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FROM THE FRONT-LINE ASSOCIATE TO THE C-SUITE 

Building Safety and Trust in 
the Retail Environment 
Effec%ve communica%on, interpersonal skills, and strategic 
planning are key. 

 
While safety and crime issues con3nue to challenge retailers on a number 
of fronts, the need for engaged, commi7ed team members dedicated to 
crea3ng memorable customer experiences has never been more vital to 
success. Retail execu3ves, loss preven3on specialists, and crisis preven3on 
experts share key areas of training, development, and support necessary 
for both enhancing safety and building a culture of trust and engagement. 

https://mohrretail.com/
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Against the backdrop of increasing concerns about safety and crime and the need for engaged, commi7ed 
team members dedicated to crea8ng memorable customer experiences, brick-and-mortar retailers are 
hi<ng an inflec8on point: We must make it easier for field leaders to communicate more effec8vely, seek 
input from their direct reports, and respond to retail associates in a way that they feel heard.  

MOHR Retail has been gathering together retail execu8ves, loss preven8on specialists, and crisis preven8on 
experts to talk about these business challenges and risks retailers are facing today. In October 2023, we 
convened a group of panelists for a webinar discussing best prac8ces for keeping retail associates and 
customers safe. The following February, we con8nued the conversa8on with a webinar focusing in on some 
of the key areas of training, development, and support necessary for enhancing safety and building a culture 
of trust.  

Presenters and par8cipants in both of these webinars have shared a number of thought-provoking lessons 
from their experiences as well as prac8cal strategies for crea8ng a safe and welcoming environment for retail 
associates, leaders, and customers alike.  

What follows are highlights and key takeaways from February’s webinar, which featured a dynamic trio of 
panelists: 

n Susan Driscoll, President, Crisis Preven8on Ins8tute (CPI) 

n Jennifer Kajzer, Senior Assets Protec8on Director East Coast, Target Corpora8on 

n Tim Murfin, Senior Director Asset Protec8on Opera8ons, Southeastern Grocers 

 
Once again, many thanks to all of our panelists who have generously contributed their 8me, voices, and 
insights to this cri8cal discussion.  

 

 
Mary Beth Garcia, CEO 
MOHR Retail 

 

  

https://mohrretail.com/retail-safety-white-paper/
https://mohrretail.com/retail-safety-white-paper/
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Key Trends 

From the], organized retail crime, and safety issues to economic and poli8cal uncertainty, retailers are up 
against a number of headwinds today, par8cularly at the store level. At the same 8me, retail stores are 
projected to see their strongest pace of growth since the pandemic, with The Economist forecas8ng that 
brick-and-mortar stores will account for over 85% of total retail sales in 2024. To capitalize on this 
opportunity, retailers need to create environments where customers and frontline associates alike feel safe, 
supported, and heard. 

We also know that personaliza8on and enhanced in-store customer experiences are increasingly important 
to today’s shoppers, and it takes engaged, happy associates  to deliver the memorable experiences and 
superior service they expect. All of our panelists agree that it’s impera8ve for retailers to focus on a7rac8ng, 
developing, and retaining people with a commitment to service excellence, and that leaders need to make 
sure the organiza8onal culture provides a founda8on of support and trust so they can be successful. 

Key Insights and Takeaways 

Crea%ng a Culture of Trust: Measure and Invest in What Ma8ers 

Both Southeastern Grocers and Target have 
been recognized by Forbes as great places to 
work, and in both organiza8ons, an emphasis 
on safety and trust have helped  contribute to 
those designa8ons.  

Tim Murfin of Southeastern Grocers emphasizes that maintaining a safe place to work goes hand in hand 
with maintaining high trust and engagement among team members. The company has placed a priority on 
building and sustaining this culture by making it a key pillar of the organiza8on’s strategy. In other words, 
“pu<ng people first” is more than a mo7o or words in a handbook; it’s founda8onal to the way the 
Southeastern Grocers does business. Murfin says this people-first approach is central to his organiza8on’s 

“We have this strategy in the organization 
that we like to call boardroom to 
breakroom, and we really do live in an 
environment of trust. You have to have trust 
in order to get engagement, and safety is a 
core component to that.” 
– Tim Murfin, Senior Director Asset
Protection Operations, Southeastern Grocers

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2024/03/25/the-crime-rings-stealing-everything-from-purses-to-power-tools
https://www.forrester.com/blogs/predictions-2024-retail-trends/
https://www.eiu.com/n/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Consumer-report-2023.pdf
https://hbr.org/2023/04/engaged-employees-create-better-customer-experiences
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goals and integrated into performance evalua8ons. Leaders are measured on how they show up and how 
effec8ve they are in engaging their associates, crea8ng trust, and fostering a safe place to work.  

Retailers that are praised for being great places to work 
are very inten8onal about priori8zing these issues, both 
strategically and financially. Jennifer Kajzer notes that 
Target makes safety a priority for their teams, guests, 
and communi8es by inves8ng in training as well as a 
strategy that supports public safety engagement and 
that leverages public policies, partnerships, and targeted 
advocacy. 

Adds Murfin, “Policy is a baseline for trust, because it helps set that expecta8on with the associate on what 
is reasonable behavior in that specific part of the business, and then what to expect from the business if 
that’s violated. When you have the baseline of a policy, you can start building out procedure around that and 
then training as well.” 

Equip Leaders with Tools and Strategies 
Of course, policy is meaningless if it’s not enforced. Ul8mately, it’s retail 
leaders who set the tone, and through their own ac8ons and behaviors, 
they either foster or chip away at trust every day. It’s cri8cal that 
retailers hold leaders accountable to taking necessary ac8on as well as 
encouraging people to come to them with concerns. 

Frontline associates typically are the first to become aware of a 
complex issue and have a be7er sense of what’s going on or where 
pockets of problems exist. They need to know their manager is going to 
listen to them and wants their input. If they don’t feel encouraged to 
speak up or if their concerns go ignored, situa8ons can escalate, trust 
will be damaged, and everyone’s safety will be put at risk.  

It's worth no8ng, safety isn’t the only thing that can be compromised when trust breaks down. If leaders 
aren’t open to hearing associates’ concerns and sugges8ons, they could be missing out on all kinds of ideas 
that could enhance the shopping experience and increase customer loyalty.  

For all of these reasons, retailers need to focus on developing and advancing the communica8on and 
interpersonal skills of their store leaders, assistants, and leads. Leaders need to understand how to listen and 
communicate effec8vely with diverse employees and customers so that they can earn their trust, learn about 
problems early on, and take appropriate steps to mi8gate situa8ons. 

As Kajzer says, “Our interac8ons ma7er. They ma7er greatly with how we interact with each other as team 
members and with how we interact with our guests and vendors. And it's super important that we're aware 
of what that interac8on looks like suppor8ng our team members.” 

 “We spend a great deal of time listening to 
our teams to ensure that they feel safe, not 
only in their stores but in their 
communities.”  
– Jennifer Kajzer, Senior Assets Protection
Director East Coast, Target Corporation
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She adds that the responsibility extends beyond the store leaders to the mul8unit leaders as well. Leaders 
across the organiza8on need to be equipped with the tools, skills, and strategies to keep situa8ons from 
escala8ng and to keep associates safe, produc8ve, and engaged. 

De-escala%on Is a Form of Service 
Susan Driscoll of the Crisis Preven8on Ins8tute observes 
that today’s high-stress world has had a significant 
impact on all of us. “People carry that stress into their 
shopping experiences. And similarly, workers are very 
stressed out. There’s a lot that we all have to deal with, 
that we all have to carry.” 

CPI’s training focuses on crisis interven8on and de-
escala8on skills to help people recognize the early 
stages of a crisis, reduce challenging behavior, and 
prevent future incidents. The goal is for associates to 
understand that they play a vital role with their own 
self-regula8on and their own ability to stay calm in the face of danger and to give them tools and skills to 
cope and thrive. 

In retail in par8cular, Driscoll says, “What we're hearing is that de-escala8on is actually a form of service. 
Managers of retail workers can see what happens when there is an agitated customer who's coming at an 
employee, and the employee unwi<ngly escalates the situa8on through their response. So we focus on 
training the associates to detach from the situa8on and really focus on what's happening and how to 
respond.” 

Empower Associates Through Ongoing Training 
Each person plays a vital role in de-escala8ng a situa8on 
through their own ability to remain composed in the face of 
danger. Driscoll advises retailers to ensure that crisis training 
includes instruc8on on how to cope, self-regulate, and stay 
calm. Associates need to recognize the fact that crisis 
situa8ons are emo8onal, not ra8onal, events and keep this 
in mind when it comes to how they respond to people at 
various stages of a crisis.  

Kajzer says Target uses scenario-based training to give 
associates prac8ce working through many different complex 
situa8ons so they’ll be prepared to deal with a variety of 
different encounters. Addi8onally, both Kajzer and Driscoll 
stress that retailers should make sure people understand 

“Understanding that we both have these 
precipitating factors enables us to separate 
what's happening in the moment from all 
that other baggage, and to take what's 
happening in the moment purely at face 
value, and not to get agitated because it's 
happening.” 
– Susan Driscoll, President, Crisis
Prevention Institute (CPI)

“We were entering a pretty volatile 
election season, and some of that social 
anxiety comes into the commerce space 
and in our stores. Now’s the time to 
prepare. I would recommend that 
everybody take the time right now to 
reevaluate any procedures you’ve put in 
place and how you communicated with 
your associates when there were events 
in the past, and how you're going to 
communicate with your associates 
during those times in the future.”  
– Tim Murfin, Southeastern Grocers
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they don’t have to personally handle a situa8on if they’re not comfortable doing so. Training should 
emphasize the importance of bringing in support when necessary.  

“If they don't feel like they can handle the situa8on, we teach them that it’s okay,” Kajzer says. “Step away. 
Bring in someone else, whether that’s asset protec8on or another leader, to assist them.” 

All of our panelists underscored the need for regular training and refreshers to ensure team members have 
the confidence and skills to handle complex situa8ons produc8vely and to reinforce the retailer’s 
commitment to maintaining a high-trust, safe place to work. These emo8onal skills, aligned with a strong 
understanding of protocols, will create the best possible outcomes. 

Murfin’s organiza8on relies on technology like the Axonify plaiorm for regular push messaging, updates, 
reinforcement training, and microlearning that can be highly targeted where it’s most needed and relevant 
while also sending a consistent message across the business. 
 
Adds Driscoll, “You build culture by giving everyone a baseline and then giving the managers small ac8vi8es, 
prac8ces, or microlearning, especially during 8mes when escala8ons are likely — for example, around the 
holiday or return season or going into the elec8on. Think about how you can give people more 
reinforcement and prac8ce and make it very relevant to a specific moment in 8me.” 
 

Don’t Neglect the Human Side of Training  

By equipping your team members with the necessary 
founda8onal knowledge, behaviors, and strategies, you 
are se<ng them up for be7er outcomes. Invest in your 

store leaders and associates by developing their skills and their confidence to take produc8ve ac8on should a 
crisis situa8on arise. 

Part of this involves celebra8ng successes along the way, Driscoll says. Make a point to highlight when a team 
member is successful and share it broadly, whether it’s in bulle8n boards or a district newsle7er. Recognize 
the person by name and ensure they feel supported in their success. Not only will this encourage more of 
the produc8ve behavior you want to see and create a more engaged associate, it will also help educate 
others on how to respond in similar situa8ons. 

“Make sure that you're listening to your 
teams, your colleagues, your guests. What 
are they telling you about their experiences 
and your communities? You really need to 
understand how they feel and also align with 
key leaders in those communities and 
collaborate with them.”  
– Jennifer Kajzer, Target 

https://mohrretail.com/training-program-about/mohr-retail-training-programs-partners/
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And if an associate fails to react in the most produc8ve way during a tense situa8on, be pa8ent with them. 
Self-regula8on and staying calm don’t always come naturally to everyone. Give team members grace as you 
work to integrate these skills into your protocols and responses.  

O]en, we get so caught up in processes and checking boxes that we forget the human side of training, 
especially crisis training. Retail training is more than just a line item on your to-do list. We have to bring 
empathy and kindness into the equa8on and remember that all team members are humans, with all the 
stresses, frustra8ons, and other challenges that entails on any given day. Your training will fall flat if you 
don’t find the space and the pa8ence to produc8vely coach the whole person and educate on the “so] 
skills” that are needed in tandem with knowledge of protocols and processes.  

As Driscoll says, “The biggest gi] you can give someone is the confidence that when something happens, 
they know what to do.” 

It’s a gi] that will result in more highly engaged, highly commi7ed associates who are able to focus on 
delivering your customers more of the personalized, memorable experiences and superior levels of service 
that are essen8al to your business’s success. 
 

ABOUT MOHR RETAIL 

For more than 30 years, MOHR Retail has developed the cri8cal people-
to-people skills needed to create results in the retail industry—and we’re 
just ge<ng started. Through innova8ve classroom, online and virtual 
learning methods, as well as our ongoing na8onal retail research projects, 
we con8nue to stay on top of the trends so we can fuel the success of 
specialty stores, chain stores, outlets, off price, department stores, spas, 
fitness centers and more. Nowhere does learning meet experience as it 
does in a MOHR Retail training program.  

Learn more about why retailers choose MOHR and how our interpersonal 
skills training helps retailers stay ahead of disrup8on.  

 

https://mohrretail.com/
https://mohrretail.com/training-program-about/why-retailers-choose-mohr-retail/
https://mohrretail.com/retail-training-programs/
https://mohrretail.com/retail-training-programs/



