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When bread sales at Harrods’ food halls in London were booming, the store as a whole never failed to have a great day. That’s why the owner could frequently be seen going down the escalator to check on the bread department. This begs the question: what was the connection between this strange random fact and the solution to customer service problems of the world’s largest department store?
Everyone Is Aristocracy

Historically, Harrods was the place where the aristocracy shopped and where employees were upper middle class or above. But as shopping centers began to spring up in London suburbs, people traded their commutes for work closer to home. Harrods had to start drawing from the local population, many of whom were of the lower socioeconomic bracket. As the customer base changed to include middle and lower income buyers, many were looking for value over and above the privilege of shopping at Harrods. But a funny thing happened to these “common folk” when they walked into Harrods – they anticipated being treated like royalty. The store owner agreed and expected his employees to provide “humble service” to everyone, which was certainly a vision with merit. The problem was that many of the employees despised the idea of providing that kind of service to members of their own class.
When Cultures Clash

The “humble service” dilemma was just the tip of an iceberg for which the essence was a radical difference in perception. For frontline employees, their diverse backgrounds created day-to-day friction. Among management ranks, there was an environment of paternalistic command and control. This caused frequent turnover, which resulted from the pervasive fear of being fired. The owner’s perspective added to the dilemma. His insistence on proper attire for customers together with indiscreet security measures made customers feel uncomfortable. 

Cracking the Codes

In spite of the clash of the cultures, the owner really wanted to reach a consensus and foster teamwork among employees. The challenge, however, appeared to be insurmountable for anyone within the organization. Everyone was too steeped within his or her own perspectives and biases. Only an outsider would be able to crack the encryption codes of the different languages, cultures and worlds. Why? It was just one of those “soft” issues – not a quantifiable matter solvable with standard analytical tools. 

Part of the solution in this case consisted of crafting templates for communicating with each side in its own language, incorporating cultural elements that would resonate. That brought the need for a matrix to translate not just ideas, but cultures and value systems. It also required the development of a vision with a different emotional – not intellectual – hook for each side. In other words, “the owner and workforce had to be transformed into a flock of pigeons in which each could fly in its own way while maintaining consistency in the direction of the flock as a whole.” 

When “humble” was changed to “professional,” for example, in the workforce, it meant elevation to a higher status. Convincing the owner, on the other hand, was a matter of communicating that professionalism ensures quality, the store’s cornerstone for generations. “After all, a true professional provides whatever the customer needs, even humility.  Experiencing the Difference

Consensus building among the workforce involved using everyday examples to show that people of different backgrounds are neither good nor bad, but simply operating under different paradigms.  Employees had to actually go through the process of experiencing what needed to happen. They compiled lists of positive and negative behaviors they had observed and then practiced positive behaviors, such as politely greeting a customer and being available without being overbearing, until they could really feel the difference. Sending employees to each other’s floors as ‘customers’ proved the method’s success.

The attire, security and turnover problems were resolved through communication with the owner using the established template. Like the employees who learned through experiential methods, the store owner realized that a vested self-interest could best be met by an enlightened self-interest on behalf of the total enterprise. 

Making the Pieces Fit

What about the bread sales enigma? The answer remains elusive because it lies in yet unseen connections, or what 21st century physicists call the quantum level. What mattered about those bread sales is that they were a clear sign pointing to the existence of that level. Bread sales were just one of the countless random factors that make up a business, an odd piece no different from the owner’s feeling that service ought to be humble – a piece that is not quantifiable or analyzable. 

The solutions that make such pieces fit are based less on analytical elements than on emotions and intuitions. When American business leaders buy the best pieces of everything – sales training, new software, a faster piece machine – often the pieces don’t fit because the decision to buy was based on an analysis of hard facts, never considering soft issues or interconnections that defy analysis.  Cause and effect only work in the simplest circumstances of which the growing diversity in American business is not one. 

Newton Is Dead

Harrods’ multifaceted problem didn’t submit to traditional linear analysis because business is a complex, open-ended, non-linear system. It requires 21st century science, not a 17th century Newtonian clockwork universe. Like Harrods’ bread sales, countless random factors interconnect in any enterprise in ways that defy quantification. Whether the business is a multinational conglomerate or a small company where every employee is a culture of one, when it comes to solving similar problems, it’s best to heed the advice of 20th century physicist Albert Einstein who said, “The consciousness that created the problem is not the consciousness that can solve it.” It usually takes an outsider with a fresh perspective to solve a problem like the one at Harrods.
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