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INTRODUCTION

The world of retail is changing….

Massive Electronics chains like CompUSA, Circuit City and Dixons are hitting the wall.

· CompUSA was bought by Private Equity investors in 2007 and transformed into a web-presence, closing all its stores and then was sold again to Systemax at the end of last year (there are now 13 stores, following another acquisition).

· Circuit City is in deep trouble. It has a new Chairman and a new President & CEO, after an earlier buyout attempt by Blockbuster fell through, but now has just been handed a delisting notice by the NYSE due to its stock price having traded at an average of less than $1 for 30 days (it’s around 26c – down 97% from its high of $8.24 in the past year!). 

· Dixons has had to reorganise to stay afloat – even so, its parent’s share price is down about 75% from a year ago.
Even niche, speciality retailers are in trouble - The Sharper Image filed for bankruptcy protection in Feb this year (it’s believed it will remain as an online presence only)…

Of course, it’s not just technology retailers that are feeling the pinch. All types of retail are under threat – look at Bookshops for example. Yet again they find themselves having to reinvent to stay alive. In the past they’ve faced threats from supermarkets selling books, from video reducing the reading population and now they’re facing the Internet revolution. 

Of course, supermarkets are another category with difficult times ahead – why battle traffic and parking if you can get your groceries delivered to your home? Watch them reinvent themselves over the next few years in order to survive.
But it’s not necessarily all “Doom & Gloom.” Those that remain relevant for today’s market demands and execute well are having good times. A great example of this is ABT Electronics in Chicago, Illinois – they’re just going from strength to strength.
Best Buy continues to do extremely well – it’s just bought Carphone Warehouse in the UK as it continues to expand. While its share price is off about 50% over the year, bear in mind that this is in line with the general indexes, so it’s holding relatively steady.
Apple, of course, is doing enormously well with its retail stores really adding value for the company – again, it’s lost close to 50% of its share value over the past year in spite of this, but any share price losing 50%, or less, in the past year is doing better than average.
So what is it that sets the success stories apart? It’s about innovation, about the buying experience, about adding value – that is what the customers perceive as value-add, and not just what you perceive as additional value. 
Best Buy’s Geek Squad means affordable, no hassles tech support at your home – installation, or whatever you need…  And they’ve extended the Geek Squad brand to include USB sticks preloaded with backup software, etc. What’s more, you can even buy Geek Squad gift certificates to help your friends!
Apple’s Genius Bar ensures you can get the help you need in any Apple store to sort out your Apple problems.

And ABT – well, they just keep a clear focus on innovation and execution, offering “Geek Squad” like technical services, excellent response, same day shipping if you can’t get to Chicago and great, professional staff. In-store, you’ll find world-class display areas in co-operation with vendors to show products in working environments. They even have a Blog on new items, etc., to personalise things more, and a “Learning Centre” to help you overcome those little problems.
Barnes & Noble was widely believed to be facing extinction when Amazon appeared and its stock crashed in the late 90s. They reinvented themselves by offering a complete experience with relaxation areas (coffee shops, etc.), in store-events to encourage an interest in books (even among toddlers), and so on. They even have podcasts about books and with authors. Stock outperformed Amazon 2000-2007. Now the stock is roughly tracking the Dow Jones index.

Keplers (Menlo Park, CA), a local, community bookstore without the resources of Barnes & Noble reinvented themselves by bonding with the local community; selling Memberships ($20-$2500 p.a.) giving access to in-store events, etc., as well as discounts; working on very personalised service. They now do school visit programs for authors, work with non-profits, blogs for adults and teens, personalised service (calls when new title by favourite author comes in, etc.), and so on. The result is that they’re doing very well!

So, let’s talk about what’s happening here…
WORKSHOP DISCUSSION POINTS
These points were raised by the delegates attending the workshop sessions. Unfortunately there was not really time to debate these, so I have added some further thoughts of my own around the points raised while consolidating them. 

· Sales Staff Training
· Product Knowledge, Sales, Negotiation & Presentation Skills, Company Policies Knowledge (e.g. warranties) are essential. It was agreed that these are almost universally poor and in need of work.

· Vendors should supply 1st level product training using a “train the trainer” approach, coupled with larger in-store training sessions where appropriate, and reinforce this by putting people on the floor themselves for periods of time to show how things should be done; retailers can then spread this knowledge throughout their network.

· Retailers need to invest in skills training for their floor staff and ensure they are practicing the skills they have been taught.  

· Company policies and procedures are a key additional area for staff training.

· Attitude – ensuring sales staff project a professional attitude at all times and engage the customers. While some believe that a good attitude cannot be taught, there is good evidence that much of what passes for bad attitude is simply ignorance of the right way to behave. Training can overcome this, but it must be backed up by ongoing internal marketing programmes around such themes as “A Passion for Customers.”
· Company Values need to be constantly reinforced during the training process as well as on an ongoing basis with internal marketing activities. If the staff do not live the company values, they will be meaningless.
· Staff Retention – clearly, as retailers invest more time and money in training staff, they need to retain these staff in order to ensure they benefit from the skills and knowledge, so staff retention programmes need to be implemented to reduce churn. These normally take the form of additional benefits and recognition for longer service (the “carrots”) and are often coupled with a need to repay training costs should staff leave before a designated period of time (the “sticks”). In addition, ongoing internal programmes recognising excellent service, attitude, sales and so on are essential.

· Staff Integrity – this was a point of some concern, due to the lack of integrity among many staff. I believe that with the right levels of training and other programmes, coupled with an uncompromising approach to any incidents of unacceptable behaviour, this can be overcome.

· Product Information – this takes many forms, in addition to the information in the heads of sales people as a result of training. 

· Product finders – it needs to be easy for shoppers (and those on the web) to find the right product. Comparison guides – preferably electronic for in-store use – are essential. Perhaps have these in a dedicated “research/relax” area in the store with some of the more knowledgeable staff on hand to assist. The same guides must be available on the web, too.
· Shelf (Point of Sale) Displays – these should be comprehensive while being simple. An electronic menu/hyperlinked system is best as a shopper can see the top-level specs and then drill down for detail as required. The other advantage of electronic systems is they are easier to keep up to date and to distribute around the various locations. Touch screens are a good way to approach this. They can also be an excellent way to recommend necessary accessories (an additional battery, some cables, etc.).
· Web information – the information available in-store should be available on the web sites, too. While web shopping is still a low-demand area in the Middle East, there is no reason to neglect the web site as many people will use it to research products ahead of purchase and are then more likely to visit stores with a strong web presence.

· Specials / promotions – these must be clearly shown in-store as well as on the web pages. The “catcher” or “traffic generator” items that get people into the store must be widely publicised.
· Loyalty Programmes – while these generally take the form of a card where shoppers get points for purchases that they then redeem in some way, the programmes should go a lot deeper. Because you can build a record of an individual shopper’s purchases you should use them to develop personal communication about new products that would be of interest, remind them of licenses that will need renewing, suggest upgrades (e.g. larger backup disks) after a certain time, and so on. Similarly, if a shopper buys a PC and then – some time later – a digital camera, for example, there are ample opportunities to invite them to workshops on making the best use of the technology, putting a special offer together for additional disk and memory for the PC (together, perhaps, with some image editing software), and so on. Comprehensive Loyalty Programmes, properly managed, can be the single most important way of increasing sales per customer (their “Lifetime Value” if you like), and retaining customers.
· Call Centres – another great way to improve customer loyalty. Have an easy-to-reach number, staffed by very knowledgeable people to help your customers overcome problems, find products, get support, etc. Make repairs easy for your customers to manage and you keep your customers – a product that needs repair means a customer that is at best anxious and at worst dissatisfied. This presents opportunities to shine and get customer loyalty – an unhappy customer turned around becomes an advocate for your brand.

· Staff Commission Schemes – the debate here is whether sales staff should be paid commission against individual sales. The argument for this is clear – it should encourage higher sales. Equally, though, one can argue against it: customers that know staff are on sales commission often mistrust their advice, thinking they are overselling. Best Buy uses this by having their staff reinforce the fact that they do not get sales commission. Some form of commission should be paid on overall store performance (sales, stock management, etc.,) and – very importantly – on customer satisfaction levels. Attitude, training/knowledge levels should also form a part of this. Whether individual sales should be rewarded is a matter for individual stores to decide.

· Measurement Systems – “What you can’t measure, you can’t manage.” Invest in comprehensive measurement systems to monitor all aspects of business and individual performance. The more parameters you can cover, the better you can align your efforts to the needs. This can be the subject of a multi-day workshop on its own…  “RETAIL = DETAIL.”
· Marketing – as was correctly said, marketing is a lot more than just placing advertisements. It encompasses everything you do, and all of the points above will all form a part of a comprehensive marketing programme. Everybody, at all levels, from the very top to the very bottom must be engaged in the programme.

ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION POINTS
These are a few additional points I have noted that are worth considering.

· Green Programs?
· E.g. NEW Customer Services Companies Inc offers an ecoNEW program thru people like SAM’s Club (WALMART). Get gift vouchers for old electronics. Guarantee safe disposal for recycling “Zero Export, Zero Landfill.”

· Installation & Extended Support Offerings

· e.g. Best Buy, ABT, etc.  MUST be easy to understand – standard price lists, etc. 

· What about in-store (or on-site @ home) upgrade offerings (e.g. Incredible Connection in SA)?

· SERVICE!

· Find ways to differentiate yourself and add value:
· Provide decent manuals for Chinese products?

· Provide after-sales accessory service (e.g. batteries for my Creative ZEN, which nobody is interested in backordering here) – even on back to back order basis (come back tomorrow, sir…)

· Keep track of previous customer purchases

· Loyalty program, credit card info, etc.

· Use “Mystery Shoppers” to test your staff!

Remember, “IF PRICE WAS THE ONLY ISSUE, NOBODY WOULD BUY HIGH-END PRODUCTS!”
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Some of the online resources I find useful to generate ideas, etc. There are very many more, but this is a sample of some I use to get you started…
FastCompany – an excellent magazine, this is also available as a full online resource.
Inc. – another great magazine available online.
Marketing Profs has a great email called Get to the Po!nt which you can get by going here. Although it’s focused on email marketing, there are some wonderful ideas you can apply to other areas of your business.
Melcrum can help you with your internal communications, but again, you can use many of the ideas elsewhere.

For books and articles that get you thinking “outside the box” I am a great fan of Seth Godin and Guy Kawasakihttp://www.guykawasaki.com/, among others, while Tom Peters is, of course, an acknowledged guru on customer service issues. On the whole CRM side, I like Peppers & Rogers “1 to 1” site and newsletter.
