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Sustainability

Do GWA Members Know What Their Audiences Want?

By LoiS DE VriES

And the answer is … tah da! … sort of. Last fall, GWA 
President Debra Prinzing asked the Sustainability 
Task Force (STF) and the Foundation Trends 
Committee (Trends) to ask some of the same 
questions about sustainable gardening in each of their 
surveys. We wanted to help members evaluate how 
well they understand those folks who read, watch, 
listen to, or otherwise consume their handiwork. (see 
the chart on page 12 for a comparison of 
these sustainability surveys.)
 After seeing the numbers, Debra said, “Clearly, 
the gardening public is further along in their 
understanding and attitudes than we give them 
credit for. I find this data comparison informative and 
especially encouraging!” 

Results were mixed.
Comparing the two surveys reminded me of the times 
my karate teacher said, “When you think you know, 
you don’t know.” GWA members are also gardeners 
and consumers, so it’s not surprising that we share 
some ideas and opinions with our audiences. 
However, there were some stark differences. (This 
article views replies that diverge by 29% or more to 
be important differences.) 

Bombshells. 
There was one shocking clash in perception: 
While only 2% of members believe that consumers 
understand the difference between organic gardening 

and gardening sustainably, 56% of consumers 
believe they do. Whether or not consumers actually 
know the difference, we need to respect their opinion.
 Consumers still love their lawns far more than 
we do, by a margin of 50%. The good news is 53% 
say that they are watering them less.

Conflict and consensus.
GWA members go to the head of the class when 
it comes to taking actions that make their gardens 
more sustainable, but this is not really surprising 
given that many of us have been actively gardening 
or sharing our thoughts about gardening for decades: 
76% of members have been engaged in some 
aspect of sustainability for more than 10 years vs. 
44% of consumers who have been involved for more 
than five years. Overwhelmingly (90%), members 
feel that sustainable gardening is important when 
compared to consumers (61%).
 Garden writers are more skeptical than 
consumers about companies’ sustainability efforts 
when it comes to marketing claims and making their 
products. However, consumers are more skeptical 
about whether corporations balance their profits with 
societal and environmental interests.
 While both groups had similar scores for well-
publicized sustainable practices, such as reusing 
rainwater and reducing lawn watering, members far 
outpaced consumers in substituting natural nutrients 
for chemical fertilizers, creating habitat for insects, 

birds and wildlife, using drought-resistant plants, and 
reducing or eliminating their lawns.

Bright outlook ahead for 
members who advocate 
sustainable gardening. 
We have our work cut out for us, but it looks as 
if members who write and talk about sustainable 
gardening have job security for the foreseeable 
future: 79% of members and 62% of consumers 
agree that more information is needed. There’s good 
news for Allied members as well. More than half 
of the consumers surveyed would become more 
proactive about their sustainability efforts if they were 
convinced that their actions could make a difference 
and if green products did not cost more.
 Nearly half as many would do so if green products 
were: (1) as easy to use as conventional products, 
(2) the products worked as well as conventional
choices, or (3) they had a better understanding of the
products and their environmental impact.

To view the full details, click here for the STF 
Survey, and here for the Trends Survey. 

Lois de Vries is a field editor for Better Homes and 
Gardens Special Interest Media, a Garden Lifestyle 
Coach, and a popular regional speaker. She writes 
and gardens in Northwestern New Jersey. Lois chairs 
GWA’s Sustainability Task Force. 

http://www.gardenwriters.org/files/galleries/2011_GWA_Sustainability_Survey.pdf
http://www.gardenwriters.org/files/galleries/GWA_Garden_Trends_Consumer_Survey_Winter_2012.pdf
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Comparison of STF and Trends Sustainability Surveys

The bar chart compares consumer responses to those questions that were adapted from the STF survey with those of GWA members.

Sustainability continued
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Believe the issue of gardening sustainably is important 

Reduced use of chemical pesticides/herbicides 

Reduced or eliminated lawn watering 

Substituted compost of other natural nutrients for chemical fertilizers 

Re-used rainwater runoff 

Grew edible plants, vegetables, fruit, herbs 

Created habitat for insects, birds, wildlife 

Used more drought-resistant plants 

Reduced or eliminated lawn  

% who believe consumers know the differences between organic gardening and 
gardening sustainably? 

More information on sustainable gardening is needed 

Believe companies use environmentally responsible materials or ingredients 

"Sustainability" is simply a marketing a marketing activity with no real benefit 

Companies make products in environmentally friendly way 

Companies balance profit, concerns about society, and environment 

Comparison of STF and Trends Sustainability Surveys 

332 GWA Members 629 Consumers 
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