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1.1 The Evolution of the Garden Centre

Plants have been an essential component of  life throughout human history, 
 initially as a food source, but increasingly for their ornamental and aesthetic 
values. The development of  home ownership and single household occupancy 
dwellings helped create the ornamental horticulture market that is seen today.

While plant nurseries are a long established concept, the use of  the term 
‘garden centre’ is far more recent and ill defined. Stewarts garden centres in 
Dorset are amongst a number of  businesses who claim to be the first in the UK, 
having seen the concept of  growing hardy plants in containers for sale in Toronto, 
Canada, in the mid-1950s (Stewarts Garden Centres, 2014). An embryonic in-
dustry using similar techniques was developing in the USA at this time. Regardless 
of  the precise date, the sector has developed rapidly and has changed in all recog-
nition from the earliest examples.

What have been these drivers for change?

1.1.1 Development of technologies for container plant production

These technological changes, namely the development of  plastic pots and produc-
tion of  high quality, uniform, lightweight (peat-based) growing medium allowed 
plants to be presented in new formats. The restrictions of  field grown production, 
limiting the accessibility of  the location of  the product and also more crucially 
the timing of  availability (could only be lifted and supplied in the dormant season) 
was broken. This enabled plant nurseries to retail product throughout the year 
rather than the autumn/winter season.

For the first time, many novice gardeners were able to see the live plant they 
wished to purchase when it was in flower, rather than merely from a picture cata-
logue as it would have been a generation earlier. The portability of  the product 
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also enabled retailers to stock a wide range of  plant products, not merely the range 
they were growing on site. This also allowed the development of  garden retailers 
with no heritage in plant production at all, and likewise the potential for nurseries 
to specialize in production at the expense of  gaining retail expertise.

1.1.2 Greater acceptance by the public of the concept of self-service

Driven by the supermarket sector, the public expectation to receive personal ser-
vice in all retail outlets started to diminish. While clearly a significant cost saving 
for the retailer, the subsequent relative reduction in price meant that items which 
were considered an unobtainable luxury a generation previously were now more 
affordable.

Garden centres were able to capitalize on this change in shopping habits, and 
provided a relaxed shopping environment, allowing the customer to browse, se-
lect plants they could take home today (thanks to the technological developments 
in container production), in a relatively easy and clean fashion.

Interestingly, this shift towards self-service also affected the relative sales of  
certain shrubs. While fashion obviously plays a key part in all purchasing deci-
sions, horticultural businesses saw significant increases in sales of  shrubs such as 
Forsythia and Ribes (the flowering currant); both were suited to container produc-
tion and proved to be good impulse items for browsing shoppers as they could be 
purchased in flower and were relatively inexpensive.

1.1.3 Development of DIY (Do It Yourself) as a leisure activity

With the increase in home ownership came a demand for greater personalization. 
In  addition to the motive of  cost saving when compared to hiring specialists, 
many homeowners became attracted to gardening and allied tasks as an enjoy-
able leisure activity.

More recently this phenomenon has been matched by the expansion in num-
bers of  gardening and leisure-related shows on TV, particularly as the numbers 
of  TV channels and airtime have increased. These programmes gave the house-
holder ideas as to how to use different products. The expansion of  the use of  
timber decking (and also a particular blue colour for wood treatments) in the UK 
can be directly attributed to the popularity of  a TV garden makeover show that 
ran in the late 1990s. The use of  this material was due to the (artificial) time and 
expense limitations put on a project. One UK DIY store quotes an increase in sales 
of  decking of  approximately 300,000% when measured from the launch of  this 
show to the time of  its cancellation.

The habits of  many homeowners have also changed; the garden has become 
a valuable part of  the living space – ‘the outdoor room’. While this was an ob-
vious development in countries with warmer climates, it has also been adopted 
and become part of  the culture in many cooler countries too. This increase in use 
of  the space has changed the garden from a space to look at into a place in which 
to live and entertain. As a result, sales from barbecues, fire pits, garden furniture 
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and other leisure-related products have taken a higher priority in spending habits. 
Plant sales have also been affected – the desire being for a perfect garden now 
(to impress the visitors) rather than the more planned approach of  previous gen-
erations. A good example of  this would be the sale of  planted bulbs in pots; while 
significantly more expensive than buying them in packets, the consumer will pay 
a significant premium to gain the instant effect.

1.1.4 Changes to planning guidelines

Expansion of  towns and neighbourhoods, primarily of  land around the peri-
meter, has changed the retail landscape. The focus moved away from high-street 
retailing, facilitating the development of  enhanced out-of-town retailing. Those 
businesses based in out-of-town locations have significant advantages in relation 
to parking and space, making it cost effective to display items of  large volume (and 
sometimes large ticket prices). The lower cost of  retail space means there is less 
pressure of  ‘stock turn’ (the approximate number of  times a year a product sells 
from its space), meaning the retailer has the opportunity to offer a broader range 
of  products even if  an individual’s performance is not so strong.

1.1.5 Relaxation of Sunday trading laws

The increased secularization of  many countries has resulted in a different attitude 
to the use of  the ‘Sabbath’. In previous generations, church attendance was typ-
ically higher and Sundays were treated as a different day to the rest of  the week. 
In the UK the law was changed in 1994 as a revision to the Shops Act (1950), 
allowing far greater freedom for opening retail establishments on a Sunday. The 
current legislation restricts the number of  hours a business can operate but does 
provide a legal framework for the business to operate within.

Similar changes can also be seen in other countries where there has been a 
shift from a stricter Sabbath observance. Even where restrictions do exist, there 
may indeed be exemptions made for garden centres and nurseries.

1.1.6 Development of shopping as a leisure activity

In addition to the development of  interest in DIY activities, the expansion of  com-
fortable, large, undercover shopping spaces has encouraged the concept of  vis-
iting the retail arena as entertainment.

In many western cultures, shopping is now cited as one of  the most popular 
leisure activities, whereas in previous generations it was merely seen as a neces-
sity. This shift has meant a change in approach for many retailers; the customer 
space needs to be more inviting and is less about product storage but more about 
aesthetics. The development of  the retail outlet as a place to meet has resulted in 
the proliferation of  coffee shops and eating options, often now a major contribu-
tory factor in deciding where to visit.
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Garden retailers have responded to this behavioural change in a number of  
ways: choices in catering outlets, larger inspirational displays, demonstration gar-
dens, in-store demonstrations and running of  courses or craft events. While these 
may all seem peripheral to the business, this footfall through the centre also drives 
sales through impulse purchases.

1.1.7  Requirement to reduce seasonality – diversification into  
non-plant activities

Investment in development and training of  good team members is expensive for 
a business. For traditional horticultural establishments this was a challenge as 
the level of  income and cash flow did not facilitate the provision of  full-time con-
tracts. The standard practice of  employing people on a seasonal basis becomes 
more complex when the customer demands higher levels of  service and advice. 
This investment in training is not cost effective if  there is a lack of  assurity about 
the staff  member returning for next spring.

The investment in retail facilities also increases, requiring a greater rate of  
return on investment, again meaning that extension to the season became a ne-
cessity. While difficult to pinpoint when this commenced, early retailers started 
selling a small range of  Christmas decorations alongside their Christmas trees, 
pot covers along with houseplants, and indeed from its very early days, Stewarts 
at Christchurch developed a coffee shop.

These developments have helped to make garden centres a destination to 
visit for greater periods in the year, assisted by further diversification into pets 
and aquatics, homewares, clothing, etc. While this has proved to cause issues for 
many centres with regards to planning permissions, the footfall is now poten-
tially year round. For many UK centres the pre-Christmas trading period can be of  
higher value than the ‘traditional’ growing season. However, such diversification 
brings direct competition from other retailers, driving the consumer’s expectation 
for service, ambience and presentation within the horticultural retailer.

1.1.8 Greater car ownership

The extension and affordability of  motoring has enhanced the DIY/gardening 
culture. The ability to take items home has increased their affordability as delivery 
charges are not an additional extra. Cars have allowed access to more out-of-town 
locations as well as facilitating the development of  leisure shopping rather than 
merely the functional procurement of  necessities.

1.1.9  Increase in the amount of disposable income within the average 
household over the past 20 years

Government statistics across many countries show that the percentage of  average 
earnings spent on ‘essential’ items has diminished with time. Obviously facts such 
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as localized or national economic factors will affect the data for any one year, 
but there has been a longer term trend, allowing people more disposable income 
to spend on non-essentials. This has been a significant advantage to the garden 
centre industry, which has competed well against other distracting interests for 
this lifestyle expenditure.

Data also show that relative expenditure on any specific item has reduced. 
The cost of  ‘essentials’ and ‘luxuries’ has reduced in real terms due to improve-
ments in mass production, distribution and international sourcing.

Changes to holidaying habits, with greater international travel, has also 
meant an increased education to consumers and willingness to grow more exotic 
plants or vegetables as a result of  their experiences.

1.1.10 Demographic changes within the population

The general increase in affluence within the population has also been matched 
by a shift in the relative age. National statistics across many countries show a 
significant increase in the birth rate post-World War II. A larger population with 
increased disposable income has grown in line with the development of  garden 
centres. Marketing techniques aimed at this age group and their lifestyles have 
resulted in significant market share gains for garden centres.

While no one item on this list can be highlighted as being the main factor, 
the combination has resulted in a sector that has continued to show growth and 
has weathered economic uncertainty far stronger than other segments of  retail 
or indeed production. Most garden centre retailers will consider the performance 
within a season to be far more dependent upon weather conditions than on the 
prevailing economic climate.

The last half  century has seen the evolution of  a sector that in many cases is 
almost unrecognizable from its early incarnations (Fig. 1.1).

Some of  the more important ‘milestones’ are listed in Box 1.1.

1.2 Market Forces

The changes in consumer habits and accessibility to the product have helped de-
fine the position of  the garden centre within the retail landscape. Product ranges 
and store design tend to be defined as a result of  the overall market rather than 
the centre itself  developing the market niche initially, although further product 
development and distribution channels created by manufacturers may well help 
to consolidate an embryonic market opportunity.

Market share is often driven by the effectiveness of  a product offer to meet 
the needs of  the consumer, particularly at the expense of  a rival channel. In the 
early days of  garden retailing, this is probably seen in the transition of  sales of  
gardening-related products from the high street (often from hardware stores or 
greengrocers, which had footfall for other items) through to the more roomy, out-
of-town retail nursery.

Other competing areas include the following.
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1.2.1 Mail order

Traditional mail order retailing relied on the customer receiving a catalogue, 
planning their order from home and sending off  for the goods to arrive in the mail. 
This was a mechanism often used for more specialist products or small items such 
as  extensive ranges of  seeds. However, the advent of  garden centres diminished 

Fig. 1.1. The changing face of garden retailing: (a) garden shop in the early 1970s; 
(b) plant- focused business, late 1980s (note the lack of security); and (c) a modern, 
large, family- focused ‘garden and leisure’ centre with an all-year-round offer.
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its popularity, particularly as customers were able to select the item themselves 
(more control over quality of  live product) and of  course had the item immedi-
ately. It is clear that in many product scenarios the self-selection at a garden centre 
has significant advantages.

Box 1.1. Key changes in garden retailing.

1960s Use of containers for growing shrubs (initially tin cans), extension to the growing 
season and the start of impulse purchases.
1964 Wider availability of peat-based potting composts, increasing the reliability and quality 
of plant production.
Late 1960s Start of public awareness regarding pesticide issues.
1974 Marketing of growing bags to the gardener, increasing the accessibility of growing 
plants to those without gardens.
Late 1970s Extension of product range into Christmas decorations (initially to sell alongside 
the cut trees).
1980s Although there had been examples in some of the earliest businesses, coffee shops 
are now considered to be an essential feature of the visit experience.
1990s Greater diversification into giftware – related to the enhancement of the home rather 
than simply linked to the garden.
2000s Development of numerous centres less reliant on the core ‘glasshouse’ structure 
common on early sites. Centres now start to offer a choice of catering outlets in larger sites.
2010s In ‘destination’ centres, plant sales form only a minority proportion of overall sales. 
Peak month may now be December rather than May. Development of the Christmas 
 experience extends into temporary ice rinks and associated entertainment such as circuses.

Fig. 1.1. Continued.
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1.2.2 Internet

The Internet is a more modern development of  the mail order concept, but far 
more reactive, allowing shopping on demand. The ability to compare numerous 
retailers quickly mean that criteria such as price become a significant battle-
ground. This is a serious challenge to garden centres as their lower infrastructure 
costs are translated into the selling price, but the consumer is not able to see the 
item in a physical form until delivery.

There are numerous examples of  customers ‘showrooming’, visiting a phys-
ical retailer to view the goods (such as garden furniture) and then whilst still in 
the store using smartphone technology to identify a supplier who supplies the 
product cheaper. At best this may mean the customer haggling the price, at worst 
the customer leaves without making a purchase.

Retailers need to select product carefully, perhaps displaying unique or exclu-
sive ranges so that an Internet search is not possible.

1.2.3 Supermarkets

Supermarket operators are proficient at identifying trends in products and using 
their store size and purchasing power to take selected products in the peak season 
to retail a very specific but good-value offer. This technique is sometimes referred 
to as skimming the cream. While it is something that will annoy many garden 
retailers, it is indeed a technique they too have employed when developing their 
own diversified product range. Established ranges such as Christmas decorations 
or bird care were once staple items for other retailers. Garden centres have suc-
cessfully developed market share and now see these as part of  their core ranges.

This skimming the cream technique has been particularly successful for at-
taining gardening market share for supermarkets in recent years. Many now con-
tain ‘pop-up shops’ within the car park; rationalized ranges of  impulse items work 
well with a business with a large number of  visitors each day. The convenience 
aspect means that additional visits to other retailers are not needed.

1.3 Wheel of Retailing

This phenomenon of  adapting to the needs of  the marketplace is not new. Those 
businesses that have a history stretching back many generations can identify signifi-
cant changes in their mode of  operation and product ranges throughout that time.

As a hypothesis this was first suggested by McNair (1958), with additions by 
Hollander (1960), who used the phrase ‘Wheel of  Retailing’ (Fig. 1.2).

1.3.1 Characteristics of each phase of ‘the wheel’

Entry phase:

 • innovative retailing;
 • little status;
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 • lower priced;
 • limited service;
 • poor facilities; and
 • limited product range.

Trading up phase:

 • established retailer;
 • improved facilities;
 • higher prices;
 • extended product offer;
 • expectations of  higher service; and
 • fashion dynamic to offer.

Vulnerability phase:

 • mature retailer;
 • conservative;
 • larger management structure; and
 • declining profitability.

This hypothesis has a significant resonance within certain sectors (there are al-
ways new entrants, established players and those who have long traditions), but 
this ‘wheel’ can also be applied to retailing genres.

New entrants bring dynamism to the sector, often a focused range, and with 
smaller staff  numbers they work from a low cost base, which affords them market 
penetration.

Entry phase

Trading up
phase

Vulnerability
phase

Fig. 1.2. Wheel of retailing.
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Once a business starts to develop a customer base, those customers start to 
want more from the business (or the business sees opportunity in adding asso-
ciated lines to their portfolio). This inevitably means an increase in staffing and 
overheads.

Eventually the business is seen as the ‘standard’, newer businesses look for 
opportunities to take market share with new initiatives/approaches/products. 
The challenge for a business at this stage is that the size of  the organization tends 
to make it less responsive or risk averse. Businesses in this life stage have two 
choices: re-invent themselves completely or become outmoded, with an eventual 
decline and closure.

However, what the wheel of  retailing hypothesis does not attempt to answer is 
how long this cycle takes. For some businesses and technologies this may be a few 
years, for others it might be decades or centuries. Looking around the retail and 
business scene it is relatively easy to find examples:

 • Low-cost supermarkets who extend their range/improve decoration, allowing 
for a new low-cost operator to enter beneath them.

 • Department stores which have a significant reputation, based in high-profile 
(expensive) locations but whose product range looks jaded and old fashioned.

 • The change in use from printed telephone and trades directories to online ver-
sions accessible via computers. Existing brands have been slow to embrace 
the new technology and lost market share in advertising revenues.

 • The vegetable and flower seed brand with falling sales and reduced market, 
re-inventing themselves as a ‘young plant’ producer.

 • Manufacturer of  traditional garden sundries such as string, re-launching 
themselves as a ‘fashion’ brand, retaining the traditional style but in fashion 
colours.

As with any model, this hypothesis does have its limitations, failing to take into ac-
count new entrants that enter in a ‘high’ market position, having seen a particular 
niche, or indeed the diversity of  retail innovation that may happen at any time.

The main alternative approach, however, the product life cycle philosophy 
(Fig. 1.3), also has flaws. While it does identify a launch, growth and maturity 
phase the model contains a ‘decline’ phase, as the product becomes outmoded 
or competitors outclass it in the marketplace. While this may be true of  products, 

S
al

es

Launch Growth Maturity Decline

Fig. 1.3. A simple product life cycle graph: a useful concept but limited when trying 
to describe the observations of the performance of a business.
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the observation of  many businesses is that they have the ability to re-invent 
themselves, by changing and adapting the product offer so that decline is not 
inevitable.

A third way to describe these observed changes is the non-cyclical models 
such as conflict theory and environmental evolution theory, which identify that 
some other external action or activity will be the catalyst for change to occur. 
Without completion, a retailer will continue to operate in the same mode, with 
similar product range, and little innovation (evidenced by retailing in the USSR 
prior to the end of  the cold war).

Observations identify that change is forced upon retailers as a result of  out-
side innovation. This competition acts as the driver. Conflict theory identifies that 
reactions to this change will be a series of  events (Martenson, 1981):

 1. Shock.
 2. Defensive retreat.
 3. Acknowledgement.
 4. Adaption and change.

Successful businesses (as highlighted within the environmental evolution 
model) will evolve in relation to their surroundings (‘the business landscape’). 
Those that survive the ‘natural selection’ process are those that are aware of  their 
own strengths and weaknesses and the pressures that are around them (PEST; 
political, economic, social and technological analysis).

Successful businesses take time to be more proactive in their monitoring 
of their surroundings, and take responsibility for defining their own strategic pos-
ition. Garden retailers, in the guise of  garden centres, have for many years been 
the new innovative force, which has provided the ‘conflict’ to which established 
garden suppliers have needed to react.

It is interesting to see that there is now a role reversal occurring, where 
new entrants are starting to challenge the core sales of  garden centres: in-
creased impulse sales through supermarkets, competition from online sup-
pliers, etc. Businesses which are able to understand their core strengths and 
position in the marketplace are those most likely to be successful within the 
next phase.

1.4 Identity in the Marketplace

The key question: ‘when people think of  the words “garden centre” what do they 
associate with them?’

While this would be difficult to define in every locality, in every culture, prob-
ably the best summary can be gleaned from the way in which horticulture and 
garden centre retailing is portrayed in TV programmes, particularly situation 
comedies and dramas. Certainly the portrayal is not of  a vibrant, modern retailing 
experience. The type of  image is likely to be a far more gentle, slow paced, family 
owned, somewhat inefficient, low-pressure environment. While the reality for 
many retail establishments may not be the latter, understanding general customer 
perception is useful.
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Trying to define types of  retailers is a complex issue and is a combination of:

 • variety offered (breadth of  range);
 • assortment (depth of  range);
 • pricing; and
 • service offered.

Marketers will categorize types of  retail activity in a number of  ways, but 
common groupings for general (non-food) retailers include:

 • department stores (large store organized into different departments);
 • speciality stores (offering a small range of  complementary product ranges 

and high levels of  service);
 • category specialists (discount retailer that offers a deep range and dominates 

the category in the customers’ eyes, sometimes referred to as a ‘category 
killer’ in extreme cases);

 • discount stores (general retailer offering a wide range at low prices);
 • value retailers (offer a limited assortment at very low prices, e.g. 99p stores); 

and
 • online retailers (defined by mode of  interaction with the customer, but can 

take on the characteristics of  any of  the above).

A summary of  the different product and service offers for different store types 
is shown in Table 1.1. While other niche categories do exist, these descriptors 
cover the majority of  general (non-food, non-clothing) retailing.

The interesting outcome of  trying to match retail horticulture businesses 
into this matrix is that examples may be found in each of  the categories; from the 
true category specialists (such as centres who specialize in one type of  plant but 
stock every available form), through to those whose focus is on price, either in 
everyday low prices or the purchase of  goods to meet certain predetermined price 
points (the value retailers).

In truth there are very few horticultural businesses that are at the extremes 
of  these scenarios, i.e. lots of  category specialists but no ‘category killers’ (spe-
cialists that in effect control the whole market). The only likely scenario for this is 
where a retailer is supplying a relatively isolated community and its stock range 
and service does not allow a new entrant to gain a foothold.

Table 1.1. Characteristics of the product and service offer of different retailer types.

Type Variety Assortment Pricing Service offered

Department stores Wide Average to wide Average to high Average to high
Speciality stores Narrow Wide High High
Category specialist Narrow Very wide Low to high Low to high
Discount stores Wide Average to wide Low Low
Value retailer Average to wide Narrow (but 

variable)
Low Low

Online retailer Average to wide Wide Low to average Low
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The key for the garden centre owner is to have a good idea of  where they are 
positioned within their marketplace, and what is expected of  them as a result in 
terms of  layout, pricing and services offered. Lack of  clarity within this will mean 
the garden centre could expend a lot of  resources (and some bad buying deci-
sions) into providing products that are not expected or used by their target visitor 
group.

Case study: Good plant, wrong audience I

A rare conifer re-discovered in the wild is introduced to the garden centre market. Its his-
tory and rarity value mean that it should command a premium price point. As a specialist 
product, sales have been strong within speciality retailers and category specialists.

A consignment sent to a discount-focused plant retailer (the business has ‘Value’ in its 
name) has not sold well. While pricing and presentation and use of point-of-sale materials 
were not dissimilar to many other outlets, the typical visitor is looking for ‘bargain’ plants. 
Rarity is not necessarily on their agenda.

Faced with the opportunity of providing something exciting and different to their cus-
tomer (regular customers become bored if there is no variation in their shopping experi-
ence), initially this seems a good proposition. In hindsight it is easier to see the pitfalls; 
while the plant is newsworthy, its price point was not at a level normally experienced (and 
successfully bought) by the usual customer. Second, while a specialist plants person will 
be excited to see a long forgotten variety, the non-gardener has difficulty in discerning the 
difference in what looks to the novice a ‘green plant’.

Case study: Good plant, wrong audience II

An interesting scenario arose in a nursery that grew its own orchids. As the nursery is 
also the grower it is able to offer plants at lower than normal prices. Sales were good but 
not startling. The nursery discovered that by increasing the price (in some cases doub-
ling), there was also an uplift in the number of orchids sold: greater volume and greater 
profit for the business.

The customers understood the nature of this nursery’s business and had a price ex-
pectation. When this was not matched with reality, their conclusion was there was a fault 
with the plants (which was not the case). An increase in price brought the plants closer 
to their expectation. Without having good reason to believe otherwise, customers were 
suspicious of such a good deal.

Again a pitfall if the business does not understand its position within the marketplace. 
While conventional economic wisdom seems to suggest that lower prices equate with 
larger numbers sold, this was not what was observed. It appears that customers visiting 
the business knew of their specialist status and had a price expectation as a result. 
Finding plants significantly cheaper than expected and no explanation (a sign saying this 
was surplus stock might have helped), they inferred that the low price must imply a fault 
with the plant, therefore a risky purchase. Finding these good quality plants on offer at a 
higher price was closer to their expectation and they were able to read the plant offer as 
being ‘good value’.
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While it is probably true that the majority of  garden centres would be classed 
in the speciality store category, there are exceptions. Therefore it is wise not to 
follow your competitor or advice from peers with regards to the future of  the busi-
ness as your positioning may be quite different. The challenge of  Internet sales 
therefore needs to be evaluated carefully by the ‘location based’ or ‘bricks and 
mortar’ retailer. While there will be competition, the manager needs to carefully 
evaluate their decision making and response in the light of  their position in the 
marketplace.

1.5 Location of the Business

How far will people travel to visit a garden centre?
A seemly simple question, but frustratingly difficult to answer with any 

clarity. Researchers and planners will often work initially with drawing a radius 
on a map from the proposed site, then utilizing this to evaluate the size of  the po-
tential catchment area. In the UK, the long-held assumption has been that likely 
catchment is in the region of  a 10-mile radius of  the site.

Detractors from this methodology will cite that geographic distance will have 
little bearing on the ease of  travel to the site; it is often assumed that people are 
likely to travel for a maximum of  20 minutes.

Both of  the above give a very rough idea, but geography and inter-relationships 
with other activities have been proven to have a far greater impact. Factors dis-
covered when interviewing individuals about their destination choice include:

 • Vicinity to other shopping, e.g. supermarket – proximity might be an advantage.
 • Quality of  roads travelled along.
 • Invisible/psychological barriers, i.e. crossing a major road might feel it is a 

different neighbourhood. Customers living inside the M25 in London (an or-
bital motorway) are less likely to shop ‘outside’ than ‘inside’ the ring.

 • Habit; familiarity with the roads (i.e. on a way to work affects likelihood of  
using them for leisure shopping).

 • Vicinity to other core ‘family’ activities; if  dropping children at a sports venue, 
it is easier to shop and use the ‘down time’ before picking them up.

There are no doubt numerous others; anecdotally there are stories of  a garden 
centre being chosen as it was next to a municipal rubbish dump. The reason given 
was that when dropping off  bulky household waste, the car was already dirty on 
the interior, so it was an ideal time to purchase compost and plants. Perhaps the 
garden centre’s signage and advertising boards needed to be viewable by those 
motorists waiting in the queue as there was a captive market.

Such research also makes a large assumption that all garden centres are 
similar, which is clearly not the case. Higher quality, destination centres will ex-
pect to draw customers over a far wider area as the shopping experience itself  is 
designed to be a significant day out rather than merely the functional procure-
ment of  products. Certainly the numbers of  coach tours who will factor in a stop 
for refreshments at a garden centre rather than a service station will bear testa-
ment to that.



Position 15

1.6 Accessibility

Despite numerous promotional initiatives, research shows that up to 60% of  new 
customers will still discover the garden centre by simply passing it. This clearly 
shows need for good ‘kerb appeal’, so that the roadside truly reflects the quality of  
the product offer within.

Similarly, it becomes clear that the more people that pass the location, the 
greater potential for passing trade. The romantic view that people will search 
down country lanes in the hope of  finding a little ‘gem’ is somewhat fanciful; 
being too difficult to locate means the business runs the risk of  the new customer 
finding someone else.

Greater volumes of  passing traffic are often linked to an increase in their 
velocity. This increase in speed makes it significantly less likely that someone 
reading a sign will have a chance to decelerate (safely) and have a chance to re-
spond (Fig. 1.4).

Clearly the greater the average speed of  the traffic, the further from the en-
trance signage needs to be placed. Junction design will be subject to scrutiny by 
the relevant planning authorities and they may require the funding of  highway 
realignment or junction design if  the proposed development will have an adverse 
effect on traffic flow. While this may well be perceived as a (significant) additional 
expense to the potential garden centre operator, it will mean official highway 
signage and safe path of  access that will not deter the less confident driver. 
Research has also shown that the size, use of  colour and font style also have a sig-
nificant bearing on the recognition and reaction time of  a driver.

Guidance is given by the United States Sign Council (USSC) in easy to use 
formats so that signage (at the roadside or internally) is easy to understand. The 
USSC also produce calculations for commonly used font types as this also affects 

20 mph (32 km/h)

Thinking distance 6 m, braking distance 6 m 

Total stopping distance 12 m

30 mph (48 km/h)

Thinking distance 9 m, braking distance 14 m

Total stopping distance 23 m

60 mph (96 km/h) Thinking distance 18 m, braking distance 55 m

Total stopping distance 73 m 

Fig. 1.4. Typical stopping distances (Department of Transport, 2007).
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speed of  comprehension and thus minimum size of  font. Simple fonts using lower 
and upper case letters are the easiest read and understand. In Fig. 1.5, it is also 
interesting to note that all three signs use the same font sizes. The effect on each 
signage area is quite marked.

1.7 Retail Gravitation

A garden centre business is not working in isolation, the likelihood of  a cus-
tomer paying a visit has many factors (before even stock range, quality and ser-
vice are included), one of  the most powerful being their location in relation to 
the retail outlet. As early as the 1930s empirical work was taking place, most 
notably the work of  W.J. Reilly (1931) who entitled his work the The Law of  
Retail Gravitation.

Taking cues from the formula for gravity, Reilly suggested that a similar for-
mula could be developed to identify at which geographic point a shopper is specif-
ically drawn to one of  two shopping areas (described as the ‘break point’; Box 1.2). 
While it has its limitations, it is a good way to help get an understanding of  likely 
catchment area if  associated adjacent to a significant conurbation.

Similar calculations can be made for other towns in the area to determine the 
break point for these too, in relation to the town in question. For Dorchester this 
approximate guide is fairly accurate, and should certainly give an understanding 
of  the likelihood of  attracting an average person from that neighbourhood.

Inaccuracies can creep in, however:

 • Roads do not follow straight lines.
 • It does not take into account natural or perceived barriers such as a major 

junction.
 • It is assumed that a population is evenly spaced (which is rarely the case).
 • It assumes that both locations are equally desirable whereas key ‘anchor’ 

stores in a locality may encourage someone to travel further.

25 mph

Average sign size related to speed of travel based on 8 seconds viewer reaction time

40 mph 55 mph

50

square feet
(11.8 m2)

128

square feet
(11.9 m2)

242

square feet
(22.5 m2)

Fig. 1.5. Guidance on sizes of roadside signs (from United States Sign Council, 2006).
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These issues aside, this methodology is simple to apply and has a level of  ac-
curacy that may assist in the planning of  a suitable location. Of  course a funda-
mental issue will be the level of  existing competition that the new location will 
need to address.

1.8 Spacing of Business – The Phenomenon of Clustering

Logic would dictate that the positioning of  businesses around a neighbourhood 
would be as even as possible. Whilst this would be of  maximum benefit to the con-
sumer, it is rarely seen in practice and there is a clustering effect. In the high street 
this can be seen with the positioning of  mobile phone retailers or coffee shops, but 
the same can be true of  garden centres once additional players enter the market-
place increasing the competition.

Often referred to as game theory, the concept developed by Harold Hotelling 
maps the process of  spatial competition. The theory concludes that the first en-
trant into a marketplace will position themselves geographically at the median 
point – the optimal point for all to access (Mindyourdecisions.com, 2007). When 
a new entrant arrives, the established business will not move. The new entrant is 
also looking for optimal market share. Positioning some distance away from the 
first business there will be a break point. The closer the new business is to the es-
tablished one, the closer the break point will be to the established business, and 
the greater the potential market to the new competitor.

The same mechanism will be seen occurring for every new entrant, causing 
the clustering effect. In the macro scale, while this intensity of  local competition 
may seem bad to the garden centre business, the proximity of  so many specialists 

Box 1.2. Calculating the break point between two towns. 

At what geographic point is a customer most likely to choose one shopping area over 
another?

Reilly’s law is expressed as:

 
Break Point =

distance from A to B (miles)

1+
Population B
Populaation A

The town of Dorchester has a population of 16,000 people
The neighbouring town of Weymouth has a population of 38,000
They are situated 8 miles apart

 
Break Point =

8

1+
38,000
16,000

 
Break Point =

8

1+ 2.37

Therefore the predicted break point will be: 3.14 miles from Dorchester.
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within the same area means that a reputation builds up (in this case of  diversity 
or excellence of  horticultural supply), which will give an added incentive to visit 
the area, thus affecting the natural ‘break point’ that should be seen if  calculated 
on mere population numbers alone.

Areas such as ‘Crews Hill’ in Enfield, North London, and the Hare Hatch area, 
east of  Reading, are good examples of  how similar businesses thrive in close prox-
imity. The key to success is creating a specific market niche, a specialism or feature 
not so readily available amongst the competition. However, online retailing has 
become a game-changer. Restrictions of  geographic locations have been swept 
aside. Again, with such significant competition it is points of  difference that will 
draw customers.

1.9 Summary

In many ways retailers in the horticultural sector have historically lagged behind 
those in other sectors in terms of  development. This is not a negative, and indeed 
the way business is undertaken is such that the horticultural sector is often near 
the top of  the lists of  the most enjoyed careers.

The sector has also grown rapidly as a result of  demographic and cultural 
changes which have been to its advantage. The challenge now, with a more satur-
ated marketplace, is to keep the focus on meeting the customer’s needs, and doing 
so in a way that is profitable to the business, allowing for future investment.

One thing is for certain, the changes seen in the past few decades are only 
small compared with the changes to retailing practice still to come. The successful 
companies will be those who can adapt to these changes, often driven by new en-
trants and technology.
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