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TO ALL OF OUR FABULOUS PEOPLE…
 the 234 “huggers”…and their spouses and families…and to all the thousands of others who made their mark working with us since Mom and Dad opened our doors fifty years ago.




Thank you from the bottom of my heart.
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Welcome to the world of hugging!




Hope you enjoy reading Hug Your People. I would love to hear from you—feedback, comments, favorite hugging stories…how reading the book has influenced your business practices and the results you’ve achieved.


Thank you!




Hugs,
[image: image]
 Jack Mitchell




P.S. For lots more hugs, please visit my Web site:
 www.hugyourpeople.com
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PROLOGUE


Everyone Wants to Be Appreciated





It’s something I’d encountered before, and yet it still really jolted me—frankly, it blew me away!


Not long ago, a fabulous woman came to work for us at one of our clothing stores in Connecticut, after several years selling shirts and ties at another leading specialty store in New York City. At her last job, by anyone’s definition, she was a real superstar. She worked hard, putting in endless extra hours without complaint. Her customers adored her. She made good money. The fringe benefits were generous.


So we had to wonder, why in the world did she want to leave New York City and join our team in Connecticut?


It was simple.


Nobody at the other company ever let her know in any sort of personal way that she was valued. Even after selling a million dollars’ worth of merchandise in just one year—and that’s an awful lot of shirts and ties—no one, not a single person, ever came up to her and said, “Wow, great job! You’re terrific.”


No! Not once! Never, ever!


Did her boss ever send her a bouquet of flowers in gratitude?


Not a single daisy.


And that hurt. It made her job feel like, oh well, a job.


Her experience reminded me of something I’ve always understood that is very simple: Everyone wants to be appreciated!


 


I’m the CEO of a third-generation upper-end men’s and women’s specialty clothing business with three large stores in the New York metropolitan area. I feel blessed to have the opportunity, along with our team of wonderful people, to engage in a personal way on the selling floor with many of the hundreds and hundreds of customers who frequent our stores. I wrote a book about how my family and our associates built our business by being passionate about establishing extraordinary personal relationships that exceed expectations. It was called Hug Your Customers. I wrote it because it seemed to me that a lot of companies say they care about customers, but they really don’t know how to show it. I thought that by sharing our stories they might learn how we show it by giving lots of hugs.


Of course a “hug” can be a bear hug, but more often it’s a metaphor for what we do. We think of a hug as any positive act, gesture, or deed that personalizes a relationship and creates a “Wow, these people really care about me” feeling.


Hugging, in fact, is an extraordinarily powerful mind-set. I remember when our boys were growing up, I was dragged to see Star Wars, and I still can’t tell Luke from Darth Vader, but I do remember someone saying, “May the Force be with you.” The idea of the Force stuck with me, and I think of “hugging” as a Force.


I had no idea what the reaction to Hug Your Customers would be. But I’ve been simply astonished by its reception and by how many businesses—from Midas to Payless ShoeSource, to Nike to Morgan Stanley; from companies in Denver and Kansas City and Las Vegas, to companies in London and Stockholm and Rome and, would you believe, Estonia!—have invited me to speak to their teams because they found something meaningful and fresh in the guiding principles practiced on the floors of two Connecticut clothing stores, Mitchells and Richards. In 2005, we went ahead and acquired a third store called Marshs, on Long Island, and we’ve been very successfully introducing our hugging culture there as well.


But what really amazed me is that audiences were eager for more.


Again and again, I would hear the same question from people everywhere, from Starbucks to storefront delis: “How do you hire and motivate your people so they will remain productive?”


In fact, I pointed out that we “hug our people,” and we actually have associates who have remained productive and loyal for thirty-five and forty-five years. They don’t ever want to leave!


Numerous e-mails continue to pour in daily, and caring, ordinary, working folks march up to me after my talks, or on airplanes or in large stores, as well as at banks and real estate offices, and say, “There seems to be no loyalty anymore. Work is just not what it used to be!”


Giving great personalized customer service has always been the foremost goal of my family—we’ve been hugging away since my parents, Norma and Ed Mitchell, founded the business in 1958—and one thing we never lose sight of is that you can deliver great service only if you treat your associates right. You don’t give extraordinary customer service in a vacuum—great people give great, personalized service!


We make a point of calling our employees “associates,” because along with the fact that we value them so much, we don’t like the sometimes demeaning connotations of employee and worker and, for sure, help. We especially like to refer to them as our “huggers,” since they’re the ones who embrace our customers—figuratively and literally.


Studies show convincingly—and the success of our stores are living proof—that when associates are extremely satisfied, then customers are extremely satisfied. And yet when you travel around and encounter people, whether they’re selling dresses or accordions, you often see anything but satisfaction. You see people who are often surly and disgruntled, probably because they’re treated shabbily, and so they treat you, the customer, shabbily—or worse, they don’t acknowledge or even help you at all!


Motivating the workforce is clearly a huge global challenge. I’m simply flabbergasted by the tone of desperation that I hear from many managers and associates as they struggle to keep morale up at their companies.


I do believe with all my heart and soul that most business leaders are honest and nice most of the time. And they work very hard and are deserving of the big bucks when they are responsible and accountable for leading their troops to achieve high profits for their stockholders, and when they also recognize and reward their associates accordingly.


And every company presumably wants successful, loyal workers. Corporate leaders say so, and of course many truly “get it” that people are their most important asset. Some recognize, as we do, that they are in the people business. Yet it appears to me that others focus only on hugging their product and on making a better widget, golf ball, or high-definition TV, or on painting it a different color and putting some new bells and whistles on it. Or when sales are lagging, they focus on price. They lower it and create some kind of fantastic deal—never thinking that if they treated their associates with greater personal care, they would work harder and smarter and would feel like going the extra mile to hug a customer because they feel hugged themselves!


I’m not saying you shouldn’t focus on building a better product, but positive people power is fundamental to the overall success of any business.


What a tremendous difference it would make if everyone got that!


BECOMING PEOPLE-CENTRIC


These days, there’s often a very serious disconnect in business. I call it a human disconnect. People spend more time at the office than at home and want to feel personal and professional satisfaction from their daily work experience. It’s not only about the money. They want a pat on the back when they’ve earned it. They want the opportunity to grow to improve themselves. They want to be recognized and to feel that they have a sense of purpose at work. Not to mention that bright young people, and even a few old-timers, also want “a life.”


Again, it comes down to appreciation. To our way of thinking, appreciation is everything. Even Matt Lauer on the Today show, after a segment on job satisfaction and recognition, signed off by saying, “A few kind words every once in a while would be nice.”


From my own encounters shopping for groceries or a new car, or traveling on a plane or train, it’s obvious that the need to hug your “huggers” has never been greater. All the time, I encounter people with these vacant looks that tell me that they’re physically present but mentally elsewhere, because they’re not engaged.


I’ve been amazed that in discussions with people of all ages and seniority and in every imaginable industry, very few say that they can be themselves, their real selves, at work. Most say they’re always on guard, looking over their shoulders. Business cultures should allow people to be who they are: sincere, open, and honest, and behaving in a caring way toward one another. Companies need to recognize and build on the unique talents and strengths of each individual. It makes me very sad that so many people in the world feel they can’t be genuine and can’t be themselves in the workplace.



Often, the only time an employee hears from his boss is when he screws up and gets reamed out. You know, it’s easy to put someone down. Some would say that the tough part is to build someone up. The reality is that it can be the most satisfying work a manager can do.


Believe me, I know. I’ve got a touch of dyslexia, and when I was in junior high school I was told by the guidance counselor that I would never be able to go to college because I was such a slow reader. He suggested that I ought to think about becoming a shop teacher. Thank goodness, I had great teachers who believed in me, complimented me, and helped me, and I’m proud to say I went to college and graduate school and found the right profession for me. The world certainly needs competent shop teachers, but I haven’t a clue how to teach someone to make a bench or a birdcage!


The hug-your-people culture clearly enables you to be yourself. And to grow intellectually, emotionally, and financially. You are who you are, and we celebrate that.


Of course, it starts at the top. It’s the leader or leaders who own the challenge and set the tone, mind-set, and culture of the company. And you, too, can be a leader of your own actions and your own destiny if you get the force of the hugging culture. I believe that leadership is not only paramount, it’s everything.


And when hugging permeates a company, it becomes a people-centric culture.



KNOW WHAT SHELLY AND RICHARD WANT


I continue to hear from others in companies that aren’t people-centric that employers barely know the individuals who carry on the work, and they surely don’t know about the personal concerns so germane to their lives. They don’t know that Shelly is worried because she’s desperately saving to buy a house in a better school district. They don’t know that Richard wishes he could have a couple of Fridays off during the summer to go spelunking or a couple of extra days in January to go snowboarding. They don’t know that Carson is concerned about her teenage daughter’s drinking problem. They don’t know that Anthony put his mother in a nursing home last weekend. They don’t even know that Elizabeth prefers to be called Lisa.


Companies don’t get it that it’s not nearly enough to have periodic employee recognition programs. What really matters to people is not the occasional plaque with their names embossed in gold that gets hung on their walls. It’s how they are treated every day. It’s the little things, the little hugs. The appreciation and attention that don’t cost a dime.


For instance, you’ll find out that if you smile when you say hi to someone, he or she will smile right back. Try it, it’s easy to do. Smiles are not only free, they tend to multiply!


What really makes these hugs special is their context—if they’re personalized they will have a more memorable meaning. If you’re going to send the credit manager flowers as an expression of thanks, it’s important to find out whether she likes petunias, black-eyed Susans, or lilies—don’t just have the florist send a “nice bouquet.” And before you place the order, make sure she isn’t allergic to pollen.


That’s what we strive to do at Mitchells/Richards/Marshs. We get to know our associates as if they were family, because we actually believe they are members of our extended family. When I share this, people say, “You’re kidding, really?”


Time and again in conversations or even during a performance review, our associates say that they feel like they are part of the Mitchell family. It may sound corny but it’s true. And personally, nothing pleases me more!


In a multitude of ways, we show our associates that we appreciate them and care about them. And we take every opportunity to enjoy one another, too. Just for fun we’ve had a Texas hold ’em night, we play word games, and in the spring we cheer on the Mitchells/Richards softball team! Whenever it’s someone’s birthday, I send the person a personalized birthday card to his or her home, and on their special day in the store we’ll bring out a cake, light the candles, and eat up.


And so people arrive and stay, smiling all the way. They look forward to coming in, and they’re in no hurry for their day to end. Why? They’re happy. We meet their personal and financial needs, but most of all they feel engaged and important. Work, for them, is fun. That’s almost a dirty word at many businesses, but it’s the operative word and practice at ours.


Because people like working with us (I deliberately use with and not for) our customers enjoy shopping with us. And that ultimately gives our family business a great return on investment (ROI). We’ve been told by our vendors and bankers that this is undoubtedly one of our secrets of success. I mentioned in my first book that our sales were over $65 million in 2003, and we have been strongly and steadily growing ever since. But we also achieve something far more enriching than a huge increase in sales and return on investment—we enjoy a fabulous return on people (ROP)! Today we are a team of more than 250 wonderful huggers, including more than 50 seamstresses and tailors in our three stores.


THE MITCHELL BLUEPRINT


So from the feedback I’ve received, I’m convinced that companies and businesses need and want a detailed but simple blueprint that tells them how to assemble a happy and effective workforce that doesn’t desert them the minute the business across the street offers $10 more a week or an extra vacation day.


And so this book is the Mitchell blueprint for how to hug your people.


After spending a lifetime selling suits and socks and stockings alongside Mom and Dad (God rest their souls); my brother, Bill; my wife, Linda; and our four sons and three nephews, I’ve recognized that there are five broad principles that guide us in hugging our people. And when I say “people,” I mean everyone who works with us—the sales and customer service associates on the selling floors, the cleaning staff, the delivery people, our buyers and tailors, the backroom financial wizards, the marketing and advertising people, our advisory board, and also the outsourced people like our human resources specialists. I’m even talking about our mailmen, FedEx and UPS guys, and our friends at IBM and Pitney Bowes.


I’m a big believer in the power of positive words and actions, and so the names of these principles are carefully chosen to reflect a larger message. They are


 


NICE


TRUST


PRIDE


INCLUDE


RECOGNIZE


 


Now, they may not sound like the principles you’ve heard before from self-help business books, but they’re the ones that have worked mightily for us and they’ll work for you! They’re intrinsically linked and form a powerful and synergistic force. They are sound and solid, and they produce astounding results. The energy and enthusiasm behind, and execution of, these principles are tremendous and enduring at Mitchells/ Richards/Marshs.


Each principle is something that I feel is essential to convey to all of the people who work with us. My guiding principles are to be Nice to them, to Trust them, to instill Pride in them, to Include them, and to generously Recognize them.


If you succeed in all five of these principles, then you will produce loyal and effective associates and the strongest of strong teams. They key is personalization delivered positively with passion. Once you have that magical connection on a personal level, the rest is just focusing with great discipline on consistency and execution and delivery.


I’m not saying we’re perfect—no one is—and we have had our blips, but people have told us, “Jack, you and your family have created a very special culture here.”


In the following pages, I will take you through these five principles to convey what we mean by each of them and to share some true stories that show how they are implemented. I’ll fill you in on novel concepts we’ve developed, such as the Five I’s and reconnect and checking in, and a nifty little exercise I’m partial to called Going to the Moon!


None of these concepts are abstract ideas worked out on a blackboard or on a computer screen. I believe we live these principles. We live them every day in real time. I know they work, because I’ve seen them work—for decades and with hundreds of talented people who have graced our floors and say they love coming to work!


These principles are applicable to any industry and to any size company, be it small, medium, large, or even 2XL. And I believe they’re globally transferable. They’ll work on the factory floor of a baked-bean plant or at a hairpin wholesaler. They’ll work in an insurance or real estate agency or stock brokerage. They’ll work in a small family business as well as at a multinational giant.


The world may conduct business in 6,800 languages, but everyone understands and loves a hug.


As was true in Hug Your Customers, Hug Your People contains real stories about real people—a commonsense book, based on examples of associates being nice to one another, trusting one another, feeling pride in their environment and the people they work with, being included, and getting recognized.


At the end of each section, I’ve included a Hugging Study Guide that sums up the important points mentioned. And at the conclusion of the book I’ve brought back the Hugging Achievement Test (HAT), a fun exercise to help you absorb the information.


When I think about how our company operates, I return to a comment that Nick Donofrio, executive vice president for innovation and technology at IBM, made to me: “At the end of the day I ask myself, did I make a difference today?”


It reminds me of something that Dad said to himself with the same sentiment and in almost the same words when he woke up each day: “I hope I can make a difference to our people today.”


I sincerely hope that this book will make a difference for you, too, so that you and your company will be inspired to truly hug your people. I dream that you’ll hug the chap or kid or old man in the next office or cubicle or at the office meeting. You’ll smile and say thanks by bringing in some cupcakes or a jar of pickles. You’ll go for it and make a difference with an unexpected or surprise hug that will light up the room and another person’s spirit.


It’s worked for us—across three generations and fifty years—and it’ll work for you.


And work will never, ever seem like work again.
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