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CONSUMER DATA ON HOUSEPLANTS - A SURVEY1

Marcia Stults2

Finding out what the consumer buys and what the consumer will pay
is of the utmost importance to most growers and sellers of Horticultural
products. However, aside from this basic knowledge, a more complete
understanding of the consumer would greatly aid the seller in increasing
" his sales. What does the consumer look for in plants, what uses do
these plants have for the consumer, and what does the consumer knmow about
these plants are questions which must be answered for the seller to ef-
fectively evaluate his market potential.

This survey was conducted in the city of Elkhart, located in extreme
northern Indiana, with a population of approximately 40,000. It is a
highly industrial area, not unlike many other growing cities. Included
in this industry are several nurseries, florist shops, greenhouses, and
garden centers. Besides the availability of plants through these stores,
they are also readily available from several types of mass market outlets.

The survey was conducted over the telephone with the names being
obtained at random from the telephome directory. Fifty people were
questioned who lived in houses and fifty who lived in apartments. It was
an initial assumption that people living in houses have different plant
buying habits than apartment dwellers. It was thought that people living
in apartments would have more house plants, because of the lack of a yard
or a piece of land and the inability of many to have pets or children.
This, as shall later be seen is not necessarily the case.

Due to my unfamilarity with the collection and interpretation of
survey information, the conclusions I am about to draw are in no way
conclusive or complete. They are a mere presentation of what I see as
trends.

First of all, it is worthwhile to look at the basic background
information of the respondents encountered.

lA term project submitted to Professors Cary Mitchell and Ransom Blakeley
in Hoxt 443, May 2, 1975.

2Under_graduate student, Department of Horticulture, Purdue University.
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HOUSE APARTMENT

Number of rooms (average) 6 4
Sex of respondent 867 female 747% female
Age: 18-24 years 127 26%

25-35 207 267%

36-54 287 10%

55+ 36% 38%
Marital status 80% are married 407% are married
Children at home (average) 58% have children  187% have children
Age of oldest child (average) 15 years 7 years
Age of youngest child (average) 11 years 5 years
Own pets (average) 627 387%
# that garden 66% 18%
Occupational standing:

Unemployed 347 507

Blue Collar 443 447

White Collar 30% 12%

From this it can be seen that the "typical" home dweller has an
average of two more rooms that apartment dwellers (more rooms in which
to place plants), have more women at home during the day (the time the
survey was conducted), are over 25 years of age, married with children
over eleven years old (old enough to take care of themselves), own
pets, garden, and are mostly in the blue and white collar income brackets
(an indication of the amount of disposable income).

The average apartment dweller is female (however more males re-
sponded than in houses), young (18-35) or over 55 years old, not married,
childless (or with young children - which would tend to show that once
the children are of school age a house is sought), do not own pets, do
not garden, and are either unemployed or holding blue collar positions.

Relying on this information alone, it would seem that the people
living in houses are more "able'" to buy house plants, but people in
apartments have more of a need for house plants. The data received did
not add any insight to this. It was found that people in houses on the
average buy the same number of plants (4) per yvear as those in apartments.
This number includes flowering plants used in the home (such as Poinset-—
tias, Chrysanthemums, etc.) as well as foliage plants.

Keeping in mind this information, the next section will be a step
by step analysis of the body of the survey. This portion is intended to give
the seller specific information regarding the sales of plants and the
knowledgeability of the consumer.

At this point the per cent of total respondents is dropped to allow
for those people who do not buy plants (26% of the respondents from apart-



ments do not buy plants and 28% from houses. These people will be dealt
with later.) Also on questions with multiple answers the respondents
were not confined to one answer.

WHY CONSUMERS BUY HOUSE PLANTS

% of Respondents Answering Yes

REASON FOR PLANT PURCHASE HOUSE APARTMENT
gifts 467 30%
decorating 247 487

People in houses (46%) mainly buy plants for gifts, and secondly
(24%) for decorating purposes. Just the opposite is true for those in
apartments. Forty eight per cent said they used the plants for decorating
and 30 per cent for gifts. The greater amount of disposable income of
the home dwellers may account for more gift purchases and apartment
dwellers on a limited budget uses more plants for their own purposes.

This supports my basic assumption that people in apartments want plants
around them. A small percentage of respondents in the 18-24 year age
bracket also stated that they buy plants as a hobby.

WHERE CONSUMERS BUY HOUSE PLANTS

By far, people in houses buy most of their plants in florist shops
(32%) and garden centers (38%), with department stores coming in third
at 20%. The majority of apartment dwellers tend to buy plants at florist
shops (30%) with department stores, discount houses, and garden centers
being tied at 147% apiece.

This may suggest that even people on a limited budget, buying plants
for their own personal use, are interested in the service and quality

found in a florst shop and are willing to pay for it.

SIZE AND GROWTH HABIT PREFERRED

Size was broken down into three groups: Terrarium (less than 6")

Medium (less than 12")
Large (more than 12")

An even distribution throughout the age groups in both types of housing

preferred terrarium size plants (approximately 42%). Medium sized plants

were liked next by the 36-55+ age groups in houses and by the ages 18-54

in apartments (approximately 20%). Large plants were only preferred by

a small portion of the younger people in apartments (20%).



To find the growth habit preferred three main growth patterns were
referred to: 1. upright
2. spreading
Jovianing

Apartment people slightly preferred upright plants (42%) possibly
because they use up less room, with vining and spreading plants liked
the same (approximately 36%). People in houses seemed to have a definite
preference for spreading plants (50%) possibly because they tend to be
more trained and have a fuller and neater appearance (remember these were
given mostly as gifts). Vining and upright plants were liked by some
(36% each) and thus also have a place in the market.

The retailer should note these consumer trends as to size and growth
habit if they are to provide consumer wants. A good selection of smaller
plants should be available in large amounts. Medium sized plants should
be available in moderate amounts, or possibly if space permits, the small
plants that are unsold could be grown and later sold as medium size plants.
Large plants should probably not be expected to sell in any great quantity,
however it would be detrimental not to carry them at all.

The data concerning growth habit does not allow us to make major
decisions concerning what will sell best. The vining plants seemed to
be least preferred by both groups, but many unknown factors could have
attributed to this. Perhaps if the seller sees that his vining plants
are not selling, a program of shaping them, putting them in attractive
pots, and using an effective display will help alleviate any problems.

To get more specific information about what plants people buy three
different questions were asked. The first was what type of house plant
do you prefer, with five choices given:

tropical - most consumers do not realize that many of the commonly
known house plants are from tropical climates, there-
fore this question is designed to designate a preference
in such things as palms, pineapple plants, etc..

foliage
flowering
vining

Bonsai

The second question was to name their favorite plant. The purpose
of this was to see if they are buying their favorites and if they know
the name of their favorite. The third question was 'what is the name of
the last plant you bought?'

The responses for each type of housing were quite consistent. In
apartments the majority preferred, and bought foliage plants. There was
a wide range of answers with the most named being ferns, Sansevieria,



Dracaena, Shefflera, Aphelandra, spider plant, and umbrella plants.
These diverse responses came mainly from the younger people.

In houses people named flowering plants as the most preferred
and bought. These mainly included seasonal plants such as lilies,
poinsettias, Chrysanthemums, and azaleas. The most frequent answer,
however, was the African violet and was given primarily by the older
people.

In both groups, the younger people knew more common names of plants
whereas the older people were less familiar with plant names. This
would tend to point out that the market for a wide selection of plants
rests in the younger individuals. Perhaps this is due to the new up-—
rising of popularity in house plants now occurring,

When asked how much they paid for the last plant they bought apart-—
ment dwellers were mainly placed in the $1-$10 bracket. The house dwel-
lers was in the $1-$5 brackets. Keeping in mind that apartment people
stated that they buy from florists and primarily for their own decorating
uses, it is conceivable that they are willing to pay for a quality plant.
The home dwellers paid on the average less than apartment people, but
also went to less specialized stores and bought smaller plants. One point
that did show up however was that younger people in apartments, and older
people in houses, were willing to spend more money for a plant.

To find out just how much people use plants in their dwellings it
was asked what rooms in their homes contain house plants and which room
contains the most and why. People living in houses had plants placed
in almost every room, mainly however the kitchen and living room.

People living in apartments, due to limited space, placed their
plants to the most extent in the living room alone. The reason both
groups gave for the placements was for light received by windows. This
was a response not taken into consideration in the formulation of the
assumptions. It was thought that apartment dwellers would tend to sur—
round themselves more with plants, but limited space does not make this
possible.

CONSUMER KNOWLEDGE

Consumer knowledge of the care and maintenance of house plants is a
consideration that is generally overlooked by most sellers. Knowing how
people treat their plants and their expectations of plant longevity
may be a key for sellers to use in increasing sales. The following
section deals with consumer knowledge:



Water
HOUSE APARTMENT
own a water softener 367% yes 36% no 127% yes 62% no

type of water used in watering 18% soft 547 hard 627% hard 127 soft

The salts in soft water can be detrimental to plants. As can be
seen, the apartments are forced into using the water supply available,
but in houses, from the percentages given, it is possible to conclude
that half the people with water softeners may realize the salt effect
and use hard water to water their plants.

A question pertaining to the amount of water to apply to plants
was generally misunderstood. It was taken to mean how do they tell
when to water not how much to water. Instead of the expected correct
response of 'until the water drains through the soil and out the bot-
tom of the pot', the majority of the people in houses (38%) and apartments
(54%) said they watered by guess. A few responded by stating a periodic
watering time per week or more simply until the soil is moist.

This question was probably not worded as effectively as it could
have been to get the expected response, but it still proves the point
that most people do not know the correct way to water. Just watering
by guess or at some regular interval may lead to dissatisfaction by the
consumer in their ability to maintain house plants.

Fertilizer

Although a few more people in houses fertilize their plants than
do those in apartments it was generally a 50-50 split between fertilizing
and not fertilizing. 1In apartments 32% of the 427 that fertilize follow
the directions given on the package. In houses, only 187% of the 46%
that fertilized followed the directions. Another 147% said they merely
guessed at the rate to apply. Once again a factor that may lead to plant
death and consumer dissatisfaction has been discovered.

Humidity

The majority from both groups conveyed that they do nothing to
raise the humidity around their plants in the winter. A few more apart-
ment dwellers noted that they did favorably alter the humidity around
their plants than those in houses. This may be vaguely related to having
higher quality plants, however this question generally showed a lack of
knowledge concerning plant care.

Light

Most people did realize the importance of placing their plants by
windows, however, in houses especially, it 'made no difference to them



which direction the window faced. At our latitude the sun never shines
directly in the northern windows and therefore only very low light
requiring plants should be placed in north facing windows. This fact
didn't seem to be known by the respondents. There was no indication that
direction of the window made any difference.

Likewise when asked if any supplemental lighting was given the
response was negative. Since light is the most limiting factor in
homes in relation to plant growth these findings would indicate that
light is something that is ignored. Plants are merely placed in windows
to utilize whatever light they may happen to receive.

From the data on watering, fertilizing, humidifying and lighting
practices it is readily apparent that most consumers do not take adequate
care of house plants. Yet when asked how long they expected a plant
to live all but 127% said forever or at least a number of years.

It is quite obvious to me that without knowledge of plants most
consumers are leading themselves to many disappointments with their
plants.

Questioning a little further I asked them who they turned to when
they had trouble with their plants (as seen previously '"trouble'" would
appear to be inevitable). The majority in apartments said they turned
to friends or relatives. The next response was that they turned to
books or the seller. This would seem to indicate a genuine interest in
learning and in keeping the house plants healthy and alive.

Contradictory to this was the response by house dwellers. The
typical response was that they turned to no one for help when they had
trouble with their plants. A small percent said they did turn to friends
or relatives but very few said they referred to books.

This trend was backed up further with a question asking if the
consumer owned books or printed material on house plants. More apart-
ment dwellers (427%) said they did than those in houses (34%). This
material was mostly purchased from bookstores, next from the seller and
lastly from other sources such as magazines.

If information on the basic growth requirements of house plants was
easier to obtain, perhaps more interest and satisfaction could be gained
by the consumer. The undertone of most of the conversations was one of
uncertainty. The people all liked plants, but were rather vague when
answering some of the questions. Being known as an "information giver"
is, in my opinion, one sure way for the seller to increase sales of house

plants.

Not only is knowing about the buyer of house plants important, but
knowing about those who don't buy plants is also something that should

not be ignored.



The information I obtained in this section is very interesting.
It should be remembered that 28% of the total questioned from houses
did not buy plants, and 267% of those questioned living in apartments
did not buy plants. Again, with questions of multiple answers the
respondents were not confined to one answer.

0f those from homes the age ranged from 25 to 55+ years. The
main reason they didn't buy plants was simply because they were given
plants as gifts, or because they did their own propagating. Other
reasons given were lack of sun and room. These people obviously have
their own ways of obtaining plants to meet their needs and therefore
these people are an unattainable portion of the total market. A small
group of people responded by stating that they had bad previous expe-
riences with plants. These are the people that could possibly become
consumers of house plants if they were to receive adequate information
from the seller.

People in apartments that didn't buy house plants ranged from 36
to 55+ years old. (Note that people in houses who don't buy plants
also include ages 25-55). These people had far more reasons why they
don't buy plants. Some of the answers were expense, lack of knowledge,
no sun, no interest, bad previous experinece, or because they do their
own propagating. However, the majority of the responses were no time,
no room, and because they get them as gifts.

From these reasons it would appear very hard for the seller to tap
this market. These people need something small, requiring a low amount
of light, and not much attention. One possibility may be terrariums in
small jars. The seller should be on the lookout for small novelty ideas
that would be both functional and decorative for these people.

INFORMATION GAINED

A list of the major points of information gained from this survey
(aside from the basic background information) are listed below:

1. The main reasons people buy house plants are for gifts and decorating
purposes.
2. Consumers buy plants mostly from florist shops and garden centers.

3. The size of plants preferred ranges from the smaller (less than 6
inches) ones best to the large (more than 12 inches tall) ones
least.

4. Plants of spreading and upright growth habit were preferred over
vining plants.

5. Foliage and flowering houseplants were liked and bought most.

6. The rooms in the dwelling containing house plants are mainly the
kitchen and living room.
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7. Generally people do not know the correct methods to use when
watering, do not adequately use fertilizer, do not raise the
humidity around their plants in the winter, do not give sup-
plemental lighting, and do not know the significance of which
direction the windows face that the plants are placed in.

8. People turn to books, friends or relatives and magazines and do
not rely heavily upon gaining help from the seller when their
plants are in trouble.

9. A small percentage of the population do not buy plants mainly
because they are received as gifts, propagation methods are
used, or because of problems in the home environment.

The basic assumption was not proven as clearly as I had thought it
would be. But after conducting this survey I think I obtained much more
valuable information than what my assumption could ever have shown.

The consumer is not as "all knowing'" about houseplants as some sellers
think. Sellers instead of merely selling plants should provide the
additional service of giving information to customers. This has been
mainly ignored by most sellers and the consumer is feeling the pangs of
alier

People need and would appreciate getting information* from sellers.
A very effective sales procedure would be to give literature to customers,
and have someone available in the store to answer questions. The first
seller in the area to stress this point will undoubtedly increase sales
of houseplants and keep customers coming back.

Perhaps the suggestions I have made throughout this paper are not
possible or valid from a seller's viewpoint, but it is necessary to
stress just how important it is to the consumer to be adequately informed.
The much used method of selling plants just to be selling them must be
supplemented with a consumer oriented program of quality, service, and
information.

*At the end of each conversation I offered the respondents free publi-
cations pertaining to house plants. Approximately 80 per cent took
the offer and very gratefully.



