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TURNING

TURNOVER

ON ITS HEAD
It’s time to rethink turnover strategies: Focus on why
your employees stay, rather than why they leave.
By Adrienne Fox
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ILLUSTRATION BY ARTHUR GIRON

YOU KNOW HOW ANNOYING IT IS to be a loyal customer of your
cable provider or your gym, only to see their promotions to attract new
customers offer better deals than what you’re currently paying? It’s not fair.
It’s also not fair to treat your loyal
employees the same way, taking them
for granted and assuming that just
because they’re happy today that they
will be happy tomorrow, six months
from now or even a year later. Rerecruiting your existing employees
and finding out why they stay at your
company can be an effective strategy in
reducing turnover.
And let’s be honest; any move in that
direction would be beneficial to convenience stores. As retailers know full
well, employees, especially hourly ones,
don’t usually stay on the job for long. In
fact, half leave within the first 97 days of
employment, according to the Coca-Cola
Retailing Research Council (CCRRC).
Unfortunately, the situation is not
projected to get much better. Nearly half
of retail employers (48 percent) say it’s
harder to retain employees this year compared to last year, according to an April
2007 CareerBuilder.com survey. The survey, conducted online with Harris Interactive among 90 retail employers and 468
employees, also found that nearly three
in 10 retail employees plan to leave their
current jobs within the next year and 46
percent within two years. While 62 percent of retail employees report they are
satisfied with their current job overall,
69 percent are either actively seeking or
would be open to a new job if the opportunity presented itself.
Cost of turnover estimates range
from $4,857 for an $8/hour unionized employee to $30,069 for a store
manager making $24 an hour in a retail
grocery setting, according to New Ideas
for Retaining Store-Level Employees by
the CCRRC. It also reports that turn-

over costs the typical supermarket, a
channel comparable to convenience
stores, $189,977 per year in direct and
opportunity costs. For the supermarket
industry, the total cost of turnover is 41
percent greater than the industry’s net
profit after taxes.
But don’t think that because the
retention study was conducted with a
focus on retail grocery settings, that the
study’s results are not applicable to convenience stores — they are. The model
that guided the study was not created
for a specific industry or job, which
makes it generally applicable. In addition, the method used to collect data
was created to measure a variety of jobs
in the store-level retail environment.
Finally, hourly supermarket jobs
share many common characteristics
with hourly convenience store jobs.
Both jobs are hourly customer service
jobs requiring a modest amount of
orientation and training. The jobs also
share many of the same task requirements: operating a cash register,
operating a variety of store equipment,
assisting customers, stocking shelves
and cleaning.
For store management jobs, if
the convenience store manager’s job
involves significant decision making,
problem solving, direction setting and
human resources responsibilities, then
the study’s results for store management jobs will be most applicable. If the
convenience store manager’s job is more
clerk-like, where the manager is more
like another member of the customerservice team, then the study’s results for
hourly store-level employees will likely
be more applicable.
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CHANGE OF FOCUS

Given the convenience industry’s
high turnover and the fact that old
approaches seem not to be working
well, it’s time to take a fresh look at the
problem. “Let’s quit doing exit interviews and start doing retention interviews,” said Mel Kleiman, president of
consulting firm Humetrics in Houston.
“Ask employees why do you stay and

“Turnover is looking out the rear view
mirror whereas retention gives you a
roadmap for fixing the problem.”
— JOHN COX, PRESIDENT, COX LEARNING GROUP

why would you leave? What bothers
you around here? And if we could make
your job better, what could we do?”
John Cox, president of Cox Learning
Group in Dallas and co-author of the
CCRRC study, advises companies to discard turnover rates in favor of retention
analyses. In the course of conducting the
research, he noticed that “it was interesting that the intent was to keep people
longer, but the focus was on turnover
rather than retention. Turnover tends
to be a fairly unreliable measure. It tells
you that you have a problem but not
where the problem is.”
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The CCRRC report points out that
turnover rates are also difficult to
interpret, making them often unreliable.
For example, does a 50 percent turnover
rate mean that one-half of a company’s
employees left during the year, onefourth of the employees turned over
twice, or 10 percent of the employees
turned over five times?
To cut through the confusion, Cox
believes that turnover data need to
be tied to tenure. Figure out at what
stage in the employment life cycle your
employees leave and what keeps other
employees on the job past those stages.
Once you figure that out, you can focus
on developing retention drivers based
on the desires of those employees who
stay longer.
“Turnover is looking out the rear
view mirror whereas retention gives
you a roadmap for fixing the problem,”
explained Cox.
RETENTION DRIVERS

The CCRRC study looked at two groups
of store-level employees: hourly and
store management. Hourly employees
included checkers, baggers, stockers and
other hourly personnel. Store management employees comprised store managers, co-managers, assistant managers
and department managers.
For hourly employees, suggestions for
retention included more open communication, better equipment and supplies, and more effective and immediate
supervision. For management-level
employees, the report suggested organizational direction, training and advancement opportunities.
“The greatest chance for improved
performance with the least effort —
comes when an organization provides
employees good data, efficient work
methods and processes, and appropriate incentives,” states the report. “More
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fundamental issues should be addressed
first: providing accurate and timely
information to employees, creating
efficient work processes, providing
adequate resources to do the job, and
linking incentives to performance in a
meaningful way.”
The study divided the companies
researched into two categories — top
and bottom — based on their retention
performance. The median tenure in top
companies (those that did a better job
providing specific directions to hourly
employees) was 148 days. The median
tenure for bottom companies was 86 days
— a whopping 72 percent difference.
What’s the explanation for the disparity? Providing communication as well
as equipment and supplies were the top
two low-cost levers that had a significant
impact on retention, the report found.
The third lever, immediate supervision,
required more intensive management
training to help supervisors define performance expectations and provide feedback and support to hourly employees.
It’s astonishing how important adequate equipment and supplies can be for
an employee, and consequently, the
reason that employee stays or quits.
Kleiman relayed a simple example of
an employee whose job had been to
sort clothing donations at Goodwill
Industries for nine years. He asked
the employee what would make her
job easier. Her answer? An extra bin
to return items put in her sorting
bin by mistake. It was such a simple,
low-cost request, Kleiman was first
befuddled by her answer. “I asked how
long she had wanted an extra bin,” Kleiman recalled, “and she answered, ‘Since
the second day on the job.’ I asked, ‘Why
didn’t you ask for one?’ She answered,
‘No one ever asked me.’”
Another low-cost but crucial lever for
retention is communication. Manag-

ers are the conduits between corporate
headquarters and employees, and in
most cases, too much communication
with hourly employees is never enough.
“Communicate the good, the bad and
the ugly,” said Kleiman. “The managers
should be trained to keep communication lines open, because employees don’t
run because there’s bad news; they run
because there’s no news.”
The retention drivers for store
managers are different than hourly
employees, the CCRRC report found.
They need to know where the company
is going to inspire other employees to
work in that direction. For their complicated jobs they need thorough training,
and are also concerned about improving
their skills to help advance their careers.
GOING BEYOND PAY

In the CareerBuilder.com survey, retail
employees cited lack of career advancement opportunities, unsatisfactory pay,
increased workload and work/life balance
concerns as contributing factors to leaving their jobs. In response, retail employ-

and culture that makes an employee stay
and be productive.
Learning and empowerment are two
examples of competitive advantages on
retention. “When people are learning,
they don’t leave,” said Kleiman. “In a convenience store environment, that is simple
to do. Teach employees how to order.
Teach them how to do the schedule.”
At Town & Country Food Stores Inc.
in San Angelo, Texas, the goal for turnover is 100 percent, and “we’re not quite
there yet,” said Patty Rush, vice president
of convenience store operations. “We are
not currently meeting our goal primarily because of the low unemployment
rate in the markets where the oil and gas
industry is flourishing.”
To combat the tight labor market,
Town & Country has been implementing a number of retention solutions,
including giving store-level employees
stretch assignments. “The night clerk
may be given the responsibility to
order cigarettes,” explained Rush. “That
gives them the ownership of ordering
cigarettes every week or more to make

“Communicate the good, the bad
and the ugly…employees don’t run
because there’s bad news; they run
because there’s no news.”
— MEL KLEIMAN, PRESIDENT, HUMETRICS

ers reported they are increasing workplace
flexibility, wages/salaries, benefits and
bonuses to retain current employees.
But some of these companies may be
missing the point on retention. Benefits
and salary are commodities that can
be replicated at any convenience store.
What are not easily replicated by competitors are the processes, organization

sure the store is fully stocked. There are
so many tasks that can make them feel
important as an employee and can give
them more experience to move up into
management.”
Kleiman has seen employee retention go up because of empowerment.
“One of my clients, who has 1,300
stores, empowered employees to make
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an unsatisfied customer happy [with a
giveaway worth] up to $5.00. Turns out,
employees didn’t abuse their newfound
power. The average giveaway in satisfying a customer was worth 97 cents
— a cup of coffee or a fountain drink.
Employees feel empowered and customers are happy. You’ve not only positively
affected employee retention, you’ve
retained customers.”

Cost of turnover estimates range from
$4,857 for an $8/hour unionized employee
to $30,069 for a store manager.
DO ASK, DO TELL

Companies won’t know what works for
them until they ask their employees.
Experts suggest assigning a company
team to work on the retention issues.
Deploy a number of tools, such as
employee attitude surveys, focus groups
and one-on-one conversations with
long-tenured employees about why
they stay, to come up with the top three
retention drivers for each category of
employee over their careers.
Called an employee life cycle tool, this
strategy investigates why employees stay
at each point of their employment. So,
when an employee reaches 30 days, what
factors contributed to that retention?
After 90 days, what keeps an employee
at the store? And so on. Ask employees
for their views on onboarding, training
and development, company leadership, communication, engagement and
overall job satisfaction at each stage of
the life cycle.
“We’re always having focus groups
and meetings with people to find out
why they stay,” said Rush. One of the
retention drivers Rush said Town &
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Country learned through these meetings was the need for employees to have
personal time. The company combined
sick and vacation leave into a general
paid-time off policy that allows employees to use their earned time off as they
want.
Such surveys and follow-up discussions also identify those employees most
at risk of leaving so that companies can
reach them before they leave, instead
of doing a post-mortem after they quit,
which is the aim of an exit interview.
All the information collected should
be distributed to HR professionals
throughout the company so the issues
can be dealt with proactively and best
practices can be shared from store to
store. Then, create specific action plans
to address those retention drivers. “If
you find out what the drivers are, you
have to create a plan to follow up on
those findings,” said Cox. Otherwise,
morale will suffer further if employees
engage in these retention discussions
only to see nothing come of them.
In the same vein of identifying
best practices, stage interventions for
those stores or departments with the
worst turnover rates. Workshops can
be designed to train managers on key
retention drives and to be advised of
strategies that work at other stores.
“The key to the whole process is to
be driven by the data,” said Cox. “People
allow themselves to be dictated by turnover figures, and you can be smarter
about and get more useful information
through retention data.”
Indeed, turnover can be a costly
business, but solutions that are tied to
your company’s retention drivers —
such as communication and adequate
resources — don’t have to be.
Adrienne Fox is a freelance business writer in Alexandria,
Virginia, and former managing editor of HR Magazine.
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