff as a key 

differentiator from other retailers of garden products. 

 

Training and encouraging garden centre staff to interact 

with customers proactively rather than reactively has the 

potential to improve shoppers‟ enjoyment of the garden 

centre, to meet their expectations of support from staff, 

and of course to increase sales. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

άLŦ there is something I want to know I will go 
to the garden centre and ask them, particularly 
there is one garden centre that knows quite a 
lot about rosesέ 

Keen gardener, age 60+, Reading 

άL would prefer just staff being able to have 
the time to tell you or show you rather than 
ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎŀȅ ΨL ŀƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ 
ǘƘƛǎΣ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǿ ƳŜΩέ  

Keen gardener, age 45-60, Reading 

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŀōƭŜέ  

Keen gardener, age 45-60, Sheffield 

Quotes from respondents in HTA focus group research 2012 to 2013 



Retail theatre 

Excellent customer service is likely to 

become increasingly important for any type 

of store retailer.  Personal service from staff 

who have expert knowledge and customer 

service skills will increasingly set store -

based shopping aside from online 

purchasing, and will provide extra reasons 

for shoppers to come into store.  Here we 

look at how this is important to garden 

centre shoppers.  

 



Centrepiece displays in garden retail 

Creating retail theatre 

The video footage shows just how important striking centre 

pieces can be not only in stopping shoppers, but in driving 

impulse purchase.  Across different types of display we see a 

centrepiece winning the shopper‟s attention and then driving 

an impulse purchase of a related item. 

 

In this clip we see the shoppers engaged by a display of 

animal figures. They go on to make an impulse purchase of 

smaller penguins adjacent to the main display.  It seems that 

the centre piece creates emotional engagement and the 

availability of smaller items close by lends itself to impulse 

purchase.  This was seen with other shoppers and seemed to 

drive impulse purchasing of adjacent lights and Christmas 

baubles. 

 

This footage highlights opportunities for garden centres to 

use centrepieces to provide inspiration for different types of 

customer around different occasions.  For instance a 

centrepiece in the plant area showing how a small patio 

garden could be laid out for entertaining could inspire 

younger shoppers with  small gardens.  More ornate plant-led 

centre pieces could inspire older more experienced 

gardeners.  Having products featured in the centre piece 

close to hand to put into baskets is likely to be key to making 

the most of this opportunity. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Play video ς 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FAlFc6SggA  
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FAlFc6SggA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FAlFc6SggA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FAlFc6SggA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3FAlFc6SggA


Case study: centre piece in the plant area 

This example of retail 

theatre uses a centre piece 

to stop the shopper with an 

eye-catching and unusual 

mixed display of plants.  The 

planted wheel barrow shows 

off the bedding and provides 

inspiration for the shopper.  

Immediately adjacent to the 

right is the pack bedding to 

maximise impulse purchases 

driven by the „wow‟ factor 

of the display. 

 

 

 



Leaving a good impression 

Excellent customer service is likely to 

become increasingly important for any 

type of store retailer.  Personal service 

from staff who have expert knowledge 

and customer service skills will 

increasingly set store -based shopping 

aside from online purchasing, and will 

provide extra reasons for shoppers to 

come into store.  Here we look at how 

this is important to garden centre 

shoppers. 

 



Leaving the store 

Leaving with happy memories 

Much of a shopper‟s lasting memory is likely to be 

shaped by how they‟re feeling when they leave the 

store.  This is  partly due to something known as the 

recency or serial position effect  - people tending to 

remember the first and last things about an experience 

such as a shopping trip. If they‟ve been in a long queue 

or had to wait for pricing or product information to be 

checked at the till they remember this frustration 

rather than the relaxed shopping experience. 

 

One finding from the research was that where shoppers 

were looking to purchase a gift voucher (whether the 

National Garden Gift Vouchers or the store‟s own), they 

expected the checkout staff to be able to answer 

questions on the vouchers like whether the voucher 

could be spent in any garden centre, what 

denominations were available, and what cards are 

available.  Not being able to answer these questions 

quickly risked slowing the queue down, particularly 

during busy periods.1 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Check list  
• Is it clear which queues start where? 

• Is Epos used to reduce queue times? 

• Do all till staff have information to hand 

on gift vouchers? 

• Can shoppers ask for help getting heavy 

items to cars? 

• Are shoppers thanked and given a smile 

when leaving? 

1 = since seeing this feedback HTA has developed new till units with answers to these 

questions on the back for till staff to read. 

Play video: 
http:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFhCCpkXsXw  
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFhCCpkXsXw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFhCCpkXsXw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFhCCpkXsXw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFhCCpkXsXw


Opportunities for the industry 

Weõve shown and discussed this 

footage with people whoõve been at 

the sharp end of retail and retail 

research.  Hereõs what they see as 

some of the things garden centres 

and retail nurseries could do to 

increase basket size and customer 

satisfaction based on what theyõve 

seen. 

 

Iain Wylie  

CEO, GCA 

Ian Redpath  

Eyetracker 

Carol Paris 

CEO, HTA 



The researcher‟s viewpoint 
We base our research on  what we call the „Reach – stop – close‟ 

model.  Displays need to reach the shopper by standing out in their 

field of vision, they need to be engaging enough to stop the shopper so 

that they engage with the displays, and there needs to be enough 

there to close the sale by tipping the shopper over into putting 

something into their basket. 

 

This was a fascinating project, and of course based on just two stores 

many of the findings are indicative rather than conclusive.  But based 

on what we saw  there seem to be several opportunities for garden 

centres : 

 

• Make sure displays reflect the different seasons so that they 

chime with why shoppers are visiting and gain attention 

• Make sure plant information that shoppers use to close their 

purchase  (e.g. plant images, price and care information) are 

visible without bending, stretching or 20:20 vision 

• Ensure there are clear lines of sight around store so shoppers can 

find their way around 

• Use colour contrast and colour blocking on merchandising, point-

of-sale materials and plant displays to reach and stop shoppers 

• Consider offering something to start the shopper purchasing – a 

free gift or sample near the start of the trip would set the right 

emotional tone for further purchasing 

• Avoid overwhelming shoppers with choice, sometimes less is more 

• Ensure there are clear lines of sight in store so shoppers can find 

their way around - this can also help draw people into under-

shopped areas of the store 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Redpath  

Eyetracker 

About Eyetracker  
 

Eyetracker is a leader in shopper research.  They 

blend eye tracking with traditional market research 

and behavioural science insight.  Eye tracking helps 

identify what people are viewing and attend to.  

Traditional Market Research (both qualitative and 

quantitative) provides deep insight into people‟s 

beliefs. Behavioural science draws on neuroscience, 

behavioural economics and cognitive psychology to 

understand the way people process this information 

and how this might be influenced or biased. 

www.eyetracker.co.uk  

 

 

http://www.eyetracker.co.uk/


The Garden Centre Association view 

Garden Centres have long known the importance of thinking like a customer but 

for the first time this research lets them see through the eyes of a customer. The 

research confirms a few things we‟ve always known but also has new insight. It 

shows the importance of understanding the customer journey and what drives a 

customer to purchase. The research highlights the emotions underpinning 

different purchase decisions. There are lessons for garden centres in how to 

influence the purchase decision and help them increase the value of individual 

items purchased, number of items purchased and the whole basket value. 

 

Although the research is geared to one of the senses, sight, it emphasises the 

need not only to grab a shopper‟s attention with visual cues but also to stimulate 

the other senses – smell, taste, sound and particularly touch. The old „keep off 

the grass‟ style signs should be consigned to the dustbin and be replaced with a 

more engaging „you are welcome to walk and play on the grass‟ tone of signage.  

 

You can help customers by making their selection process easier. This starts when 

ranging decisions are made. Garden centres need to have sufficient depth of 

stock to cater for customers with different expertise. But don‟t confuse them 

with too much choice. When the choice they have to make is too complicated the 

most likely outcome is they‟ll just walk away! The benefits of getting the range 

right are multi-fold and every one helps the bottom line; less stockholding, better 

terms from increased buying from fewer competing suppliers, a less difficult 

choice for the customer with the increasing likelihood of making a purchase. 

 

Last but by no means least, treat staff as an asset. Employ staff who want to 

interact with customers and give them the training to enable them to do so with 

confidence and authority. Investing in good staff delivers a return. Try to raise 

the bar so that your team at all levels are equipped with knowledge and a desire 

to help customers. Nowadays there are many ways of doing this. E-learning is a 

great flexible solution that many GCA members are now using and is definitely 

worth a look. 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Iain Wylie 

CEO, the GCA 

About Iain  
 

Iain began working at a garden centre during the 

weekends at school and then studied for a BSc in 

horticulture and business management  

at university.  A career in the garden industry 

followed including time at Grosvenor garden centre 

as managing director.  Since 2012 Iain has been 

chief executive of the Garden Centre Association 

leading its strategy and support for member garden 

centres.  

 



Thoughts from the HTA 

To my mind the videos I saw show how important the little things are 

in garden retail can be.  Something as simple as making sure pricing on 

plants is visible can really help sales figures.  

 

I was also struck at the difference between shoppers deliberating over 

quite minor purchases and those same shoppers being willing to spend 

much greater amounts on impulse later in the shop.  You could really 

see how the shoppers‟ emotions were influencing their willingness to 

spend.  Designing service and store environments to delight customers 

emotionally is going to be important for garden retailers. 

 

There are some fascinating findings in this for retail suppliers too.  

Effective merchandising is critical in getting shoppers‟ attention as 

they move around the store.  And clearly plant labelling and point of 

sale play an important role in closing plant sales.  I think that‟s likely 

to be especially so with novice gardeners looking for reassurance 

about a plant they‟re considering before putting it into their basket. 

 

I hope this research will be useful to HTA members in growing their 

businesses and maintaining the UK‟s love affair with gardening and 

garden shopping. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carol Paris 

CEO, the HTA 

About Carol  

  
Carol has been at the HTA since 2012 and has a 

wealth of retail and business experience. She 

started her career in retailing with roles at 

Harrods and Edinburgh Woollen Mill. Carol joined 

Cadbury Garden Centre as Retail Director in 1998 

and became Operations Director for the group 

responsible for operations, buying and HR. 

 



Garden centres as seen by shoppers 
Research into how shoppers see specialist garden retailers and opportunities that 

this presents for retailers, growers and garden product manufacturers 


