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After reading the headline, you may
be thinking, “Well, that’s going to cut
down on the number of people I’ll be
selling to in future.” But here’s the point:
the responsibility of a professional sales
associate is to see to it that every cus-
tomer is quickly moved to the point of
being positive and open-minded. A sim-
ilar responsibility is in place at concerts,
when “warm-up” acts get audiences into
a good mood – a mood in acceptance
of the fact that they may have battled
traffic, and then spent ages getting a
parking spot.

Expectations May Be Low
When the majority of consumers

enters a shoe store, they are likely to
project at least a genuine, pleasant per-
sona – but it pays to understand that
while many shoppers are feeling okay, it
is likely that their expectations of service
will be less than pleasing and helpful.
Vionic offers retailers a free  Professional
Sales club service called “the external
team,” involving short, informal meet-
ings with just a handful of typical cus-
tomers now and then; through it, associ-
ates learn that all of their different retail
experiences can often make consumers

feel wary of “what will happen when
they next walk into a store.” For example,
many customers complain that an asso-
ciate approaches them right away,
when in fact they perhaps just want to
browse for a while. 

When you know these concerns
ahead of time, you can forgive people
for being “on guard” – and in a mood
that is less than positive. To overcome
this potential difficulty, it can help to
approach customers and say, “Hi, thank
you for coming in. Is there something I
can help you with now, or would you
like to look around for a while?” With this
simple form of helpful contact, the cus-
tomer will tell you what his or her prefer-
ence is – and since you guessed that it
was one thing or the other, you can’t
offend anyone.

Become Both Servant and Master
Then, when the customer does want

to say something, it is important to per-
form two distinct and related roles: the
servant and the master. The servant role
is by no means “servile” – it  simply
means that you listen to what is “want-
ed” and attend to this request right

away, with a smile. As this phase plays
out, it is vital to gradually move into the
“master” role, which means using your
knowledge and talent to find out what
the customer “needs” – so that you can
achieve the best possible result for her.
This involves asking expensive questions
and certainly not “cheap” questions, such
as “Would you like me to show you
something else?” Expensive questions
take thought; cheap ones don’t. It is up
to the team to “design” the expensive
questions, and then to remember this
vital service obligation: Never ask permis-
sion to do your job.

The Aim Is to Satisfy
Remembering that the aim is to satisfy

and not just pacify customers, it is far
easier and more pleasant to perform this
task when the customer has been influ-
enced by the associate to be positive
and open-minded. That brings us
squarely back to: Only ever sell to posi-
tive, open-minded people, and never to
negative or indifferent types. ■

John Lees, second gap manager at
Vionic Group LLC, can be reached at
jlees@vionicgroup.com.
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Social media is a game-changer. To view or download NSRA’s
exclusive Social Media Guide, visit www.nsra.org and go to
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One of my favorite smells is the scent
of real leather when I walk into a shoe
store. It communicates authenticity, the
real McCoy. I also love the smell of book-
stores. There’s something about the
smell of paper and ink pressed together
inside thousands of book covers that
tells me I will soon find a book that will
educate or entertain me. And of course,
there is the comforting smell of a coffee
shop and/or bakery. The aromas remind
me of good times with family and
friends, or of just giving myself a break. 

Then there is odor. Some stores have
odors that I’d just as soon forget – and
can't, like the one whose owner who
loved her elderly dog so much that he
had a smelly spot on the selling floor to
call his own. Or import stores that emit
unnatural and strange odors of packing
materials and pesticides. Ever been in a
store that smells of an employee’s
warmed up leftovers, because the
microwave was just around a wall off the
selling floor? And, of course, there are
candle and home décor stores that go
overboard with synthetic fragrances,
sometimes so strong they trigger asth-
ma and migraine attacks in would-be
customers.

The Power of Aroma
Don’t ever underestimate the power

of aroma/odor. Why is it so powerful?
Because our olfactory lobe is located in
the limbic system of our brain, and that
area controls our emotions and triggers
memory. In fact, some people call our

sense of smell “involuntary memory.” This
direct connection to the limbic system
means we initially bypass logical reason-
ing. Only after we respond emotionally,
does our intellect kick in. That is why,
when we smell a cologne or perfume
worn long ago by someone we loved or
disliked, smelling it again quickly trig-
gers the old emotion. Our sense of smell
was our first sense to develop, and
whether we know it or not, is a huge
part of how we process the environ-
ment around us. 

We also have biological reactions to
certain scents. For instance, lavender has
been shown to relax us, while jasmine is
known to stimulate. Peppermint works to
sustain one’s attention. Researchers con-
tinue to study how specific scents can
help our immune systems or balance cir-
cadian rhythms. They’re finding that chil-
dren remember tasks better when the
task is associated with a pleasant aroma.

Research Sold Sneakers – and
More

Dr. Alan R. Hirsch, director of the Smell
& Taste Treatment and Research

Foundation in Chicago, conducted an
experiment years ago that is still quite
pertinent to the shoe retailing industry.
He recruited 31 shoppers and asked
them to assess a Nike sneaker in a room
with a light mixed floral scent, and then
in an unscented room. Eighty-four per-
cent of the shoppers said they were
more likely to buy the shoe in the scent-
ed room – and they were willing to pay
$10.33 higher.

Other studies have shown that men
lingered longer in a jewelry store with a
spicy fragrance in the air. Customers
shopping in a home décor store with a
simple orange scent spent 20% more.
Signature scents are now being devel-
oped and dispersed through the HVAC
(heating ventilating air conditioning)
systems in hotels, department stores,
and casinos, positively affecting the bot-
tom lines of these businesses. It’s known
as “olfactory branding.” Of course, if the
wrong aroma is used and/or an aroma is
perceived as “too strong,” the opposite
will occur: Customers will cut their shop-
ping trip short, or not enter the store in
the first place.

NSRA.org
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continued on page 10

The scent of real
leather is appealing.

01SRT_03.04.16_Layout 1  1/25/16  7:48 PM  Page 9

Published in the March/April 2016 issue of Shoe Retailing Today, Copyright © 2016, 
National Shoe Retailers Association, Tucson, AZ, www.nsra.org. All rights reserved.



10 MAR-APR 16

Run a Nose Check
The next time you walk into your store,

open your nose and pay attention to
what you smell. Are there any odors that
need to be neutralized? Always get rid
of odors before you disperse an aroma. If
it’s a recurring odor – such as mildew,
exhaust fumes from the loading dock, or
something that comes from the busi-
ness that shares your wall – and you
can’t remove the source of it, best to get
an ionic air cleaner to run continuously
in the space, and place it as close to the
source of the problem as possible. If it’s
a chemical-based odor, use a machine
that has a charcoal filter. For smaller
problem areas, put out a bowl of Fresh
Wave odor-eliminating crystals. They do
an amazing job of absorbing odors in
small spaces. 

What Moves Your Customers?
When determining what aroma is

right for your space, think about your
target market, the product lines you are
selling, and the time of year. It can be
tricky to find the right blend for your
store. If your store is small (under 1,000
square feet), then determine whether
you want to create one signature scent
for your store that is used year-round, or
change the scent seasonally. Just
remember, a little goes a long way.
Customers should be able to barely
smell the scent, but if asked, say they are
aware of a subtle aroma. There’s nothing
worse than too much scent. If your

clothes smell of it at the end of the day,
you probably have too much in the air.

If your store is larger (over 3,000 sq.ft.),
then you could disperse two or more
scents, one in each department you
want to enhance. For instance, consider
evergreen/pine needles for outdoor
shoes; leather smell for men’s high end
dress shoes, and light floral for women’s
shoes or purses/accessories. Need to
calm kids down? Dispense lavender in
the kid’s department. Just keep any and
all aromas subtle, and don’t disperse
them too close to each other.

Use essential oils or natural sources
whenever possible. Avoid synthetic
chemicals, i.e.: plug-in air fresheners. A
good way to get natural aromas into the
air is by using a small crockpot. Put your
natural ingredients in with as much
water as the small pot will hold, turn it
on in the morning on low and let it sim-

mer for 30 minutes.
Then turn it off. Repeat
throughout the day. In a
1,500-sq.ft. store, this
would probably be
every few hours. Apples,
cinnamon sticks, and a
couple of cloves are a
good combination dur-
ing cooler weather and
holidays. Evergreen oils
are also good for the
winter months. For

warmer weather, lemon/citrus is refresh-
ing, as are some of the lighter floral
essences. Essential oils can be used in
the crockpot as well.

If there is dry air in your store, find a
small humidifier in which you can place
a few drops of essential oils in the water
that will disperse via steam. And, of
course, there are the old-fashioned
bowls of potpourri – easy to make and
put out in nice dishes/vases around the
store or a department. (Just keep them
out of the kids’ area!)

Shop with Your Nose
So, start shopping with your nose.

Smell other retail stores. Smell your
product lines. What would your cus-
tomers like to smell? What scents or fra-
grances will keep them in your store
longer? How can smells enhance the
perceived value of your products?

Finding the right aroma, and dispens-
ing it at the right level, can both
enhance your brand and increase your
bottom line. Experiment, remain subtle,
and employ olfactory branding for posi-
tive results. ■

Lyn M. Falk is owner and president of
Retailworks, Inc., an award-winning
design firm headquartered in Wisconsin.
For more information, call 262-238-1860,
visit www.retailworksinc.com, or email
lfalk@retailworksinc.com.
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