
 
QUALITY OF INFORMATION 

Some thoughts 
 
To take a look today at the trade press concerning international ornamental 
horticulture is to see an information sector at a point of change and uncertain 
readership. It is time to become more aware of these changes in order to retain a 
measure of objectivity and independence in the interests of the readership and the 
development of the sector at large. How to develop a decided information profile or 
niche utilizing the most appropriate instruments. How to make difficult decisions or 
appropriate compromises between a variety of factors in contraposition (see table 
below). Increasing production, sales and distribution costs are reducing operating 
margins for trade publications making them more vulnerable to external economic 
and political influence.  
 

 
INFORMATION MIX – SOME EVERYDAY DECISIONS 

 
PAPER & PRINTED JOURNALS  ----------------------------------- INTERNET & WEB PUBLISHING  
 
EDITORIAL  ------------------------------------------------------------------------  ADVERTISING REVENUE 
 
EDITORIAL & POLITICAL INDEPENDENCE  ----------  SUBSIDIES, EXTERNAL INFLUENCE 
 
STAFF WRITING & JOURNALISM  ---------------------------------  FREE-LANCE CONTRIBUTION 
 
NEWS & PRESS RELEASES  ------------------------------------------------------  FEATURE ARTICLES 
 
PRINT, LAYOUT & STYLE  -------------------------------------  PHOTOGRAPHS / ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
THOUGHT & ORIGINATION  ------------------------------------------  COPYING & APPROPRIATION  
 
PEOPLE & PERSONALITIES  ----------------------------------------  OBJECTS, SYSTEMS, THINGS 
 
TECHNICAL INFORMATION  ----------------------------  MARKETING &  PROMOTIONAL TEXTS 
 
FACTS, FIGURES & ANALYSIS  ---------------------------------------------------  OPINIONS & VIEWS 
 
EDUCATION & INFO. EXTENSION  -----------------------  TRADE, COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE  
 
TRADE EXHIBITIONS & CONFERENCES  ------------------------ PUBLIC CONSUMER SHOWS 
 

 
 

Press communications 
One notable trend, for the sake of economy and the aptness of internet 
communications, in that companies and press agencies increasingly formulate their 
news and promotional releases into a one-only text covering many potential users 
from professional growers through to retailers, consumer magazines and maybe even 
tourist agencies. Just one e-mail communication to reach all and sundry. 
Useful technical information is replaced by jazzy images, a plethora of brand-names, 
marketing slogans and colourful logos. It becomes harder and harder to find ‘the real 
thing’ i.e. interesting and useful technical and marketing information to convey to the 
professional readership. Promotional information often masquerades as technical 
when both aspects are cleverly interwoven. A large part of the energy of 
communications departments seems to be increasingly taken up by informing us not 
about the products themselves but about promotional events in which companies have 
participated or to indirectly justify their promotional budgets.   



I believe this lack of dedication and focus to be a big mistake for the media and 
readership in general. Professional publications do complain but are well aware of the 
serious need for advertising revenue and other sources of finance outside of 
subscriptions. Manufacturing and service companies also know this. At all events, 
many professional operators trash such communications if not focused on their  
specific interests. Internet publishing has a big responsibility to correct, summarise 
and adapt press communications. Otherwise websites act simply as resonant chambers 
repeating what many other publications also reveal and weakening any specialist 
profile.  
 
Technical information 
In reality, the grower readership of most trade publications is interested in impartial, 
objective information that compares the performance of new varieties, cultural 
techniques, growing media and plant chemicals etc. against certain standards and 
familiarity. They are looking constantly for methods by which they can increase their 
reach and competitivity. Growers are naturally conservative animals; it takes great 
effort, time (and money) to reach an effective equilibrium between all the variable 
production factors. The change of just one of these elements can change everything. 
But where can the professionals find objective, comparative information today? 
 
Over many years, the reduction or abandonment of public funding in horticultural 
research and extension services has caused the closure of research institutes and 
experimental stations. Alternatively, early commercial development of their work 
often in collaboration with private companies, has become the main aim. Extension 
services have been replaced by private consultants. Commercially ‘sensitive’ 
information is commandeered by manufacturers and suppliers to be sold by in-house 
or external consultants or through other channels. Such technical consultancy can be 
objective, impartial and comparative – but growers will rarely find such information 
in today’s trade press.  

 
Trade publications can rarely undertake the work of processing and elaborating raw 
scientific information, either because they lack specialist staff or because the 
operation is not cost-effective. The remaining option is to publish original texts by 
horticultural scientists, complete with tables, graphs and references, probably supplied 
free of charge, but which are only fit for the scientific community, certainly not for 
the average grower. Brief extracts and summaries are also of little value outside of a 
larger grower-friendly context.  
 

The processing and elaboration of raw scientific data into the publication of 
impartial ‘grower-friendly’ reports is a seriously lacking phenomen today. Such 
reports are not only in the interests of the grower but also of the manufacturer 
and supplier; growers can quite properly be involved in pre-commercial and 
commercial trials in exchange for commercial advantage (e.g. first introduction, 
limited exclusivity etc.) and potentially win-win situations for all concerned. 
Browsing internet might reveal useful information for growers but it can be very 
dispersive if not chanelled through dedicated web-sites (e.g. 
www.clamerinforma.it). A great deal of information on internet is also hugely 
out-of-date. Only the USA (in certain States) appears to retain adequate grower 
extension services, limited to the English language.  
 



Marketing & Sales 
What has replaced technical and comparative cultural information is marketing and 
sales. Some technical production information is available from companies that breed, 
select and propagate new varieties of plants. But the quality of this information is 
declining.  
Pack and field trials today resemble fashion-houses intent on interpreting new retail 
and consumer trends and to comfort clients with a range of ‘me-too’ varieties to 
complete their respective catalogues. Communications departments provide more 
colour images, catchy brand and family names, marketing slogans and other POS 
ideas. Individual varieties might be important, but of more interest to the breeding and 
propagation companies today is consumer utilization of their varieties, colour 
combinations and types of container. Everything works back from enlarging the 
consumer market, and in Europe at least, from conspicuous EC funding to increase 
consumption of flowers and ornamental plants. 
These factors, when coupled with the huge  range of varieties available today, has 
made it increasingly difficult for growers to select, from source, what varieties to 
grow. Instead, they prefer to align themselves with just one or two supply companies 
or a technical consultant with which they have built up a trusting relationship over the 
years.  
 
Global developments & distribution 
Ornamental horticulture is now global business with big flower farms all over the 
world and even bigger product auctions, dedicated transport companies, wholesale 
and retail distributors. Substantial and impartial information is often forthcoming 
from these operators because research, feasibility studies and reports are 
commissioned and paid for by various international development organizations and 
agencies. This class of information usually considers new international developments 
in production and distribution; it tends to be strong on handling, post-harvest and 
transport considerations. This information is useful to large-scale industrial operations 
and can impacts on company strategies in the global marketplace.  
 
People & personalities 
If trade publications seek to provide information for the producer market what then is 
left to research and write about?  Well, people and personalities come to the rescue. 
Technical and marketing information is now only circumstantial to what growers and 
the main players in the industry ‘are up to’. Their strengths and weaknesses, real 
competitive strength versus backdoor subsidies, changes, internationalization, 
alliances and fusions, family history and company development. Tasty morsals that lie 
behind the scene, perhaps of success or failure. While this element can denigrate to a 
form of idle chatter, it is people that really matter. This element is wide open to be 
exploited by professional publications but needs great commitment and even greater 
travel. It links conveniently to trade and professional organizations, trade exhibitions 
and conferences with which it creates a useful networking effect.   
 
Conclusion 
At the end of the day, did you notice that stack of unread trade magazines, still in their 
cellophane wrappers, in the corner of that greenhouse? Do growers really have the 
motivation or time to read magazines or brouse in internet? The real success of a trade 
publication is to stimulate their readership to ask the right questions. 
 


