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Say “Pollinator,” Not “Wildlife”:
How One Word on a Plant Tag
Changes What Customers Will Pay

Ariana P. Torres, Alicia L. Rihn, Susan S. Barton, and Bridget K. Behe

Purdue University, University of Tennessee, University of Delaware, and
Michigan State University

“Pollinator friendly” and “wildlife
friendly” sound like two ways of
saying the same thing. Four
national consumer studies say
they are not. One of them is
worth real money at retail. The
other is worth nothing in most of
the country; and in one region, it
costs you a sale.

Across the four studies of
roughly 2,000 U.S. gardeners
each, our team measured what
consumers will pay for native
plants, what they actually want
those plants to do, and how the
answers shift by region and by
customer type. Put together, the
results point to something
growers and retailers can act on
this season without changing a
single crop: change what the

sign says. Photo Source: Stock Images Microsoft.

The Benefit Label Is Worth More Than the Plant
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In a discrete choice experiment, 2,011 consumers shopped simulated 5-gallon native shrubs priced at
$14.99, $24.99, and $34.99. Each plant carried one benefit claim: pollinator friendly, wildlife friendly, or

helps with water management.

Pollinator friendly won everywhere it was tested nationally. Compared with the water management claim, it
added $5.28 to a fall-color shrub, $6.54 to a fruiting shrub, and $6.22 to a flowering shrub. Wildlife friendly,
by contrast, generated no significant premium at all in the national sample for any of the three plant

groups.
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What Customers Will Pay

For perspective, the plant itself often moved the
needle less than the tag did. Red chokeberry
earned a $7.40 premium over the exotic winged
euonymus, and maple leaf viburnum eamed $3.60
over butterfly bush. A one-line benefit claim was
competitive with the species decision.

Why “Wildlife” Falls Flat: It Is a Bag You
Cannot See Into

A companion study explains the gap. We asked
2,011 consumers whether they wanted their
landscape to attract or deter 10 specific types of
wildlife. The split was dramatic.

Consumers wanted to attract songbirds (81%),
butterflies (78%), pollinators in general (68%), and
bees (57 %). They were neutral on gamebirds, deer,
and chipmunks. And they actively wanted to deter
insects (53%), bats (63%), and snakes (77%).

“Wildlife friendly” asks the customer to sort that out
on their own, standing in front of the bench. Some
hear songbirds. Some hear snakes. Averaged
across a market, the two cancel; which is exactly
what the willingness-to-pay data show. “Pollinator
friendly,” by contrast, names something almost
nobody objects to.

The same study found that consumers with more
native plant knowledge and a stronger sense of
connection to nature were more likely to want to
attract every one of the 10 wildlife types, including
bats and snakes. That is your enthusiast
customer. It is not your average one.

The West Is a Different Market

Regional results were the sharpest finding in the
choice experiment. In the Northeast, Midwest, and
South, the pollinator claim generated premiums
ranging from roughly $8 to $10.72 per shrub. In the
West, it generated no significant premium on fall-
color or flowering plants.

Worse, the wildlife claim went negative in the West:
Western shoppers required discounts of $4.89 on
fall-color shrubs and $5.20 on flowering shrubs to
accept a wildlife-friendly plant over one labeled for
water management. Meanwhile the wildlife claim
earned a $4.19 to $5.87 premium in the Midwest,
depending on the crop.

The pollinator claim added $5 to $7 per shrub.
The wildlife claim added nothing. On the same
plants, to the same shoppers, at the same
prices.
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The practical read: national point-of-sale programs
are leaving money on the table.

» Water management is the headline benefit in the
West.

* Pollinators lead in the East, Midwest, and South.

+ Wildlife messaging is a Midwest play.

The same three words are worth about +$5 in
the Midwest and roughly =$5 in the West.

Regional drought pressure (and the value of
water-related benefits) appears to be driving
the flip.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

WWW.e-gro.org 2


https://montanawildlifegardener.blogspot.com/2011/08/community-native-plant-garden.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ugardener/8946402177
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/

e-GRO Alert - 2026

Say “Pollinator,” Not “Wildlife”: How One Word on a Plant Tag Changes
What Customers Will Pay

Two-Thirds of the Market Is Already Listening

It is fair to ask how big this opportunity really is. A
cluster analysis of 2,066 consumers found three
segments: native averse (31.6%), native curious
(35.7%), and native enthusiast (32.7%). The two
receptive segments together are about two-
thirds of the market.

The spending gap between them is substantial.
Enthusiasts spent an average of $268 on plants
overall and $187 on natives in a single year; the
averse segment spent $171 and $46.71. And a
separate national study of 1,824 homeowners
found that native plant adopters spent 80% more
on all plants than non-adopters; they are high-
value customers well beyond the native bench.

The native curious segment is the one benefit
labeling is built for. They already lean positive on
native plants but rate their own knowledge as
middling. A specific, concrete claim about what a
plant does is what moves that group; a vague
one does not.

What to Do With This

1. Audit your tags and signage for the word
"wildlife." Where it appears outside the
Midwest, test replacing it with a pollinator
claim or, in the West, a water-related one.

2. Get specific about which wildlife. If a plant
supports songbirds or butterflies, say
songbirds or butterflies. Those are the two
categories consumers most want, and the
specificity does work the general term cannot.

3. Localize your point-of-sale program. If you
ship across regions, ship different signs. The
premium swing between the Midwest and the
West is roughly $10 per shrub on the same
claim.

4. Lead with pollinators in imagery too. Bees on
flowers and butterflies on prairie species
carry the message that pays. Bats, beneficial
as they are, are a hard sell to 63% of the
market.

The Bottom Line

Native plants still account for about 10% of U.S.
ornamental plant sales, and most of the industry
conversation about closing that gap focuses on
production, availability, and price. These four
studies point somewhere cheaper and faster: the
words on the sign.

Consumers are willing to pay a real premium for
native shrubs that do something specific for the
environment.

They are not willing to pay for a claim they have
to interpret. Name the benefit, name it regionally,
and let the plant do the rest.
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