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were newly vacant. Not just waiting for
the next tenant, but, rather, waiting to
gather the spider webs of sitting vacant
and trying to find new tenants wanting
to take a chance on the business climate.
I wish them well. I hope they do their
homework and have a product or service
someone needs to have without finding it
outside the country.

Can we succeed? (I watched the blinking
cursor for a long time as I pondered this
thought.) Yes, I think some can. What
will it take? It will take guts, courage,
business planning, lot of long hours, sac-
rifices, not trying to be something we
aren’t, finding out what our community
needs and finding a way to fill that need.
We may not be able to call ourselves
unfinished furniture stores. We may be
selling a lot of other things, if that’s what
is needed. We will need to do planning,
develop tools to study our costs and plan
for the highs and lows of the year. I

remember in the winters of the early
years of squirreling away money to carry
the business through the summers. I
remember my wife asking for money to
run the household, and my retort was
always, “How much do you really need?”

This last paragraph reminds me so much
of when I started in 1976—a starry-eyed,
28-year-old with the idea of only selling
solid wood unfinished furniture. I did it,
but it took a lot of planning and many
hours. I sacrificed time with my family to
make my dream come true, and now I see
so many store closings with those left
behind wondering what they are going to
do to stay alive in a down economy.

I always remember watching a slogan on
a cement mixer in town. The side of the
mixer said, “Try to find a hole and fill it.”
Look carefully at what you are doing, and
look for some experts to help you along
the way. 

A lot of us like being our own boss, and
I, like, most of those who own their own
business, have my own ways of doing
things, but it will take listening and
learning to survive.

When I taught college classes in small
business management, many of the 
students in the early years were those
thinking of going into business. As the
years went by, many of the students
became those who needed help because
their businesses were in trouble. As in
sports, remember the fundamentals.
Practice the fundamentals of business.
Don’t take anything for granted, get a
mentor, take some business classes, do
some planning and talk to others who are
in the same boat. Look for new markets.
Keep your eyes open. 

As this is the last printed issue of the mag-
azine for 2008, I have to say it was a great
ride, and I wish all of you good selling.

A S K M U R R AY
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S P E C I A L  F E AT U R E

By Erik Caplan

SELECTING TRAINING
MANAGEMENT FOR BETTER SALES

So, your advertisements have gotten
customers into your store. They’re
poking around, checking out your

stock. They’re clearly ripe for a purchase.
Now what? Statistics indicate untrained
salespeople manage to turn these
browsers into paying customers less than
20 percent of the time.

Many store owners take a training course
in sales management in order to give
direction to their sales staff, and these
owners act as sales managers. With this
in mind, what should sales managers be
managing? Sales managers shouldn’t be
managing people. People need to manage
themselves. Salespeople are in the 
customer business. This is the business of
helping customers achieve their goals 
for creating beautiful rooms and 
homes. Sales managers should be in the
salesperson business, helping salespeople
achieve sales volume and income goals.

There are two modes of management a
sales manager can adopt: 
• They can come to work every day 

and manage the things happening in
the store. 

• They can choose to make things 
happen. 

In virtually all cases, the first point is the
way sales managers in retail furniture
stores spend their time. In order to begin
improve overall store and individual 
performance, this scenario has to change.
Front-line sales managers need to 
manage sales performance, not sales
administration or service.
This calls for some strategic thinking.
Stores need to devise systems sales 
managers can follow to improve store
traffic, the salespeople’s close ratio and

raise the sales numbers. Develop an
orderly list of things to effectively
improve performance—sales managers
need a selling system. Developing, 
finding and implementing systems 
to achieve goals is a foundation issue 
for managers. 

This is a serious issue in all businesses,
but the concept seems to struggle a bit 
in retail furniture stores. Store owners
know that they must have systems for
managing accounting, inventory and
logistics, but have no such understanding
when they think about the most 
important of all business areas–sales!

Owners, when buying sales training,
must be the driving force behind changes
any new system will cause. This can’t 
just be lip service—they have to toe the
line to make the new system part of the
company’s culture. When sales training
fails, it is generally because owners are
removed from the process. 

Remember: systems are what sales 
managers should be managing—not 
people. People need coaching, not 
managing. They need help, not 
manipulation, and this coaching must be
measured against a documented system
for selling in your store. 

Of course, a common problem involves
allowing sales staff to dictate daily store
procedures. Owners and managers often
accept any kind of behavior from their
more productive and experienced 
salespeople. Since new salespeople are so
hard to find and to retain, existing staff is
allowed to get away with almost any
behavior without sanction. Obviously,
training programs will only stick when
the suggested system is maintained by all. 

When home furnishing stores have a
management system in place to support
training, new ideas, methods and systems
as well as sales managers who are in the
business of getting salespeople to achieve
their income goals, they then see that it’s
far easier to attract new, quality people.
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