Staff for Hire

How can your store hire better, more qualified applicants? Aside from the structural attractions like a good pay rate, employee benefits, and health care, being able to mine high quality employees from poor ones is a skill that is learned. If you hire people off the cuff or based solely on your opinion or intuition of human beings, you are doing your store a disservice. Having a thorough interview process is key to hiring people that will add to the strength of your business.

Unless you want to hire a clerk (someone who mans a register and doesn’t understand what adding value means), don't have a job application. Being a sales person in a MI store is not the same as working at Starbucks. Ask potential hires to submit a resume. If a potential job applicant doesn't already have one or can't figure out how to put one together, he is not someone who you want to hire. This step will quickly weed out the totally unmotivated. 

Conducting an interview:

Set up an interview that works on your terms and your time.  Do not allow people to interview on a walk-in basis. You might consider sending an email to the person who submitted his resume. If a person does not check his email regularly, you might take this as a sign that he is not someone you should consider hiring.  
Take notes before you begin:

Did the applicant show up early, on time, or late? Take a mental note of those who show up early.  You should also take particular interest in someone who shows up early and starts playing with the gear in your store or chats with staff members before the interview. 

Did the applicant make an effort to present himself in a professional way? You probably don’t need to look for a person in a suit and tie, but for a sales position, you should look for someone who makes the effort to at least wear more than a t-shirt.

Setting the stage: 

Setup the interview area so that you are seated directly in front of the applicant with no desk or table between the two of you.  With a table, you run the risk of putting the applicant on the defensive.  You might also consider an armless chair for him to sit in, which will force the applicant to reveal more about his body language.  Do not underestimate the importance of body language and other non-verbal cues in your interview.  If the applicant crosses his arms and/or legs, turns away from you, or won’t look you in the eye, you can consider this to be a defensive and negative sign.  You should try to see if he mirrors your own positive and friendly body language.  This is a sign of a good sales person.  If you don’t know much about body language (you really should if you are in sales!), you should pick up the The Definitive Book of Body Language by Allan and Barbara Pease.  It is an entertaining read that will demystify body language.
Ready, set, go:

Have his resume out and ready for review with a clipboard and paper for you to take notes. Shake his hand warmly when you greet him.  Pay close attention to whether he looks you in the eye and has a confident handshake (there is a whole chapter dedicated to handshakes in the book mentioned above). 

Say to the applicant , “Tell me about yourself?” Relax, take notes, and listen. You will learn a lot by what he divulges next.  If he tries to direct questions at you, remind him that you are interested in learning about him at this point in the interview.  If you like what you have heard so far, it is time for the skills diagnostic.

And now for a little test:

Create a test before hand that caters to the job you are interviewing for.  If you need an electric guitar specialist, have at least ten questions, ranging from easy to difficult, that will reveal whether or not this person just plays the guitar or knows a lot about them.  There is a huge difference between the two!  If you are a combo store and are looking for a generalist, you should consider having a broad test with about 2-3 questions per section of your store.  

Ask the applicant to rate himself from 1-10 on his knowledge in each section of your store.  Once he gives you an idea of where he stands, tell him you are going to administer a verbal diagnostic.  Read the questions to him and rate his answers from 1-10.  The diagnostic will make it easier for you to compare amongst candidates who are interviewing for the same position and to see if the candidates are honest with themselves and with you.  You do not want to hire applicants who do not do well on your diagnostic test!  They may be able to play very well, but that doesn’t mean they know a thing about the gear you sell, and they probably won’t make a very passionate sales person if they aren’t already passionate about the product.  Don’t be afraid to hire a gear head.  That is what you should be looking for.  If they bombed this side of the interview, you may want to tell them the interview is done.  If they made it past this portion of the interview, it is time to move on to the field test.

Can you play?

Give him a chance to impress you.  Take him to each section of the store and let him rip.  Encourage him to play instruments he claims to have no ability in.  If he plays acoustic guitar well, ask him if he can sing and play.  Give him every opportunity to show you what kind of talent he has.  If he shows up prepared with a pick in his pocket, you learn another positive fact about him.  While the best players are definitely not always the best sales people, it doesn’t hurt sometimes to have someone that can demo a guitar well, or can belt a few solid notes on a microphone.  Some customers want sales people to play.  

Time for an interview:

If he passes the field test, take him back to the interview area.  It is now your turn to start picking his brain. Make sure you cover everything that is important to you.  To see if he can think on his feet, you may throw in a few curveball questions such as the following: “Do you think human beings are inherently good or evil?  Please qualify your answer.” “What is the worst thing you have ever done on a job,” or classic questions like “What is your greatest strength?  What is your greatest weakness?” and “Are you punctual? Hardworking? Do you get sick often?”
Did you have any questions?

Open it up for him to ask you a few questions.  He will probably reveal what is important to him if he were to work for you.  He may also reveal whether he is a person who allows others to talk in turn.  If he asks questions, and doesn’t let you finish or interrupts you during this part of the interview, how do you think he will treat your customers?  

After he is finished asking his questions, have a normal conversation with him.  Try to see how he performs in a back and forth exchange.  Does he overwhelm you?  Does he not say enough?  Is he relaxed?  This is the final time to figure out what kind of interpersonal skills he has.
Go a few more rounds!

Introduce the applicant to a few other key people in the store to get a feel for what your staff thinks. What works for you may not work for others.  It is important a new hire creates a positive environment for your existing employees.

You are holding the cards:

It is an employer’s job market. Let people know up front that a job in your store is a cherished opportunity that most people would die for.  There probably is not a single retail industry out there that has the same “cool” factor that MI does.  Use that fact to your advantage in securing top notch employees.  The success of your store counts on it.   

