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“Staff meetings.  

Should they be personal or professional?”

by Paula and Lewis Turner

Special to Pet Product News

Over the last few years, we have found the subject of “staff meetings” to be of particular interest - especially for independent storeowners.  Being able to capture the collective attention of the staff at one time can either produce powerful results, or simply be a waste of time.  We have experienced both. The tone of the meeting can be just as important as the agenda. Hopefully these guidelines will ensure success.

Lewis has had the opportunity to work the majority of his life for husband and wife business owners, while also enduring a year within a corporate structure.  The methods in which staff meetings were handled varied greatly, even between the husband and wife teams.  The first pet store he worked at required attendance every other Sunday for up to two hours after work … without pay!  They were termed, “voluntary mandatory staff meetings”.   What did he know… he was just a kid.  Each employee was required to report on what pet-related news they read or learned about since the last gathering, and were encouraged to share interesting customer interactions.  That was pretty much the agenda.

Preparation

· No matter how simple the event, some preparation should be considered.  

· Decide on an end time, and try to keep it under rather than over.

· Prepare notes regarding specific subjects you feel are important.  

· To help ensure strong attendance, give at least two weeks notice.

· If you need to close the store early, post signs on your doors, informing your customers at least a week ahead of time

· Be sure those working on the day of the meeting remember to tell callers about closing early

· Remind staff a week ahead

· If having a guest speaker, remind them as well

Making it worth their time

If your staff feels the meetings are worthwhile, your attendance and participatory rate may increase.  One way to get the staff involved is to set aside a portion of the meeting for gripes or issues of interest.  If you find contributions are few, whether it’s due to fear of speaking in front of their peers or concern over potential retaliation, providing a staff suggestion box might do the trick.  Anonymous contributions can be pulled prior to the meeting and then addressed.

Food is always an excellent enticement.  Nothing fancy.  Have you seen what your staff eats for lunch?  Pizza can certainly accommodate different food preferences – from meat lovers to vegetarians.  If guest speakers were invited, most would be more than happy to pay the food bill.

To pay or not to pay.  This is often the deal breaker.  We have offered volunteer meetings where no pay is provided, as well as mandatory meetings where we will pay at straight time (with employee agreement).  You can always adjust the schedule for the week so that no overtime would be necessary on meeting nights.

What time and where?  We have spoken with storeowners who have had meetings before the store opens, after it closes, and even a chain that had them mid-day.  Our morning staff arrives at 8:00 seven days a week to begin caring for our pets, so early meetings are out for us.  The best schedule seemed to be Sunday evenings, which are usually pretty quiet after 6:00.  We close the store one hour earlier than normal, allowing the closers to finish up and make it on time.  

In the past, we used to set up chairs and tables in the store, but since the staff works there so many hours a week, we felt having meetings outside that environment would make a positive difference.   Sometimes we would use closed-off areas at nearby restaurants or hotel conference rooms. Now, we are lucky to have a comfortable clubhouse at our home complex, which really makes the perfect setting. 

We have even had meetings inside our home.  There have been some who have criticized us for crossing that imaginary line between personal and professional by hosting a meeting where we live.  Occasionally, someone will make the comment, “…do you really want your staff to know where you live?  What happens when there’s a disgruntled ex-employee…?”  Paula is definitely more concerned than Lewis on this issue.  Our two working backgrounds are distinctly different.  Paula’s history is with the banking industry (staff meetings were always held in formal conference rooms), whereas Lewis often attended staff meetings in his bosses’ homes.  He feels it’s more comfortable than sitting on folding chairs, the atmosphere is relaxed and establishes more of a personal touch.  Paula agrees now, but still fixates on the ex-employee scenario! So far, we have been lucky!!

Management and Vendor meetings

Lewis prefers to have the weekly management meetings at home as well. There are certainly far less interruptions, greater privacy, and perhaps even more bonding. Key vendors also gather at our home for the same reasons.   Finger foods and sweets are always on hand to keep everyone’s sugar levels high!

We have found staff meetings to be critical to the success of our business.  If they’re planned properly, kept interesting and include some added perks (no matter how small), they’re likely to work for most store environments.  Whether you choose to structure them strictly professional or with a little personal mixed it, you need to be comfortable with the format.  
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