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Who are the flowering plant growers and how
are they marketing their product?

LOWERING
PLANTS

£

BY SANDRA L. BORN, THOMAS L. PRINCE, DAVID A. SCHILLING, JOHN G. SEELEY

descriptive profile of the flow-
Acring plant industry has been de-

veloped on the basis of demo-
graphic and marketing information
collected as part of the Greenhouse Op-
erations Management Project at The
Ohio State University.' The data were
collected to better understand the in-
dustry being studied as well as for in-
puts to a potential computerized crop
scheduling model. The flowering plant
industry, for purposes of this research,
was defined as those firms that pro-
duced potted flowering plants, bedding
plants or hanging baskets.

A mail survey was distributed in No-
vember 1984 to more than 1200 flow-
ering plant growers across the United
States to gather information on industry
characteristics, marketing practices
and types of crops being produced.
Eight hundred and five, or 67 percent
of the surveys, were returned, repre-
senting a very good response rate; 744
were usable. The other respondents in-
dicated they did not grow flowering
plants. Databases were designed to
store the information collected, making
it possible to easily access, sort, and
analyze the data by various criteria.

Since most U.S. Census of Horti-
culture Specialties® statistics combine
both flowering plant and cut flower
producers, little demographic and mar-
keting information exists exclusively
for flowering plant producers. In this
survey, that information was collected
by including questions to determine
number of years in flowering plant pro-
duction, number of employees, number
of production locations, total square
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scarcely think what needs to be done
tomorrow, much less next year. Plan-
ning, good planning, suffers. I was re-
cently in a greenhouse visiting with the
owner and on the wall in his office was
a printed poster that stated, ‘I must
take the time to THINK for doing is
getting in the way.’” When questioned
about this poster he related that it took
him forty years to decide that the best
time investment he makes is the time
to think. He regularly sets aside a half
day every week in which to do nothing
but think and plan.

Another thing that I have observed
is that many operators allow sentimen-
tal or emotional feelings to prevail over
hard facts. We seem to be prone to this
problem. We all have certain flowers
or colors we like or dislike. We tend
to satisfy our feelings rather than what
the cash account figures show or the
market demands.

Finally, I find that very few growers
project a reasonable cash flow state-
ment ahead of time. Today, lending
institutions are demanding statements
but they are seldom in a position to
determine if the statement is reasonable
ornot. After all, few of them are green-
house growers and at most there are
very few of you to provide them with
a comparison. A good cash flow state-
ment requires planning and actual
facts. Each requires time to think.

Three C’s

I believe every greenhouse operation
today needs to be involved in the three
*“C’s”’ to maintain their viability and
existence. Number one of the three
*“C’s” is change. Change is needed in
order to take advantage of opportunities
and to maintain excellence. 1 once
worked for an owner who often stated,
“*One needs to grow or go.”” He said
this in the broadest sense of the word
— not only meaning size but excellence
of operation. The middle ““C’’ is for
creativity. We must continue to devel-
op our businesses into unique opera-
tions offering both product and service.
New plant material grown in a different
manner or marketed in an unusual way
are trademarks of good management.
Creativity has to be useful. One can’t
afford uniqueness at the expense of
being not wanted. The final “‘C”’ is the
computer. The major benefit of com-
puters in the management of green-
houses today is in the area of tabulation
and analyzing. They can reduce the
hours of menial labor and cover the
multitude of options in an easy and pre-
cise manner. ¢

Allen is a professor of horticultural
technology at the University of Min-
nesota. Article reprinted with permis-
sion from New York State Flower In-
dustries Inc. Bulletin, Jan./Feb. 1986.
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and that's something we are mighty
proud of. That's why we call ours
Vigorous Seedlings ™. We like the
fact you can depend on our pro-
ducts . . . the first time . . . and
every time.

7344 Jog Road

Lake Worth, Florida 33463

Toll free 1-800-621-6385
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The American “Little Flora” Refrigerator

With walk-in door entering
in storage compartment in
back and glass door on
both sides entering display
compartment.

Equipped with pegboard
partition that is adjustable
to increase or decrease
storage or display com-
partments.

652" W., 72" D.,
79%" H.

Maintains right tempera-
ture and humidity.

Also available with glass
sliding doors in front at no
extra cost.
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wholesale.

Buy Direct from Manufac-
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THE JACK LANGSTON MFG. CO.
(214) 821-9844 DALLAS, TEXAS 75226
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feet of bench space devoted to flow-
ering plant production, and channels of
distribution used for marketing flow-
ering plants. The industry demograph-
ics collected for the Greenhouse Op-
erations Management Project supply
useful information by themselves, but
when combined with information on
the current industry marketing prac-
tices provide a view of the relationship
between these two dimensions.

Industry Demographics

Geographical Location. The 744
survey respondents located in 48 dif-
ferent states were categorized into the
9 USDA geographical regions. The
percentage of respondents per region
were: New England, 6 percent; Middle-
Atlantic, 14 percent; East North Cen-
tral, 36 percent: West North Central,
10 percent; South Atlantic, 12 percent;
East South Central, 5 percent; West
South Central, 6 percent; Mountain, 4
percent; and Pacific, 7 percent. When
comparing these respondents with the
Census of Horticulture Specialties sta-
tistics, they appeared to be represent-
ative of the floral industry in general.
However, no direct comparison can be
made since the Census combines flow-
ering plant and cut flower producers.
The results of the Greenhouse Opera-
tions Management Project survey in-
dicated the largest firms, in terms of
square feet in flowering plant produc-
tion, were concentrated in the South
Atlantic, the East North Central, and
the Pacific regions.

Size of Production Facility. The size
of the production facility was defined
as the total number of square feet of
bench space devoted to flowering plant
production. The survey respondents
represented greenhouse operations
ranging from less than 10,000 square
feet to over 1,000,000. The firms were
classified as small, medium, large, or
very large. The survey results (Figure
1) show that 43 percent of the respond-
ents were involved in small greenhouse
operations, 37 percent were medium
sized, 16 percent were large, and 4 per-
cent very large.

Number of Locations. The survey
determined the number of separate lo-
cations that each firm had in flowering
plant production. Four out of five of
the respondents had only one location,
while two-thirds of those with multiple
locations, operated two sites.

Years in Production. In regard to the
number of years a firm had been in
flowering plant production, a fairly
even distribution was observed across
the various categories. This indicates
an industry with a diversity of expe-
ricnce including almost as many older
established operations as new enter-
prises. One fourth of the respondents
indicated they had been in business 10
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years or less, while one fifth had been
in business over 50 years, probably rep-
resenting third generation operations.
Of those in business less than 10 years,
two-thirds had less than 25,000 square
feet in flowering plant production. The
results suggest that, initially, most new

more of a product was distributed
through one channel, it was considered
a primary channel of distribution. As
shown in Figure 2, one third of the
surveyed producers marketed primarily
to the retailer, while one in ten indi-
cated that the major portion of their

““One third of the producers marketed primarily
to retailers, while one in ten said the major por-
tion of their product was delivered to mass
market outlets. Direct to consumer was the
primary distribution channel for more than one
fourth of the producers, while nearly the same
number had a mixed marketing strategy.’’

businesses in the industry begin as rel-
atively small operations or devote only
a small portion of their bench space to
flowering plants.

Number of Employvees. The survey
results indicated that nearly nine out of
ten of the firms categorized as **small’’
employed fewer than five full-time em-
ployees, while the majority of medium-
sized firms had between 5 and 20 peo-
ple working in flowering plant produc-
tion. Two-thirds of the respondents
with large operations had 11 and 50
full-time employees, and almost 80
percent of the very large firms em-
ployed more than 50 people. From the
analysis of the data, it appears that
small and medium size firms had on
the average one full-time employee for
each 5,000 square feet of flowering
plant production area. As the produc-
tion area approaches 100,000 square
feet and over, that ratio changed to ap-
proximately one full-time employee
per 10,000 square feet.

Distribution Channels

A distribution channel is a method
or system for moving products from the
producer to the ultimate consumer. The
three major channels of distribution for
flowering plants were defined as the
following; 1) from producer to retail
flosists and garden centers, 2) from pro-
ducer to mass markets outlets, and 3)
from producer direct to consumer. A
small percentage of plants going to re-
tail florists and garden centers may be
channelled through a wholesale florist.
For this profile, when 60 percent or

flowering plants was distributed to
mass market outlets. Direct to consum-
er was the primary distribution channel
for more than a quarter of the survey
respondents; while a nearly equivalent
number had a mixed marketing strat-
egy, with a portion of their product
going through each of the three
channels.

Retail Channel. The respondents
distributing their product to retail flow-
er shops and garden centers fall into
the following size categories; only one
percent had over a half million square
feet, while four out of five firms had
less than 100,000 square feet in flow-
ering plant production. For greenhouse
operations concentrating on marketing
to the retail segment of the industry,
100,000 square feet of bench space al-.
located to flowering plants appears to
be sufficient.

Mass Market Channel. The results
of the survey confirm that over 50 per-
cent of the firms marketing primarily
to mass markets are either large or very
large greenhouses with over 100,000
square feet devoted to flowering plant
production. (Figure 3). Many mass
market outlets require a large volume
of product, so growers who decide to
focus on the mass market segment need
to have a large enough facility to meet
the demand. Only nine percent of the
small operations indicated they mar-
keted the majority of their flowering
plants to mass markets.

Direct to Consumer Channel. Mar-
keting directly to the consumer was the

Continued on page 34
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Super potiing machine

The JAVO ""SUPER"’ potting/re-potting
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primary distribution channel used by
small operations. Of those marketing
directly to the consumer, 24 percent
had between 25,000 and 100,000
square feet and 73 percent had less than
25,000 square feet. The results suggest
that an operation with less than 25,000
square feet of production area devoted
to flowering plants is adequate when
catering to this market. Most of these
are probably retail-growers.

Mixed Channel. Firms that split their
product distribution over two or three
channels were considered to have a
mixed marketing strategy. This type of
strategy was employed by 28 percent
of those surveyed. Of those, almost
three-fourths had less than 100,000
square feet in flowering plant produc-
tion. These firms represent either di-
versified operations that rely on mul-
tiple channels for their product
distribution, or firms attempting to de-
velop a primary channel.

Summary

The Greenhouse Operations Manage-
ment Project was the first research proj-
ect to conduct a nationwide survey of
the flowering plant industry. The sur-
vey was used, in part, to collect de-
mographic and marketing information
from growers and to provide an im-
proved understanding of the industry.
Another major benefit of the research
was the development of a descriptive
profile of the U.S. flowering plant in-
dustry, thus allowing the opportunity
for each firm to compare itself to in-
dustry standards.

This project, enhanced by the de-
velopment of computerized databases
for storage, management and further
analysis of the data, provides a solid
basis for future research. It also estab-
lishes a foundation for developing con-
tinuing studies to track industry trends.
In addition, due to easy retrieval and
maintenance of information stored in
computerized databases, it will provide
a valuable source of information for the
entire flowering plant industry.
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