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Q:  Can you give some suggestions for the small retailer who must compete with the large guys? 
A:  If there is one area where small retailers can have a definite advantage, it is in the area of customer service. Most large retailers and national chains use economies of scale to attract customers with price and selection, and those marketing points are very difficult to beat. If you focus all your energies on those factors, you risk becoming complacent in the area of customer service.
Customers respond positively to real differences in service, but the treatment may need to be extra-ordinary to differentiate the small independent from larger retailers. Customer demands can change, and the small store may be able to adjust more quickly, but it requires an ongoing commitment from the entrepreneur and all employees. 
With very few exceptions, the large retail store uses a self-service style of customer service. Customers enter the store, find what they need, probably pick up some things they don’t need, and then stand in line to check out.  The small retailer must create and operate with a different format. 
Competitive customer service begins by hiring and/or training the best employees.  Small retailers tend to focus on labor costs, and necessarily so. However, achieving excellent customer service is not simply a question of wages, but of productivity.  Employees must be well-trained with specific examples of how to deliver outstanding service while still allowing the store to control costs.

Some simple strategies are often ignored by small retailers: Do employees smile and answer telephones within two to four rings?  These are courtesies that consistently show up in surveys as important to customers.  Is the store impeccably clean and tidy?  This is another consistent preference of customers for the stores where they shop. The use of greeters is a strategy initiated by some large retailers; studies show that – done correctly - this can create an immediate comfort level for the incoming customer. Do your employees wear name tags? Do they greet every customer in a warm and friendly manner? Do you provide some chairs to take a short rest or changing tables for babies? These additional touches create a comfortable shopping experience for customers.

There are a number of other service strategies that are difficult for large or chain competitors to duplicate. Opening the store during non-store hours to accommodate customer appointments, knowing most customers and their shopping preferences, placing special orders, or offering personal carry-out assistance are activities used by the best small retailers to attract customers not by price but by customer service. Can your employees respond to customer inquiries with prompt and knowledgeable product assistance – a strategy that can quickly differentiate you from your larger competitors? 

Many small retailers will say they do these things, but surveys of customers indicate otherwise. You must offer a real quality differentiation in the eyes of the customer or risk being just another store. In the intensely competitive world of retail, being just another store is a very poor strategy for survival and growth.

Do you have a question about small business success? Send it to the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center at sbdc@jmu.edu.  We will answer you by return e-mail and may use your question (anonymously) for a future column.  Visit our website at www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter to learn more about our free business assistance. 

