
C
onsider two small towns in
America’s heartland: Each has an
established small grower and has
been invaded by a big box store. A
few years later, one grower is bank-

rupt; the other grower is surviving and thriving!
Why did one grower finally give up and close?
How did the other grower not only survive but
also thrive in the shadow of a big box?

To answer these questions, we visited more
than 80 greenhouses, garden centers and nurseries
in the past two years. We collected data and infor-
mation from them, including marketing strategies,
maintenance of market share, promotional plans
and programs, product mix, value-added ideas,
agri-entertainment, advertising, demographics,
pricing policies and market channels. 

Our objectives were to determine:
• How small growers (wholesale and/or

retail) cope with current trends and changing cus-
tomer preferences.

• How small growers compete against the
big boxes.

• What lessons growers can learn from our
research results. 

• How growers can incorporate these results
into their existing marketing programs. 

• What happens when a big box moves in?
• How small growers react and the strategies

they develop. 
• How the big boxes have forced small grow-

ers to re-think their marketing strategies.
• How growers can survive and thrive in the

shadow of a big box competitor.
We have incorporated the research results into

our presentations to growers and academics across
the country. This article is the first adapted for
GPN; look for more small-grower management
articles from us featuring our research in coming
months. The articles will attempt to help grow-
ers/producers formulate their own strategies, con-
cepts and ideas to not only survive but thrive in
the current, competitive green industry market. 

Choose The Right Strategy
In conversations with small growers, we encoun-

tered perspectives that ran the gamut from compla-
cency, denial and even panic to confidence and opti-
mism. The successful growers came to terms with
the reality of a changing marketplace. They have
accepted that big boxes are here to stay and learned
that the changing market demands different
responses. When a big box appears on the horizon,
smaller growers most commonly choose either a
“snooze and lose” or “change and prosper” strategy.

Many wonder if big box stores are a help or
hindrance to the industry. The big boxes push
prices down and keep prices down, sometimes
below the break-even costs of some producers.
Successful growers are competing by returning
to some marketing basics. 

The most common success strategies are:
• Knowing and understanding production costs.
• Planting what is profitable versus what the

grower likes.
• Developing a niche. 
• Having a positive attitude.
• Listening carefully to what customers want.
• Adding value and service.
• Making buying into an experience.

A Changing Marketplace
A typical grower was doing “business as

usual” for two generations. This grower invested
little profits back into the family business: He was
complacent, neglecting peeling paint, broken
glass and potholes in the parking lot. His green-
house looked old and unkempt. He and other
growers didn’t protest new parking meters as the
town’s answer to limited parking. He had half-
hearted promotions and short hours. The green-
house layout, lighting, displays and merchandis-
ing were virtually unchanged since construction.
The signage was poor. He was slow to incorpo-
rate new trends and follow customers’ changing
needs and preferences. But, in spite of the lack-
adaisical management style, the business was
generally still good enough to allow him to earn a
good living and maintain the status quo — that is,
until a big box moved down the road. 

A sad but relevant example of this is what hap-
pened to the now bankrupt Frank’s Nursery &
Crafts. This Troy, Mich., company began as a road-
side fruit stand in 1949. At the time of Frank’s first
Chapter 11 petition, it had 257 stores in 15 states. 

Frank’s marketing plan could not compete in
a changing marketplace. Customers were
migrating to local, upscale greenhouses and/or
garden centers that promoted better quality
products or to big boxes that pandered to cus-
tomers who wanted cheaper prices. The lack of
a response to changing customer preferences
coupled with new competitors guaranteed it
was only a matter of time for Frank’s. �
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Small growers exhibit 
many different reactions
and strategies when a 
big box moves into the
neighborhood; the most
successful ones turn
lemons into lemonade 
and compete by returning 
to some marketing basics.

The most successful growers are those that have accepted that the big boxes are here to stay; they
have come to terms with the changing marketplace. (Photos: Lawrence Martin)

4 2 GPN N o v e m b e r  2 0 0 6

*42_Brumfield.qxd  11/9/06  8:52 AM  Page 42
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What Can You Learn? 
Frank’s retail operations had neither the

cheapest prices nor the best quality products.
This was and is a death sentence in today’s
competitive marketplace. 

Some of Frank’s closed doors re-opened under
new ownership, and one is located in eastern
Pennsylvania. An owner/operator of a local,
established, successful business that encom-
passes florist, greenhouse and garden center
divisions added his former competitor’s facility
to his greenhouse business. In the same facility
where Frank’s withered on the vine, this local
grower increased annual sales by 30 percent!
Note that both the current and former busi-
nesses operated in the shadow of Home Depot
(less than one-half mile away).

The new owner sells retail plants grown in his
greenhouse along with retail hard goods and ser-
vices. Incredibly, he wholesales some of his
product to his Home Depot neighbor. So he
either sells to customers directly by retailing
from his own greenhouse or indirectly by whole-
saling to the local Home Depot. He employs all
of the successful strategies of businesses that sur-
vive in the shadow of a big box store.

The new owner’s keys to success are that he
knows his costs and has developed a niche (actu-
ally two: one retail and one wholesale). He made
lemonade out of lemons by buying a failed busi-
ness and making it a success. He knows it is criti-
cal in the marketplace to carefully listen to what
the customer wants: variety, service, an informed
and friendly staff, and more convenient hours. 

He also understands the value of customer
service and pampering. For no additional cost, his
staff pots plants that customers have purchased
and carries them to their cars. He tries to make
buying an experience for his customers by having
a large selection of plants and other products dis-
played attractively with friendly, knowledgeable
sales staff available to assist with purchases.

Where Frank’s marketing plan did not com-
pete, this local grower thrives. He succeeds by
responding to a changing marketplace where
customers patronize upscale, local greenhouse
and garden centers or migrate to big box stores
that pander to customers who want cheaper
prices. A sad end for Frank’s became a success
story for a local grower. 

Dr. Robin Brumfield is farm extension special-
ist at Rutgers University. She can be reached
at brumfield@aesop.rutgers.edu or (732) 932-
9171. Lawrence Martin is a Rutgers University
Extension Volunteer. He can be reached at
larrymartin@rcn.com or (610) 432-8094.

Authors’ note: Thanks to all the growers who gave
their time, experiences, ideas and willingness to help other
growers in an ever-changing marketplace and to USDA
CSREES for research funding. 
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For nearly 70 years, Cleary Chemical has provided the
green industry with cutting-edge plant protection
technology and the expertise to solve pest and disease
control problems in the greenhouse, nursery and
landscape industries.

GROWERS HAVE COME TO RELY ON CLEARY
FOR LEADERSHIP PRODUCTS LIKE:

TriStar® 70 WSP Insecticide
TriStar 70 WSP is the #1 foliar
insecticide with broad spec-
trum control of key, economi-
cally important insect pests
like aphids, mealy bugs,
caterpillars, scales, whiteflies,
thrips, leaf eating beetles and
leaf miners. The new
TriStar 30 SG formu-
lation will make this
leading insect control
even easier to meas-
ure, mix and apply in
small gallon sprayers
(see below).

TriStar® 30 SG Insecticide – NOW AVAILABLE!
TriStar 30 SG Insecticide is a new, water-soluble granular
formulation of the #1 foliar insecticide you’ve come to trust.
TriStar 30 SG mixes easily and, like the original TriStar 70
WSP, is compatible with many tank mix partners. TriStar 30
SG comes packaged in eight ounce containers that allow
for multiple measurements of product, which is particu-
larly convenient for small volume users. TriStar 30 SG is 
effective against all of the same pests as TriStar 70 WSP
including scale, aphids, thrips, and whiteflies.

3336® Fungicide
For years, growers have relied on 3336 for broad-
spectrum control of troublesome diseases like Leaf Spots
and Blights, Powdery Mildews, Rusts and Stem, Crown
and Root Rots. 3336 can be applied as a foliar spray, dip
or soil drench.

Spectro™ Fungicide
Spectro – the no-risk premix of 3336 and Daconil® – saves
you the time, trouble and worry of tank mixing these
two, top disease control products. Spectro also has a
reduced REI of 12 hours.

Alude™ Systemic Fungicide
Alude fights plant diseases such as Fire Blight, Downy
Mildew, Pythium, and Phytophthora related diseases.
Rapid foliar uptake and complete systemic activity
ensure preventative disease protection all the way down
to the roots.

26/36 Fungicide™

26/36 is a new, premixed combination of two trusted
turf and ornamental fungicides, iprodione and 
thiophanate methyl. The contact and systemic activity of
26/36 is effective against a broad spectrum of diseases
while providing long lasting control.

For more Cleary products and expertise, contact 
your local supplier or visit our website at:
www.clearychemical.com. 

Advertisement

Cleary Chemical Provides 
Solutions That Work

The Cleary logo, 3336 Plus, ClearTec, 26/36 Fungicide, 3336, Spectro, Protect

and Alude are trademarks of Cleary Chemical Corporation. TriStar is a registered

trademark of Nippon Soda Co. Ltd.
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LearnMore
For more information related to this article, 
go to www.gpnmag.com/lm.cfm/gp110605

Coming Attractions
Look for future GPN articles in which we will

look at how we can use data from high-priced

Madison Avenue marketing firms as well as

common-sense, tried-and-true, return-to-

basics and “Take from the past, add to the

future” strategies. 

We will take a closer look at these

successful strategies:

• Know your costs.

• Educate buyers about your quali-

ty, value, service, convenience and

selection relative to your competitor’s. 

• Don’t reinvent the wheel.

• Develop your own niche, sometimes

incorporating, “Do what you do best.”

• Listen carefully to what your cus-

tomers want.

• Make buying an experience —

even if you are a wholesaler, make it a

pleasurable experience to buy from you.

• Exploit your comparative advantage

and make lemonade out of lemons. 

• Upgrade your image. 

We will review other real-life/real-time

examples of how small growers com-

pete against the big boxes and examine

how the big boxes have made us re-think

our marketing strategies. We will share and

examine some data from our latest surveys.

We welcome your thoughts, ideas, comments

and questions. Let us know what you think!

Left: Investing in your business through greenhouse upkeep —
maintaining updated layout, lighting and more — can help your
business succeed when a big box moves in. Right: Developing a
niche for yourself through the products you sell, both plants and
hard goods, is a good marketing strategy to employ.

*42_Brumfield.qxd  11/9/06  8:52 AM  Page 44




