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The Opportunity
Research shows over 60% of your employees are not engaged 
in serving your customers. About 15% are actually working to 
provide a bad experience. What’s the impact? Consider these 
experiences.

A man gets to the store check-out with 5 minutes to spare before 
he has to pick up dinner. �ere is only one customer ahead of him 
in line. �e cashier is having trouble completing a transaction. 
Finally, it’s his turn. After paying with a credit card, he bolts for 
the car. Running late he stops to pick-up dinner. He is able to pay 
for dinner when he realizes his credit card is missing. Frantically 
he drives back to the store to obtain his card and is now late 
with dinner. 

Rushing into the store he asks the cashier if she has his credit card. 
He’s shocked as she looks through over a dozen cards. �e cashier 
says “I’m still new and I keep forgetting to hand these darn 
things back.”

A woman goes to a store to buy an item on sale; bringing the ad 
from Sunday’s paper. Not finding the item, she asks an associate. 
“I’m not from that department. Try over there.” Going ”over there” 
she finds no associate in the area. At customer service she’s told 
they don’t carry the item. �e woman shows the ad to an associate 
who says “�ose are wrong all the time.” On the way out of the 
store a large display of the item she’s been searching for catches 
her eye.

A man works with an associate to select two suits. He asks the 
associate to help him pick out complementary ties and shirts. 
“I can’t go to that department”. �e man prevails and the associate 
goes with him to select shirts and ties. Sure enough another 
associate storms up and tells the associate to “Get back where 
you belong!”

What’s wrong with these employees? 

Nothing. To control labor cost the manager of the first store didn’t 
provide enough training to the new cashier. �e woman looking 
for the advertised item wasn’t helped because employees weren’t 
trained to assist customers or to know the store’s merchandise.  
In the last situation associates were paid on commission. Under 
this system anyone crossing department lines to serve a customer 
was seen as “poaching”. All these employees could have served 
these customers well. Hard working, well meaning managers 
unintentionally put up roadblocks between the employees and 
their ability to satisfy much less wow customers.

No wonder two-thirds of all retailers say they fall short in in-store 
execution and the majority of store employees aren’t motivated.

How To Leverage It
You can build the motivation of your employees to wow 
customers. In turn, your employees will value working for you. 

1.	  Model What You Want
You’ve heard the old saying “Don’t do what I do, do what I say.” It 
simply doesn’t work. Your people treat customers the way you treat 
them. It’s that simple. 

If you are rushing around, speaking abruptly, and never paying full 
attention to any one employee, don’t be surprised when customers 
are telling you your associates are rude. Here’s a quick test, do 
you: 1) Welcome each employee with a warm smile and genuine 
greeting? 2) Routinely ask your employees if they have everything 
and know everything to do their job? 3) �ank them for working? 
4) Ask how you can help them? If your answers are “yes” then 
you see the same behaviors in your employees’ interactions 
with customers.

2.	 Use Storytelling
What do people remember best? �e specific steps in a process or 
the experience of really getting it right? Usually it’s not the specific 
steps on a laminated card or in a binder. What we recall best are 
stories – real life stories. 

Stories help people see the real possibility of success and the real 
pain of failure. When you tell someone a story you give them the 
chance to feel the experience and to see themselves in it. 

Use stories to help people see themselves as part of the success 
of your store. Use stories to help them see where they may go if 
they become superior employees. Don’t only tell stories of those 
(like yourself ) who were stock clerks, then cashiers, then Assistant 
Managers, etc. Tell stories of people who’ve gone on to succeed in 
other ways: the employee who learned to “up sell” in your store 
who now successfully sells real estate; the person who stopped 
in to say working with you as an Assistant Manager gave them 
leadership skills they now use to manage their team.

Tell stories of what a great experience has meant to your customers: 
helping chose the special birthday present that turned out to be for 
a mother returning home from the hospital; helping that person 
pick out the roast for the first meal with the in-laws; showing that 
new home owner which tools to buy; the customer who thanked 
you for a really nice end to a lonely day.

You can discover and share stories like these no matter what your 
store concept. �e employee who means it when they say “nice to 
see you today” may be the most important part of a customer’s day.



Is story telling really that powerful? According to Craig Wortmann1 
“Story telling is the one form of communication that brings 
ideas to life and makes them actionable and memorable.” Levels 
of employee engagement are 4.5 times higher when managers 
communicate effectively.2

3.	 Drive Accountability & Engage People
Driving accountability begins with authentically setting high 
standards. Start with the tough question: Do you believe that your 
team can perform at truly exceptional levels? Or, is “acceptable” the 
best you think can be achieved?

It is harder to motivate people to achieve mediocre than 
exceptional results. When you ask people to hit “average” they are 
working to get you “off their back”. �ere’s no true upside. When 
you authentically challenge people to be the best the rewards 
include self-respect, feelings of achievement and recognition.

If in your heart you feel “I can’t get them to the low-end of 
acceptable service. �ey’ll never excel.” You’ll find yourself able 
to foretell the future.

Along with holding people to exceptional standards you need to 
engage them. �at means you need to invite them to participate 
in the success of your operation. You have to genuinely provide 
people the chance to contribute. Provide the chance for employees 
to contribute ideas and try new ways of delighting customers. It’s 
not enough to limit their contribution to hard work following 
“our process”.

When you have an inexperienced new hire giving them checklists 
and flowcharts is necessary to help them learn the job. True success 
comes when you can focus them beyond lists on the goal of 
totally delighting customers. Once you do this you’ll find people 
providing a customer shopping experience you never anticipated.

Provide employees the ability to delight customers. One retailer 
gives employees two powerful tools. First, they can invest up 
to $15 in a customer on the spot. For example, a customer 
complained a drug chain didn’t carry replacement blades for his 
razor. �e associate showed them a new, higher quality razor and 
said “If I gave you this new razor, would you buy the replacements 
here?” �e customer was wowed and came back (they wrote to the 
chain’s CEO six months later). Second, employees can provide a 
“200% guarantee”. If the customer returns a defective item they 
can give them a replacement or credit of up to twice the value. 
Store profitability is increasing steadily where store managers 
encourage employees.

4.	 Engage With Your People
Again, engaging is about extending an invitation. Extend an 
invitation to your people to ask your advice on dealing with 
challenges outside of work. Part of being a great manager is being 
a superior coach. Watch the increased motivation when offer 
coaching to an employee who is finding it difficult to manage 
their work and part-time school responsibilities..

A real passion for retail is in your DNA. Don’t expect most 
employees to have that same passion. You can assume if you invest 
in your employees they will become passionate about working for 
you. Store employees reluctantly perform for the company but 
they passionately deliver results for a manager who demonstrates 
commitment to them. 

Don’t make “time” an excuse. It doesn’t take long to have deep, 
private conversations to coach and influence someone. You can 
have an impact with 60 – 90 seconds: a well-focused question; 
attentive listening to the response: a thoughtful suggestion 
or praise. 

If you want them to “wow” customers with personal attention and 
care, you need to do the same for them.

5.	 Staff With Only The Top 20%
Costly turnover in retail has become accepted as “just part of the 
business”. What if you only hired the top 20% of retail employees? 
Every store has its “fair share” of great employees. Create an unfair 
advantage – get more than your “fair share”.

How? First, become the best people manager in the area. Word 
about how great you are to work for will spread fast. Get everybody 
to look for the top 20% of employees in all the surrounding 
retailers. Ask friends, family and employees to suggest to your 
competitor’s best employees that they apply to work in your store. 
Suggest they say “You are such a great person you deserve a great 
boss, a great team and outrageously happy customers.” 

Rely less on people who walk-in for an application. �e best 
people aren’t looking for a job. Does that mean you immediately 
stop hiring those walk-ins today? NO. It means tomorrow you 
won’t have to.

When you have a “Top 20%” team, give other people a chance to 
win. Work with the unemployment office or juvenile court. When 
you offer people a chance to turn their lives around they pay you 
back ten fold.

Is this hard to execute? Not harder than trying to win with 
merchandise mix or format. It’s much more sustainable and less 
costly. Research shows the above actions can result in a 4% increase 
in same store sales.

1 Craig Wortmann is author of What’s Your Story? Using Stories To Ignite 	
	 Performance And Be More Successful. Kaplan. 2006.
2 Watson Wyatt. “Communication ROI”. May, 2006.
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