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Consumers said they would be willing
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to pay, on average, 12% higher for products in districts with trees.

Exploring Public Preferences

Low and High Ratings

Ratings were averaged for each of 32
scenes. Scenes with the lowest and high-
est mean ratings differ significantly in
visual content. Highly valued scenes
contain trees and accessory vegetation,
including light and shade patterns asso-
ciated with the plants. This result is
consistent with preference evaluations of
many landscape settings; the presence of
trees generally enhances public judg-
ment of visual quality. In this case a
three point difference in means between
the highest and lowest rated scenes is a
striking example of how plants can
affect consumers’ judgments of place.

Perception Categories
Analysis also reveals categories of images
based on similar patterns of response.
Typically, differences in the categories
can be attributed to both the content of
the images and how the image elements
are arranged. Five visual categories were
identified (see photos at left).

Mean Ratings

Preference ratings increase with the
presence of trees in the streetscape. Cat-
egory “A” was rated lower, by far, than
the other categories even though its
images contain some vegetation. Cat-
egory “B” images contain the most com-
plex landscape plant blend, yet were
valued least of the image categories con-
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taining trees. Meanwhile, larger trees are
associated with higher preference, as in
Categories “C”, “D” and “E.” Both open
and dense canopied trees are valued.
Finally, the latter three categories also
appear more ordered; both trees and
accessory vegetation are placed and man-

aged to create distinct visual patterns.

Ratings of business
people and the general public
were statistically compared
to better understand how their
values for the urban forest

may differ.

Comparing Business

and Visitors

Both business and consumer survey
groups gave higher ratings to scenes with
trees. Yet, within all but one category
(Category “E”) business respondents
significantly differed from visitors in their
assessment of visual quality. Business
ratings of Category “A” scenes were
higher than visitor ratings, despite the
grim, hard-featured character of the street
setting. Meanwhile, business people
consistently rated landscaped scenes on
Categories “B” through “D” lower than
visitors, suggesting that merchants have
less appreciation for trees than the people
they wish to welcome to their shops.
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Consumer Perceptions and Behavior

Place Perceptions

Four perception categories emerged from
participants’ ratings of the three business
districts:

I amenity and comfort,

I interaction with merchants,

1 quality of product,

I maintenance and upkeep

Consumers’ ratings for each of the catego-
ries were significantly higher for districts
that had street trees and other landscape
improvements. For instance, amenity and
comjfort ratings were about 80% higher for
a tree lined sidewalk compared to a non-
shaded street. Also, quality of product rat-
ings were 30% higher in districts having
trees over those with barren sidewalks.
Interaction with merchants items included
customer service issues; ratings were about
15% higher for districts with trees.

Patronage Behavior

Actions follow our impressions of a place.
Respondents were asked to give opinions of
their behavior within the three shopping
districts, including travel time, travel dis-
tance, duration of a visit, frequency of visits
and willingness-to-pay for parking. Again,
trees make a difference. Considering all
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behaviors, higher measures were reported
in the districts having trees. For instance,
respondents claimed they would be willing
to pay more for parking in a well land-
scaped business district. This suggests
greater revenues from shaded parking
could offset the costs of parking space loss,
a frequent objection to trees by merchants.

Pricing Patterns

Do trees influence how much people are
willing to pay for goods? Contingent valua-
tion methods were used to assess how ame-
nity values relate to customers’ price valua-
tions. Survey respondents were asked to
specify a price for each of 15 items in a
basket of goods in the business districts. The
survey participants consistently priced goods
significantly higher in landscaped districts.
Prices were, on average, about 12% higher
for products in the landscaped district com-
pared to the no-tree district. This was true
of low-price, impulse-buy convenience
goods (e.g. lunch sandwich, flower bou-
quet), as well as bigger ticket, comparison-
shopped items (e.g. sports shoes, new
glasses). Given the low profit margins of
most retail businesses, trees appear to pro-
vide a significant amenity margin.
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The Washington Community Forestry Council was organized by the Wash-
ington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) in 1991. Its goal is to
provide leadership and vision to help citizens preserve, plant and maintain
community trees and forests. The Council consists of a general membership
and an Executive Advisory Committee to the State Forester. Join by calling
1-800-523-TREE.

“TreelLink” is a quarterly publication of the DNR Community Forestry
Program. The goal of the program is to assist communities in building self-
sustaining urban forestry and tree care programs with strong local support.
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