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A S~JDY OF CONSUMER PREFERENCES FOR CHRISTMAS TREES 

METROPOLITAN WINNIPEG 

1968 

by 

A.G. Teskey and B.W. Karaiml 

INTRODUCTION 

What is the market potential for Christmas trees in Winnipeg? 
Is the present supply of trees sufficient to meet the demand? What 
are some of the prime determinants of the Christmas tree market? 
Undoubtedly they are determined by consumer demand (tastes and 
preferences). The question of consumer satisfaction concerning the 
present supply of trees, their quality, size and corresponding price 
is a key factor in determining the final market. 

A survey of households was conducted in Metropolitan Winnipeg in 
1968 to supply information about consumer preferences for Christmas 
trees. Data were obtained by employing both mail and telephone 
survey techniques. This internal report contains a discussion and. 
analysis of the survey results. 

METHODS 

A computer program was used to select, without replacement, 
2,000 random numbers between 1 and 200,000. Theoretically, for every 
random number selected, there was a corresponding name, address and 
telephone number in the 1968 Metropolitan Winnipeg Telephone Directory. 

The 2,000 random numbers were arbitrarily allotted to a mail 
survey and telephone interview in a four to one ratio. Sixteen hundred 
numbers generated 1,453 useable names and addresses for the mail survey 
while the remaining 400 random numbers generated 264 private listings 
for the telephone interview. 

A covering letter explaining the objective of the survey, a 
questionnaire (see Appendix) to be filled out, a brochure on Christmas 
tree safety and a stamped, self-addressed, return envelope were mailed 
to each of the 1,453 random addresses. The covering letter also stated 
that a booklet would be sent to all people responding. In this way it 
was hoped that the response rate2 would be increased. 

1 
Economics section. Winnipeg laboratory. Canadian Forestry Service. 

2 
For response rates see Appendix. 
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Persons contacted by telephone were verbally informed of the survey 
intent and, when they cooperated, questionnaires identical to the one 
used in the mail survey were completed. 

RESlf~TS AND DISCUSSION 

CONSUMER PREFERENCE FOR NATURAL AND ARTIFICIAL CHRISTMAS TREES 

Type of Tree Preferred 

The mail and telephone surveys elicited 680 responses. Fifty-three 
per cent of the respondents preferred a natural Christmas tree and 24 
per cent an artificial tree (Table 1). The proportion intending to have 
no Christmas tree was twice as large for the telephone survey as it was 
for the mail. 

TABLE 1. Christmas Tree Preference (in '10) 

Survey Natural Artificial Both None 

Mail 55 24 10 11 

Telephone 43 23 12 22 

Combined results 53 24 10 13 

Age Distribution of Responding Households with Relation to Christmas Tree 
Preference 

Households preferring natural Christmas trees averaged 4.1 persons; 
households owning artificial trees averaged 3.4 persons; households 
preferring both an artificial and a natural tree averaged 4.1 persons and 
households preferring to have no Christmas tree at all averaged 2.8 persons 
(Table 2). 

Families intending to have no Christmas tree had a higher percentage 
(39%) of persons over 45 years of age than did families owning artificial 
trees 33%); families preferring both (21%) and families preferring 
natural trees (18%). Accompanying percentages of children aged 0 - 14 
for the a,bove households are 18%, 24%, 34% and 36% respectively. Evidently, 
presence of children in the family is an important factor when it comes 
to choosing the type of Christmas tree for the household. 

Those families intending to have no Christmas tree at all, gave many 
reasons. Most common among these were~ religion, going to be away on 
holidays, no children, too old and sickness in the family. 
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TABLE 2. Age Distribution of Households with Relation to Christmas 
Tree Preference 

No. of 
Type of house- 0-14 15-24 25"44 45-64 65 
household holds yrs. yrs. yrs. yrs. yrs. Total 

Preferring 
nat. Christmas 
tree only 360 36 17 29 16 2 100% 

Preferring 
art. Christmas 
tree only 162 24 20 22 26 8 100% 

Preferring both 
nat. & art. 
tree 68 34 17 28 17 4 100% 

Preferring no 
Christmas tree 90 18 15 27 23 17 100~1o 

Total 680 32 17 27 19 5 10010 
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CONSUMER PREFERENCE FOR NATURAL CHRISTMAS TREES 

Species Preferred 

A total of 428 respondents from both surveys intended to purchase 
490 trees. Black spruce was the species most favoured at 48% while 
the second most popular species was Scots pine at 31% (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Species Preference 
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Fig. 2. A Comparison of Survey Results Using Species Preference 
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It can be seen by comparing survey results that the telephone poll 
very closely resembles actual sales patterns in 1968 (Fig. 2). On the 
other hand, response initiated by mail failed to represent what took place 
in actual sales. Why the difference? Obviously the mail survey was biased-­
in exactly what respects is uncertain. Possibly only the keenly interested 
people replied (1. e., people who knew and appreciated their trees) whereas 
in the telephone survey, most respondents were committed to a reply once 
they answered the call. 

An alternative explanation may be in order. It could be that although 
many mail respondents preferred a Scots pine, they were unwilling to pay 
the asking price of $6.50 (Table 2). In support of this point was the 
fact that the telephone survey took place very close to Christmas and 
many people had already purchased a tree. As can be seen in Table 3, the 
expected price to be paid for a Scots pine averaged $4.65. Availability 
and quality of species may also have influenced final selection of natural 
Christmas trees. 

Comparison of Average Prices 

Average prices people expected to pay for each species were compared 
to the average prices demanded by retailers for the same .species. The 
only significant difference existed between expected price for Scots pine 
and the actual retail price (Table 3). Prices listed for the remaining 
species were quite comparable. 
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TABLE 3. Expected and Actual Average Prices by Species 

Survey Scots pine Black spruce Other Don't know 

Cons::aner $4.65 

R.etail 6.65 

$2.90 

2.40 

$3.80 

3.65 

Preferred Location of Trees by Species. Height and Time Kept 

$2.75 

N/A 

About 88% of the trees were intended to be used. indoors (Fig. 3). 
The ratio of trees placed outside to those placed inside is the smallest 
for Sc;;;ots pine, which means that of all species, it has the least chance 
of being located outdoors. 

The most popular height both indoors and outdoors was the 5=7 foot 
range, whi,;,h accounted for 66% of all the trees (Fig. 4). 

Eighty-three per cent of the trees intended to be used indoors were 
to be kept 6=15 days whereas approximately 71% of the outdoor trees were 
to 'Je kept at least 21 days (Fig. 5). No one intended to keep thei,r 
nat4ral trees indoors for more than four weeks. 

Where Consumers Intended to Obtain Their Trees 

Of 428 potentia,l Christmas tree owners, 82'1'0 expected to purchase 
their trees from a retail outlet in Metropolitan Winnipeg; 16% planned 
to t;;.ut their own, and 2% intended to buy from retailers outside of 
Winnipeg. 

What size of market could be anticipated by directly applying the 
above percentages to the total population?l Such an application would 
forecast 62,500 trees purchased from Metropolitan retailers; 11,900 cut 
on public or private land and 1,600 obtained from retailers outside of 
Winnipeg in 1968. 

Consumer Comments on Tree Improvements 

In the survey, each respondent was asked to comment on the 
characteristics of Christmas trees which he felt should be improved. 
Fifty-one'!o oEthe respondents made 502 comments concerning Christmas 
tree improvements. Listed below are the main comments. 

Improvements to be made 

1. Even, balanced branches 
2. Dense branches 
3. Colour control 

1 

Percentage of total comments 

27'i'c 
26'1'0 
16% 

Population. census 1966 D.B.S. (122,000 families in Metropolitan Winnipeg). 
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4. Needle retention 
5. No change 
6. Other comments (numbering 20) 

Total 

13% 
no 

11% 

100'10 
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Surprisingly enough, most of the suggested improvements have 
solutions. Improvements 1 and 2 can be made by regular pruning and 
management of plantation trees. Colour can be artificially applied by 
spraying or "flocking" natural trees. Needle loss can be reduced by 
selection of ideal species, by watering and by cutting trees immediately 
prior to their placement in the home. 

CONS~JMER PREFERENCE FOR ARTTFICIAL CHRISTMAS TREES 

Respondents Owning Artificial Trees 

Thirty=four per cent of the respondents owned 245 artificial 
Christmas trees (Table 4). Thirteen respondents each owned two 
artifi~:ial trees and one owned three. This means that approximately 
41,0001 families in Metropolita.n Winnipeg own artificial Christmas trees. 

TABLE 4. Ownership of Artificial Christmas Trees 

Do you own an artificial 
Christmas tree? 

Survey Yes No Quantity owned 

Mail 186 365 199 

Telephone 44 85 46 

Total 230 450 245 

Number of Trees Owned in 1968 by Year of Purchase 

Artificial trees were purchased as far back as 1950 and averaged 
3.4 years of age (Table 5). Two-thirds of these trees cost between 
$5 and $20 each; one-sixth cost less than $5 and the remaining one­
sixth more than $20. 

TABLE 5. Year of Purchase 

Prior 
Survey to 1962 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 

Mail 13 14 16 24 31 40 41 20 
Telephone 3 4 8 5 6 9 10 1 
Total 16 18 24 29 37 49 51 21 

Total 

199 
46 

245 

1 Population census 1966 D.B.S. 022,000 families in Metropolitan Winnipeg). 
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Why are arcificial Christmas trees so popular? Many consumers think 
an artificial tree is decorative; that it is economical in terms of money 
and time beca~se it lasts several years; that its high price makes it a 
status symbol and that there is no mess to clean up or a disposal problem 
after Christmas. 

There are some advantages that artificial trees have over natural 
trees, especially in the retail trade. Artificial trees can be sold 
indoors. This is an extreme advantage especially when the city is 
experiencing adverse weather conditions. Consumers would rather do 
their buying indoors where it is warm and comfortable. Artificial 
trees conserve space because only one tree of each price range needs 
to be displayed. Then when a customer buys a tree, he takes it home 
in a cardboard box which reduces selling costs. 

How can the retail lot operator combat competition from artificial 
trees? The following are suggestions that natural tree retailers should 
keep in mind. Sales lots should be centrally located, and the trees 
should be visible from the street. The lot should be large enough to 
display the trees adequately--not just piling them up. Nearby parking 
is essential. Prospective retailers are advised to complete their 
arrangements for sales space well in advance of the selling date. 

Sales can no doubt be increased if the lot is decorated and 
efficiently organized. It should be well lighted at night. The trees 
should be standing upright, for easy inspection, with the price clearly 
marked. Trees might be priced individually, or all trees in a group 
might be priced the same. The salesman should know the species. Other 
items forChri stmas decoration may help to attract customers; these 
might include bundles of evergreen branches, Oregon grape, holly, 
mistletoe, and small painted trees and cones. l 

For tree farmers who plan to have people come and cut their own 
tree, here are a few suggestions. Since location is the key factor 
tree farmers should advertise adequately in order to inform people of 
the exact location. Farmers located close to the city have an advantage, 
therefore those further out should have extra attractions. Perhaps 
picnic benches and temporary fire places could be installed to encourage 
family outings. Hot drinks and light sna.cks could be optional. It 
might be a novelty to take prospective C'.lstomers through your plantation 
by horse and sleigh or by the latest mode of winter travel-=ski-doo. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Assuming that our sample is a true representation of the Metropolitan 
population, and that people who intended to buy natural trees actually 
bought them, then there should have been approximately 76,0002 trees 
sold in Winnipeg in 1968. 

1 

2 

Stiell, W.M. 1957. Christmas Tree Growing in Canada. p. 19. 
Miscellaneous Publication No.7, Dept. of Northern Affairs and Na.tional 
Resources, Ottawa. 

Population census 1966 D.B.S. (122,000 families in Metropolitan Winnipeg). 
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Prices influence the selection of natural tree species. Selection 
of Christmas tree type is dependent on the number and age of children 
in the family. 

People over 45 years are more inclined to have no Christmas tree 
at all or if they do it tends to be an artificial Christmas tree. 

Of the two survey techniques employed, the telephone was a much 
cheaper, quicker and more controllable method of obtaining results. 

Artificial Christmas tree sales in 1968 were over 8,000 and are 
expected to increase in 1969-70. With increased sales of artificial 
Christmas trees, natural tree sales will remain stable or possibly 
decrease, households remaining constant. 
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APPENDIX 



Sampling Technique and Response 

Ra,ndom Attempted Returned No Number Number of Percentage 
Survey Selection Contact Envelopes Answer Contacted Responses Responses 

Mail 1,600 1,453 65 

Telephone 400 264 

Total 2,000 1,717 65 

1,388 551 

74 190 129 

74 1,578 680 

39.7 

67.9 

43.1 

..... 
"" 



CHRISTMAS 'rHt;E QUESTIONNAIRE 13 

(Ple1l.H9 clwck ~ or fUI in the appropriate spaces) 

1. a) Do you plan on purchasing an evergreen tree for your home this year? 
(If no, please gkjp to quesUon 8.) Yes No 

b) If yes, will you buy more than one? Number: 

c) Where do you expect to loea ta them'? Number inside: 

Number outside: 

2. What species of tree do you prefer? 

Black spruce Scots pine ____ Other Don't know 

J. Ivhat si7.e (height) ·tree do you prefer? 

Inside tree: up to 

Outside tree: up to 

J ft. 

) ft. 

)-5 ft. 

)-5 ft. 

5-7 ft. __ over 7 ft. __ 

5-7 ft. __ over 7 ft. 

4. IJhat do you expect to pa;y for a tree this year? ....l!:$~ ___ _ 

5. l.1here Hill you get your tree? 

'l'ree retailer wi thin metro Winnipeg 

Tree retailer outside the city 

Cut it yourself 

6. How many da,ys do you normally keep your Christmas tree(s) up? 

Inside Outside _____ _ 

7. If it were possible to alter the characteristics of Christmas trees through 
better breeding of the speCies, what improvements (color, form, size, etc.) 
Hould you most like to see? 

8. Do you own an artificial Christmas tree? No Yes How many? __ _ 

9. If yes, 

a) \-'hen did you buy it? Year: 

b) Approximately VIhat vlaS its retail value? $1-$5 $5-$10 __ _ 

$10-$20 ___ $20-~»0 ___ over $)0 

c) If you have to replace it, will you probably buy? 

An everGreen tree ______ Another artificial tree ____ Don't know __ 

10. If no, 

a) Do you intend to buy !1l1 artificial Christmas tree? Ye8 ___ No 

b) If yes, Hhcm vri.1J you probably buy it? This year ___ Next yea:r __ 

11. How many people arC! .in your household? Ages 0-4 yrs. 
5-14 yrs. 

15-24 yrs. 
25-44 .yrs. 
45-64 yrs. 
over 65 yrs. 

P.3. Thank you. DCJn't forget to fill in the enclosed label. 
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SURVEY OF MAJOR RETAILERS SELLING ARTIFICIAL CHRISTMAS TREES 

METROPOLITAN WINNIPEG - 1968 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. How many artificial trees were sold during the 1968 Christmas season? 

2. What were the retail prices for the trees sold? __________________ __ 

3. How did this year's sales compare with previous years? ____________ _ 

4. Have you any comments on selling artificial Christmas trees and what 

do you think the market will be like next year? 
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