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Are you a Retail Manager? 
Or the manager of Retail Managers? Either way, this book is for you. 

Whether you’re a first-year manager or a seasoned vet, this book will give you a fresh, 
valuable perspective on Employee Engagement – what it is and how to maximize it in 
your store.

By the time you finish reading, you’ll know:

• The true definition (and consequences) of “Employee Disengagement” (Page 3)

• 6 statements managers should never, ever, under any circumstances, allow  
  themselves to say (Page 10)

• 8 proven ways retail managers can engage their employees (Page 14)

• The #1 way managers can tell if their retail workers are genuinely engaged, or   
  just faking it (Page 21)

• A step-by-step method for dealing with an employee who has a bad attitude  
  (Page 24)

• How to minimize the time you spend recruiting and training seasonal 
  workers (Page 28)

And much, much more.

So, what are you waiting for? Are you ready to make the most of your hourly talent?

Let’s get started…
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Most Retail Managers Don’t Know What 
Employee Disengagement Is (And It’s 

Costing Them Money) 
You manage a retail store -- and you’re good at it. 

You make sure the break room is always well-stocked with fruit and bottled water and 
Coke. 

And you don’t explode when your hourly employees leave a couple minutes early (or 
when they come in a couple minutes late). 

In fact, you never explode. You’re friendly, calm and reasonable. Your staff likes you. 
That’s why they’re always smiling. 

They seem happy.

So why do they turnover as often as they do, costing you money and leaving you left 
guessing why? Are they disengaged? And more importantly, would you know it if they 
were?

What is Employee Engagement?
Employee engagement isn’t a cut and dry matter.

Most managers think that employees are engaged at work as long as they identify as 
“Happy” or “Satisfied” in a company-mandated survey.
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That notion couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Smiles are superficial. So are check marks on a page. 

Here’s the truth: truly engaged employees are invested in their company’s goals 
and values. 

For example, an engaged employee will:

• Fix a messy stack of T-shirts when nobody’s looking

• Volunteer to work overtime on a busy weekend 

• Wipe away fingerprints from a window display as soon as she spots them

Engaged employees are dedicated self-starters who have chosen to be 
emotionally committed to your business. 

That’s right. Engagement isn’t a front, it’s a choice.

But engaged workers don’t come around every day. And when they do, businesses 
experience growth. 

The Financial Rewards of Employee  
Engagement
Kenexa, an IBM-owned employment and talent retention company, did some 
research…

What they found was profound: companies with engaged employees have stock 
prices that are five times higher (over five years) than companies that don’t employ 
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engaged people. How does this happen? Let’s break down the steps:

1. Engaged Employees = Better Service

2. Better Service = Delighted Customers

3. Delighted Customers = More Sales 

4. More Sales = Bigger Profits

5. Bigger Profits = Higher Stock Prices

As Anne Mulcahy, former CEO of Xerox, once said:

“Employees who believe that management is 
concerned about them as a whole person -- not just an 
employee -- are more productive, more satisfied, more fulfilled. 
Satisfied employees mean satisfied customers, which leads to 
profitability.”

In our next article, we’ll dive into what you as a retail manager can do to show your 
employees that you are, as Mulcahy puts it, “Concerned about them as a whole 
person.”

Doing so will engage your employees, who will in turn delight your customers. And we 
know what that leads to…
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3 Ways Disengaged Employees Are 
Killing Your Retail Business (And What 

Managers Can Do About It)
No need to sugarcoat it: your store’s disengaged employees are bad for business.

Very bad.

And understanding why that is (and what you can do about it) is in your best interest. 
So stop ignoring the issues and let’s dive into the solutions...

Because employee disengagement carries serious consequences, such as:

1.   In-the-clouds-high customer turnover.
People are talking about your store. They’re talking about it in person and especially 
online: on Yelp, Facebook and Twitter. As a manager, you can assume that everyone 
who walks through your doors has either read something positive about you on the 
Internet or was referred by a friend.

And now that your new customer is in the store, it’s up to you and your staff to ensure 
they’re taken care of. It’s your job to make them feel at home. Failing to do so could 
mean losing them to a competitor, possibly forever…

According to the 2013 Accenture Global Consumer Pulse Survey, 28% of retail shoppers 
switch brands because of subpar customer service.

That’s almost 1 in 3 customers lost to human error!
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The Solution: RECOGNIZE.

Be an “In-The-Moment” manager.

In other words, provide your staff with instant feedback. It’s mutually rewarding and 
it’s a great way to create expectations.

Speak up when someone does something wrong -- and definitely acknowledge when 
they’ve done something right.

Don’t let your praise fall by the wayside: recognize people for their good work.

When a member of your team is doing a great job, make it known! Doing so shows that 
person (and the rest of your team) exactly what you want to see moving forward.

2.   Lower-than-low productivity levels.
Disengaged employees -- those who aren’t emotionally invested in their company’s 
goals and values -- make 100 times more mistakes than their engaged coworkers.*

Again: disengaged employees make 100 times more mistakes than their engaged 
coworkers.  

Can you afford to employ people who are wasting 100X more time, resources and 
ultimately, money than those who actually care?

Of course not! But how can you make people care? You can’t force people to give their 
all... can you?
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The Solution: ALIGN.  

You can’t control free will. But you can play to your employees’ inherent desire to 
succeed (because nobody likes to fail).

The problem then is that most retail employees don’t have a concrete understanding 
of their company’s high-level objectives.

That’s why, as a manager, you should constantly be:

1. Talking about the organization’s big-picture goals

2. Helping employees conceptualize the big-picture differences they can make 
        in their role

Bottom line: Aligned employees are more engaged and therefore, more productive.

3.    Drop-of-a-hat turnover.  
The retail industry is notorious for employee turnover.

And how much does it cost retailers to replace an employee making, say, $10 per hour? 
According to the Center for American Progress, it’s about $3,328.

Sounds high, right? Unfortunately, it’s not. It’s actually a conservative estimate 
considering all the replacement costs businesses incur in the wake of a lost employee.

These costs include, but are not limited to:

• Exit interview resources as well as time spent vetting, screening and 
  interviewing applicants
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• Unemployment tax hikes

• Severance payments

• Overtime pay for existing employees

• Orientation and training time spent on new hires

It’s enough to make a manager’s head spin, especially in one of the world’s most fickle 
industries.

The Solution: APPRECIATE.

A lack of recognition and appreciation: that’s why most employees leave their jobs, 
taking their skills and knowledge and experience with them.**

It doesn’t have to be this way. Managers everywhere can do a better job of saying 
“Thank you:”

• Order lunch once a week

• Give out birthday gift cards

• Send out company-wide “Job-Well-Done” emails 
 
A “Thank you” is a powerful gesture, especially from an authority figure. And gestures 
don’t have to be costly and time-consuming to be impactful. They only have to be 
sincere.

* Global Workforce Study 2012. Tower Watson.  

** Center for American Progress
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What Not to Say: 6 Statements Retail 
Managers Should Avoid Like the Plague

Drip. 

Drip. 

Do you hear that? 

Drip drip. 

That’s the sound of sweat falling from a retail worker’s brow...

Drip drip drip.

That’s the sound of fear, anger, uncertainty and adrenaline: all feelings retail 
employees have when a manager makes any of the following statements:

1. “Sorry, I don’t make the rules.”
If you work for a retail chain, you’re probably not lying: most of the rules are neatly 
packaged for you by corporate. 

And while there’s nothing you can do about that, you can choose to answer an 
employee’s policy-related question or complaint in a more helpful, less dismissive 
way:
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1. Put them in contact with someone who does make the rules

 OR

2. Simply see to the matter yourself and get back to them...

Whatever you do, don’t undermine your own managerial authority by hiding behind 
the “I’m-just-following-orders” excuse.

2. “You’re not here to have a good time.”
Who said that rewarding, meaningful, challenging work can’t also be enjoyable?

Managers who expect their workers to show up day in and day out to perform stodgy, 
monotonous chores should also expect rampant employee disengagement. 

So rather than losing people to boredom, motivate your employees to own their work 
by being enthusiastic, passionate and excited about your own. 

3. “It’s the way we’ve always operated.”
“Progress is impossible without change, and those who cannot 
change their minds cannot change anything.”
 
- George Bernard Shaw
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4. “Someone, who shall remain nameless, 
said...”
“Who do you think it was?”

“I don’t know but I’m guessing it was so-and-so.”

“Oh, he would, he definitely would...”

Do you want conversations like this one taking place in your workplace? Probably not. 

That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t address problems (it’s your job to bring up important 
issues with your team). 

But rather than pitting your team members against one another, assume responsibility 
for the comment by starting the conversation with, “I’ve noticed…”

5. “Figure it out.”
If you’re always telling your employees to “Figure it out,” you might want to take a 
step back and figure things out for yourself: why are your employees asking for help in 
the first place?

Are your people incompetent or are your expectations unreasonable? Does the answer 
lie somewhere in between?

Either way, “Figure it out” is a sweep-it-under-the-rug response that creates lose-lose 
situations. 



14

Retai l  Employee Engagement

6. “Take your personal problems elsewhere...”
This statement is both cruel and naive. 

It’s cruel because we’re all human and nobody deserves to be disregarded. 

It’s naive because an employee’s personal problems will eventually bleed into their 
work performance. 

So be good to your team members -- help them to the best of your ability -- and you’ll 
be rewarded with loyalty, hard work, and admiration.  

Remember: being an engaged employee is a decision -- and an emotional one at 
that. As a manager, it’s your responsibility to make it an easy choice for your retail 
workers...

Start by eliminating these statements from your vernacular. 
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8 Bulletproof Employee Engagement 
Motivators Successful Retail Managers 

Live By (Part 1)
What’s the one point retail managers need to remember about employee engagement? 

The one all-important, ever-present piece of information that will help retail managers 
staff their stores with engaged workers (you know, workers who aren’t counting down 
the minutes of their shifts)?

It’s simple, really:

Being an engaged employee is a choice.

And motivating employees to make that choice is a manager’s job. It’s an important 
responsibility -- and one that many managers might find difficult to conceptualize. 

But don’t worry if you’re having a hard time motivating your employees to choose to 
be engaged. Keep reading. Everything is about to come into focus...

4 Fail-Proof Employee Engagement Motivators

Before we dive in, you should know that employee engagement levels are dynamic, 
which means that they change as:

1. Time-on-the-job increases 

2. Responsibilities change and evolve
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And while outside factors may cause it to fluctuate, employee engagement will always 
be rooted in the same three elements:

1. Trust

2. Respect

3. Performance

As a manager, you should be aware of these elements as you use the following 
motivators to drive your employees’ engagement levels through the roof.

Ready? Let’s go:

1. Communicate like a person, not a boss. 
As a manager, what you say to your employees (and how you say it) will directly 
impact whether they stay with your company or take their knowledge and experience 
elsewhere.

Demonstrating that you respect and trust your workers’ input carries a tremendous 
amount of weight, as it gives people a sense of purpose and influence.

Which brings me to my next point…

2. Appeal to your workers’ emotions. 
When people see the value in what they do for a living, they develop an emotional 
connection to their work.
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Encourage this connection by keeping your team in the loop about:

• The store’s overall performance

• Individual instances of customer praise 

• Future company goals (and where each team member can contribute his or her 
  unique skills)

Furthermore, appealing to your employees’ intrinsic needs (i.e., their emotions) can 
help motivate them through stressful times at work. 

3. Be a (conscientious) leader. 
Leaders propel people to get behind one common goal. That’s what you, as a manager, 
must do.

Here’s how:

• Come into work fresh, confident, and brimming with purpose. You’ll be 
  surprised how quickly your positivity permeates. 

• Make it known to everyone that you understand how vital each team member is  
  to achieving the store’s goals.

• Listen more than you speak. Much more. 

And remember: respect, trust and effort levels trickle down from the top.

Lead by example.
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4. Set expectations.
Goals and objectives: as a manager, you definitely have them. They’re what keep you 
motivated and interested -- and achieving them feels oh so good. 

So give your employees the opportunity to get an equal amount of satisfaction from 
their work. 

Set specific expectations, and be clear about the consequences of success as well as 
failure – and watch as this lights a fire under your team.  

[Continued in Part 2]
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8 Bulletproof Employee Engagement 
Motivators Successful Retail Managers 

Live By (Part 2)
Inspiring your employees to be emotionally invested in your company’s goals is tricky 
business. 

In case you missed it, we already covered some ground on this topic in Part 1 of this 
two-part article, where we discussed:

1. Communicating like a person, not a boss

2. Appealing to your workers’ emotions

3. Being a (conscientious) leader

4. Setting expectations

To dive deeper into these motivators, click here. Otherwise, keep reading for more 
insight into the art (and science) behind employee engagement.

Do You Want Your Team to Actually Care?

Of course you do. But like most managers, you know that’s easier said than done 
(especially in the retail space, where standing out as an employer of choice can be 
hard).

Relax. Don’t sweat it. These next 4 motivators will put you ahead of the pack:
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5. Keep growth top-of-mind.
Opportunity breeds loyalty. 

Employees who see a way up the ladder -- into positions that bring more responsibility 
and a larger paycheck -- tend to work harder and stay longer. 

As a manager, it’s on you to illuminate that path, whether it’s to everyone in a team 
meeting or to a standout worker in a one-on-one conversation.

6. Make it worth their while. 
In the retail space, money is the driving force behind your hourly employees’ time and 
effort. 

Recognizing a job-well-done with a raise is and always will be a powerful statement. It 
says:

“Thank you. 

Your work is important. 

You are appreciated here.”

7. Uphold your organization’s image.
Your values as a manager should be consistent with those of your company. 

For example, if your organization prides itself on community service, strive to facilitate 
outreach opportunities for your staff. 
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And if your company has made a pledge to be environmentally friendly, spread the 
word about your store’s holiday party with an e-vite, not paper cards. 

Be consistent. 

8. Be human. 
And don’t forget that your workers are, too. 

Treat your people like, well, people. Be kind. Listen. 

Develop relationships. 

That doesn’t mean you have to gossip, joke around and hang out after work. It just 
means you have to care about your employees’ wellbeing. See them as people:

• Remember birthdays

• Ask how the kids are doing

• Offer the occasional ride home

Because when employees know you care, the choice to care back isn’t a choice at all.
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The #1 Way to Tell If Your Retail 
Employees are Genuinely Engaged

As a manager, wouldn’t you love to read your employees’ minds? 

Talk about working on Easy Street...

• You could recognize and defuse conflicts before they came up.

• You could gather objective insight about your store and your management 
  style. 

• You could distinguish your genuinely engaged employees from those who are 
  simply putting on a happy face...

Oh, but wait. You can already effectively weigh your workers’ engagement level 
(no mind-reading necessary)...

Here’s how:

The #1 Indicator of Engagement

An engaged employee is emotionally invested in his or her store’s goals.

So, with that in mind, what’s the #1 indicator of an engaged employee?

HINT: it’s not a smile. 

Most managers think that a grinning, bright-eyed employee is happy and therefore, 
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truly invested in their store’s success, which isn’t necessarily true...

The truth is that genuinely engaged workers are typically somewhat stressed on the 
job. 

So, interestingly enough, the #1 indicator of employee engagement is (some) 
stress. 

That doesn’t mean they’re miserable, running around, wearing a constant frown. 

It means, rather, that they hold themselves to an elevated standard of performance, 
which brings with it a degree of pressure.

And what occurs when pressure is met with the will to do a great job?

Smiles? Perhaps. 

Engagement? Definitely.

Engagement Takes Many Forms

An engaged employee:

• Takes it upon herself to come in early and redress the manikins before a big 
  sale

• Volunteers to stay late to help make the holiday decorations look perfect

• Brings out several outfits for shoppers to try on ( just in case)

• Greets customers as soon as she sees them, and always makes herself available  
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  to answer questions and offer assistance

• Sells with brand-driven stories that spark an emotional chord in the customer

These are just several ways retail workers add some pressure (and stress) to their jobs 
-- ways that speak to a worker’s character, drive, loyalty and of course, engagement. 
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How to Handle a Retail Employee with a 
Bad Attitude: A Step-by-Step Manager’s 

Guide
I remember it like it was yesterday. 

It was my second day at my first post-college job. I was an Inside Sales Rep.

My boss, Peter, called me into his office...

“Close the door,” he said. “Have a seat.” 

I asked what I could do for him.

“You can keep working hard. And stop going out to lunch with Damon.”

I gave him a confused look.  

“He’s not going to make it here,” Peter said, bluntly. “But I think you can... and if you 
keep hanging out with Damon, he’s going to drag you down...  and I don’t want to see 
that happen to someone with your potential.”

And that was it. 

Peter got up, shook my hand, and thanked me for my discretion. 

“Take my advice,” he said

I did.
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Why Did Peter Hate Damon?

He didn’t.

Peter just knew a bad attitude when he saw one. 

Maybe he overheard Damon pontificating about the company’s “pointless” processes. 
Or perhaps he intercepted one of the anti-management emails Damon sent me (and 
others) on a near-daily basis. 

Whatever it was, Peter knew that Damon was destroying my enthusiasm for the job 
and threatening the morale of the entire team -- so he stepped in. 

As a Retail Manager... 

There may come a time when you have to step into a similar situation.

Because people like Damon transcend industries and environments and positions -- 
and they’re especially common in retail... 

So if (and when) you come across an employee with a bad attitude, here’s what you 
can do, step-by-step: 

1.  Address the Problem: 
Shortly after speaking with me, Peter invited Damon into his office for a closed-door 
meeting. 

As a manager -- whether you’re in a corporate environment or on the retail floor -- you 
have to be comfortable with confrontation. In other words, if you encounter an issue, 
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it’s imperative that you’re able to address it swiftly and professionally.

After all, if you don’t bring up the problem, how is your employee to know that his 
behavior needs to change?

2. Explain the Consequences:
After bringing Damon’s attitude issue to light, Peter clearly explained why it was a big 
deal: 

Firstly, it was dragging down his own work performance. 

Secondly, it was making his colleagues uncomfortable. 

Sometimes, providing people with a fresh perspective on a situation can be enough to 
drive their behavior in the right direction.

3. Illustrate the Impact:
A few minutes after Damon walked into his office, Peter came out and motioned for me 
and a few of my colleagues to come in. 

Once we were inside, Peter held something of an intervention...

“Nobody in this room complained to me personally,” he said to Damon, “but I’ve heard 
you talk down the job to everyone in here...” 

Now look, I know what you’re thinking: That was bold!

It definitely was. But it also served as powerful, eye-opening moment for Damon, one 
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that illustrated just how destructive his negative attitude could be.  

Staging an employee “intervention” has cons (it’s uncomfortable) and pros (it’s 
impactful). 

As manager, you need to weigh the two against one another and decide if such an 
action is right for you, your company, and your employees.

4. Make the Decision:
Ultimately, you’re following these points because you want to incite change.

If that change doesn’t come about quickly enough (or at all), you have to make a 
decision: are the employee’s skills worth the impact of their attitude?

Again, this comes down to weighing the pros and cons, though when one employee is 
impacting the morale of an entire dedicated team, it should be a simple decision...

Peter’s management prompted Damon to leave the company for a new position in a 
different industry. Damon and the team were better off for it.

Thanks to his swift, methodical approach, Peter turned a toxic situation into a win-
win. Hopefully, when necessary, you can do the same. 



29

Retai l  Employee Engagement

4 Tricks That’ll Make Seasonal Retail 
Employees Look Forward to Their Work 

Year-Round
The bags under their sad, hopeless, teenage eyes say it all:

“This isn’t worth it.”

“Get me out of here.”

“Can I check my phone yet?”

The Truth About Retail Burnout

It’s real, especially among seasonal retail workers.

But as a manager, you shouldn’t be blaming employee burnout -- and the 
disengagement it creates -- on the long hours, the demanding customers, or even the 
pay. 

No. 

According to Gallup, “Managers account for at least 70% of variance in employee 
engagement.” 

That means that 7 out of 10 seasonal employees aren’t disengaged because of the 
influx of holiday-crazed shoppers or the never-ending loop of Christmas music... 

http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/167975/why-great-managers-rare.aspx
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They’re disengaged because their manager is doing something wrong. 

If you’re managing seasonal workers, here are 4 tricks that’ll help you connect with 
your employees, get on their level, and cut your losses:

1.  Train Gradually. 
Too much information too fast makes for confused and overwhelmed employees. 

Avoid the temptation to give your seasonal recruits a 1-day crash course in “how your 
store works.” Instead, feed them small chunks of information over the course of a 
week. 

Gradual training allows people to digest what they’ve just learned, leading to better 
and more productive output. It also creates more opportunities to bond with your new 
hires, which you should do if you want an emotionally engaged team. 

2. Acknowledge Individually.
In his classic book, How to Win Friends & Influence People, Dale Carnegie wrote:

“Names are the sweetest and most important sound in any 
language.”

Saying someone’s name is a small yet powerful gesture. 

Next time a worker does a standout job, approach him or her individually, say their 
name, and congratulate them on a job-well-done. 

Individualized appreciation goes much further than the typical blanket “Thanks” 
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managers tend to give out in a team-wide meeting. 

It will also help you avoid grouping poor performers in with the people who are 
actually doing a great job...

3. Humanize Constantly.
You’re a manager, not RoboCop. 

Just because you’re an authority, doesn’t mean your employees should fear you. 

To avoid fear and incite cheer, get to know your team members on a personal level 
-- not too personal, of course, but enough that your workers grow to trust and respect 
you. 

Just because your seasonal employees aren’t going to be working for you year-round, 
doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take their feelings into account when making decisions. 

4. Engage Wisely.
It could be that most of your seasonal spots are being filled by teenagers, many of 
whom are eager to return to work at your store because of the friends they made 
there. 

Use this to your advantage: create a Facebook page where you can post updates and 
your workers can keep in touch.

By keeping everyone on the same page, you’ll save yourself a tremendous amount of 
time and energy during the recruitment process next year -- plus your workforce will 
be that much happier to return to friendly, familiar faces. 
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