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TURNING AROUND

TURNOVER

Hiring right and maintaining open communication can lead o a steady workforce

By Melizza Krass

WITH THE W.5. UNEMPLOYMEMNT rate low
and minimum wage increases gQrowing

in popularity across the county, it's no
SLFQISE Conyenience store operators

are fimnding it challenging to not only

find store-level employees, but also

keep them

Ewen knowing it's a tight labor market,
recent numbers presented at the 2N9
MACS State of the Industry Surmmit
ware a bit surprisimg. Turnower among
store associates in the convenience
channel hit N8 percent in 208, accord-
img to NACS, the Association Tor Conve-
nience & Fuel Retailing. while that was
down from 121 percent in 20017 — and a
vast improvement from an imdustry high
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of 133 percent in 2006 — the c-store industry’'s turnowver rate still soars
abowve the total retail industry, which comes in at 59 percent.

“ bobs inthe convenience store industry have differing demands and
requirements than roles in other industries. ... Schedues are part of the
challenge. When you are running a 24-howr operation, trying to recruit
people to work all of those shifts can play a factor in your ability to
recruit and retain team members,” said Joanne M. Loce, managing
partner of Fortify Leadership Group.

The number of cpportunities available to job seekers today doesn't
help, either. *It's a wery tight labor market. Prospective and current
employvess can get jobs in multiple places, and they are potentially
moving from role to role — that may ewen mean bebween competitors,”
Loce explained. “Some of that turnover could be they mowve to work
from one convenience store to another. There may be a perception of
a better role, better hours, better career advancement, or potentially
higher pay and better benefits at ancther organization™



Despite the challenges, some comee-
nience store retailers seem to have
found the secret sauce. Duxbury,
Mass.-based WERC Enterprises is among
them. The Mew England retailer has

269 store-level employess, including 29
store managers and 240 team assoo-
ates. Those associates are evenly split
between 121 full-time and N9 part-time
employees. Comparad to the owverall
conweniznce channel turnowver numbers,
WERC sees wery litthe turnowver. Last year,
the company had just a 28-percent turn-
ower rate among hourly associates.

Of WERC's 29 convenience stores, 12
locations are open 24 hours. While
some retailers find it difficult to staiif
the overnight shift, VERC actually finds
the opposite to be true.

“we are lucky that we have some fantas-
tic owernight people that have been with
the company long-term that we don't
hawe to recruit for that position that
often,” said Barry shem, vice president
of operations, noting that VERC offers

a 52 differential in pay for the owvernight
shilt compared to a $1 differential at
most other companies.

“Chr owernight stores have not had large
turmeower fior our full-time employee that
works five days a week." Ahem said.
“Kmnowing that we have a steady over-
nighit person makes all the difference

in the world.”

It"s similar to having a steady opener at
a store that closes at night and needs
to open in the morning. “That means so
much to our business,” Ahern added-

Competitive Wages

As more states and municipalities imple-
mient mimimum wage hikes, c-store oper-
ators must follow suit — not only to be in
accordance with the law, but also to keep
in line with other retailers. This may even
be the case if the houry wage remains
unchanged in their operating area.

VERC's operating footprint is mostly in
Massachusetts where it operates 27 con-
venience stores. Its other two stores are
across the state line in Mew Hampshire.

The minimuem wage in Massachusetts
increased to $12 an hour on Jan. 1 of this
wear, but ahem said the retailer reviews
its employes compensation every yaar.

“wWhen we look at the minimum wage
increase, we take that into consideration
when we give raises,” he said. “when
Massachusetts went up to $12, we did
ot hawe to make a lot of adjustments
because the majorty of cur employes
base was far above the increase.”

Mew Hampshire's minimum wage still
matchas the federal rate of $7.25 an houwr.
Ewen so, VERC pays more because one
of its locations borders Massachusetts in
Mashua, MUH. ~In reality, we have to pay
Massachusetts wages at that location
because it's a qguarter-mile from the
border,” ahern explained.

YERC Enterprises puts a priority on having engeged employess. The
retailer encourages its employees to kost fun ewents in the stornes.
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“Beimg a small [chain], you have to create
caresr paths for people who want to
grow. We are not a &00-store chain that
offers many choices. When you have zero
turmower, you want to be able to provide
people the opportunity to grow.™

An Engaged Workforce

Ewen though it may sound like “HR

speak,” VERC believes in having engaged
employees. To achieve this, the company
does several things, including an annual
survey of each employee group — hourly

Upping your base hourly wage is just one
part of the equation in achieving a steady
workforce, according to Loce.

“Each retailer is going to try a different
strateqy to get people to come work Tor
them, particularly in dense markets where
competitors are across the comer. In
those markets where there is more than
one choice, the guestion is what is going
to differentiate you,” she posad.

Oiften, companies will use a total rewards
approach — addressing what employees
qet paid in their paycheck, as well as
affering additicnal benefits. “These ben-
efits can indude things such as bonuses,
incremental pay, tuition reimbursement,
time off or health benefits, to name a
few,” Loce said. “Organizations nead to
datermine the mix of pay and benafits to
attract employees.”

Hiring Right
At WERC, many successiul hires have
come through its employee referral pro-

gram. If an employee refers a new team
member, that employes receives $100 on
the day the new team member is hired
and another $100 after 90 days=.

“If it’s a good employes that has tenure
and is engaged, they are going to refer
someone who knows what the expecta-
tions are,” Ahern said.

Simce finding success with its referral
program, VERC has kept its hiring prac-
tices fairly steady — with the exception
of hiring store associates as they are
found instead of only when they are
needed. This has proven to be a pro-
active approach in addressing time off,
like vacations and sick calls, as well as
turnizver, Ahern pointed out.

And with the right fit, retailers like VERC
find employees who stay on for the lomg
tarm. OF its 29 team leaders, 27 started
as hourly store employess. “We don't hire
a team leader cutside of the company;
they have to work their way up,” he said.

associates, shift leaders, team leaders,
corporate staff — and follow-up meet-
imgs to discuss the survey results.

WERC Enterprises beliewes in promoting from within. Tweniy-sewen
of its 29 team leadaers started as hourly store employees.

“Each year we make changes. For exam-  you don't make changes, then what good was the sur-
ple, the 52 overnight differential was a vey? ahem asked. "We don't talk about what we dio well;
result of the survey,” Ahern said. "Every  we foous on the negative. That shows you are listening to
year, we do five to 10 different things." wyour employees.

The retailer also uses the survey to “Can we do everything they want us to do? Mo, But we
gauge employees engagement level. can do things. We can make changes that are going

to make their work environment better and their jobs
“People can do employes surveys, but if easier,” he continued.
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T years ago, VERC added the position
of manager of training and Tumn to its
corporate stall, Among the fun events
the company holds are team apparel days
fior local sports teams and a Hallowesan
costume contest with prizes awarded.

Store employess are encouraged to come
L with their own fun events, too. Such
events, Ahern noted, do mot cost the

CoImpany any money and create a
fum enmviromment.

Another program that factors into

WERC's company culture is its commit-
ment to have at least 20 percent of its
workforce made up of individuals with

intellectual and developmental disabilities.

“We think that's a huge impact on

the community and the culture of

the store, not only from a customer
perspective but alse from an employee
perspective,” Ahern said, noting that
WERC's first employes through this

program is still with the company 26 years [ater.

Fortify Leadership Group's Loce believes engaging
employess starts during the recruiting process.

“i you look across the industry, there are a couple of
organizations that have gotten very good at defining
their employes value proposition — what it means to
come and work here. When you are clear about what
that means, it is usually aligned with the organization's
mission and values,” she explained.

Il & retailer is clear about its mission, values and commit-
ment to customer service, and they are able to commu-
nicata that in the interview process, they will have solved
for a critical element in finding people who are going to
stick around at a higher rate, Loce said.

“¥ou should consider honw wour mission, values and
commitment impact how you advertise open rales.
Oiften, customers become employess,” she added. “*Cur
team associates are ambassadors for our brands. They
are the ocnes who are basically saying, ‘This is what it is
like to work here,’ with every customer interaction.
They become advertising for youw”™ csw



