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INTRODUCTION

Working at a large Canadian electronics retailer for a number of years, I have certainly gained valuable experience and knowledge. As in life, your job has good days and also bad days. I have had the pleasure of dealing with many customers who were actually willing to purchase product, and I have also had the misfortune of wasting my time on numerous customers who never had any intention of purchasing product. The latter is often referred to as the “just looking” crowd; they will walk into the store, often ignore you and your questions, and spend at least 30 minutes staring blankly at the walls. The odd time they do decide to acknowledge your presence, they mutter, “just looking” regardless of the question you asked them. At the end of the day you are left with a feeling of severe frustration.

This document was by no means meant to scare potential salespeople from pursuing a career in retail. Depending on your target market as well as store location, you may find yourself dealing with a more pleasant group of customers. My experience was in a busy mall location in a “boy toy” store of gizmos and gadgets. I will focus primarily upon customers and their attitude, plus touch up on some other important factors of retail employment and keeping your sanity.



THE DREADED CUSTOMER

In customer service, I have found that a significant share of my sanity has degraded due to senior citizens. It is quite understandable, taking into consideration the fact that many older people are not entirely familiar with electronics and newer devices of our technological era. Explaining the basic function of an answering machine soon becomes a daunting task and you’re left trying to get them to understand how the machine stores messages digitally without tapes. Quite often they will just leave and attempt to find an old “easer to use” answering machine. Many of them are unwilling to learn a new system and the ones who do often end up returning the product.

In my time in retail, I have noticed that most seniors will walk up to the counter and stand there as long as it takes for someone in the store to notice them. Countless times I have been cleaning product near the front of the store and I have greeted the customer as they enter, yet they walk past me and stand at the counter. If you give them a minute, they will start looking around wondering why nobody has run to help them. When you finally make your way back to the counter, you are bombarded with poor descriptions of computer cables and the final question of “do you have such a beast?” I’m sorry; I am not a lion tamer. You won’t find extra aggressive USB cables on my shelves.

The company I work for seems to attract more male customers than female. It becomes more of a problem when the DIY-type of guy comes in and describes his impossible plan to connect his toaster to a TV. Often is the case where they will listen to you tell them they cannot possibly do what they planned, then search the entire store anyway. I find it most amusing when they decide to go ahead and buy something anyway, then come back the next day complaining about how the salesperson sold them the wrong item. People are generally unable to accept that their own stupidity is at fault.

We are not without our share of trouble with female customers as well. I find that many of my female customers listen and actually trust me when I tell them the solution to their problem. I do also see the case of the wife seeking help from us as per the instruction of the husband. Though it makes things much easier not having to problem solve with a middleman, I can understand the husband’s desire not to seek help and acknowledge defeat. Rare they are, yet I have seen some very special cases where a product is sold to the woman which matches exactly the description given, then returned the next day with the accompanying quoted threats of the husband’s fury over the fact that we can do what he can’t.


THE INFORMATION GATHERING

Our company policy is to record the customer’s name and address on the receipt for numerous reasons including product tracking, warranty, and fraud protection. For small cash sales it doesn’t bother me much if a customer refuses but when it comes to credit card purchases, the customer either gives their address or they pick another payment method. What really annoys me is the remarks customers often say when I ask for their name. “You don’t need that” is the most often response, to which I answer “Yes I do.” I also love the people who start telling me how my company sells that information (which we do not). 


THE RETURN POLICY AND WARRANTIES

Now, almost all retail outlets offer return policies on their products. They are not legally required to do so, but it does maintain good customer service. Most products are protected under a 30-day return policy, though others such as computer products are near half that length. There is also a ZERO return policy on consumable items such as batteries, light bulbs, fuses, and others falling into the same general category. The original receipt is also required for any refund where money is being given back to the customer. This is all stated on the back of the receipt. I am most entertained by the customers who bring back batteries complaining that they don’t last long and would like to return them. I’ve also had many customers attempting to return product even up to two years after the date of purchase. A more recent encounter had the customer calling it ridiculous that he could not return a $3 item purchased 14 months previously. He then demanded to see where our return policy was written, and then wished to speak to the store manager. Though I thoroughly enjoy seeing frustrated idiots, it does end up wasting my time causing me a loss in productivity.

A smile also crosses my face when a customer comes in without a receipt and then proceeds to tell me how our store computer operates and how we have all the details on file. Though we do have copies of all receipts stored in the database, it does not constitute proof of purchase. Had that been the case, I could merely pull a product off the wall and then attempt to return it quoting “my receipt is in the computer.” For fraud reasons, that is the way returns are handled and no amount of complaining will change it.

A more recent development following the Christmas season has been the increase in customers quoting obscure provincial and federal laws attempting to scare us to give in to customer demands. One such case included a law which apparently stated that if a customer recognizes the salesperson in the store, that constitutes proof of purchase. Oddly enough, the customer was able to produce the original receipt when we explained that the law in question was totally irrelevant.

Warranties are another way of entrusting a customer to purchase a product. They give an assurance that the product will remain working for them, provided any damages occur within the warranty duration. Depending on the product, we will either repair the item or replace it entirely. Many large brand items such as Sony and Panasonic require us to follow very strict repair procedure and often said companies themselves can only repair these items. Many people assume that a warranty entitles them to a new product regardless of the damage. I have seen cellular phones beat up and subject to water damage and the customer expects a brand new phone (funny enough, any water damage voids the warranty entirely).

Extended warranties offered by many of the larger retailers are often the victim of harsh scrutiny. False media reports are often to blame for a customer’s complete unwillingness to even consider ever paying extra for added warranty protection. I have been told to my face that the extended warranty plans I offer are a scam and that W5 had supposedly uncovered all these lies. I am content though; knowing that this customer’s product will fail a day after the original warranty expires.

The customers I have dealt with for extended warranty work have always been extremely thankful that they purchased the warranty plan. Many of them will now always purchase extended warranties on qualifying products. Other customers, however, will just shake their head and interrupt your presentation the second you mention the words “extended warranty.” Most often the excuse is “I’ll just buy another one.” Are you telling me you’re willing to flush your money down the toilet? I have even had customers in the store purchasing another unit to replace their existing one and still refuse to purchase the warranty. As silly as those customers may be, sometimes you must accept it.


THE CO-WORKERS

If you work in a no-commission sales environment, you need not worry about this section. I suggest the rest of you prepare for war. Sure your co-workers will greet you with a smile and make small talk, but what’s really in their mind as you ring up that huge sale? It is a highly competitive environment where the best man keeps his job. You need to jump on each customer as if they are fresh meat; you must also do it before everyone else does. If you are a more persuasive salesperson, you should have no problem closing the sale every time. Those who lack those same persuasion skills may come off as pushy and rude, which could possibly deter the customer from purchasing. Staying on top of product knowledge will ensure easy selling and in turn provide job security. Customers tend to get annoyed when their questions are answered with “I don’t know.” I’m not suggesting you research every obscure detail about a product, but you need to keep a general knowledge of each product and its uses. The more you know about the product, the more you are inclined to sell it.


CONCLUSION

Retail is not something I myself planned to ever work in, nor will it be something I do in the far future. Working in retail is an easy way to pay the bills, provided you can work well with people. You learn quite a bit about people and society in general when viewing it through your store's windows each day. Set goals to become successful, but don't stay too long or insanity will surely ensue.

