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Praise For The Retailer’s Complete Book of Selling Games and Contests

“This is one book that doesn’t collect dust in our stores. We use it to spice things up and build a competitive spirit. I particularly like the contests designed to teach our salespeople how to sell merchandise they wouldn’t normally sell. A great sales tool for any retailer.”

—Russ Diamond,

Snyder Diamond

“I can’t imagine a successful retailer not wanting this collection of retail games and contests in each of their stores. A great way to motivate your staff and brew up sales when traffic is slow. A real money-maker!”

—Howard Fineman,

Ashley Furniture HomeStore

“The Retailer’s Complete Book of Selling Games and Contests really made a huge impact with our team. We’ve noticed increased competitiveness, excitement, and an improved quality of sales during our contests.”

—Dr. Stephen Fahringer,

Good Feet Stores
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INTRODUCTION

It’s unrealistic to assume that all retail salespeople show up for work each day excited about selling and contributing to their store’s success. Personal observation and experience have shown that for many staff members, the thrill of a new job is gone after only a few months. The newness of the job easily fades into a routine. There’s no question about it—selling can be a repetitive process. Selling the same furniture, lamps, or stereo systems, day after day, can get boring. And doing boring things isn’t fun or challenging. Boring things don’t provide people with the opportunities they need to feel a sense of accomplishment or achievement. Without such opportunities, your salespeople are not likely to become the professionals you want them to be.


When something is rewarding, it gets done.



The people who work in your store aren’t volunteers. They’re paid to work and to meet your store’s standards. However, if your salespeople see work only as a source of income and never as a source of satisfaction, enjoyment, or fun, then wanting to do their personal best will be ignored. Learning, self-worth, cultivating customers, going that extra mile, and really wanting to excel result from much more than a paycheck. Salespeople don’t always go for it without something extra—some kind of incentive. It’s your job to find ways to give them incentives and provide them with opportunities to get recognition for a job well done. It’s your job to help them find the motivation to reach their full potential.

This book is a motivational tool. It is a compilation of contests and games that are proven to be incredibly motivating! I’ve seen how contests and games cause people to do extraordinary things. They give people targets to shoot for. They create competitiveness. In my own company, we constantly run contests and games. Why? Because they’re fun, they get people more involved, and they work.

The difference can be absolutely amazing! Just by providing some kind of a finish line and a reward, you can change a staff member’s entire attitude and behavior on the selling floor. Suddenly, the same person who wasn’t motivated enough to show up on time begins to improve his or her selling skills and wants to do more and more—to go for it. When there’s a game or a contest going on, you’ll see how your salespeople will take that one extra shot. Why is that? Because most of us have a natural desire to succeed. Most of us enjoy a challenge. And most of us want to win!

At this point, you might be thinking about skipping ahead to Chapter 5, where you’ll find our collection of over 100 retail contests, games, and variations. Since it’s a good idea to learn how to use a tool properly before picking it up and working with it, I urge you to first read the four introductory chapters. These chapters will give you the foundation you need to maximize the potential of the contests and games you’ll find in Chapter 5.


Contests and games improve performance—it’s as simple as that.



Chapter One: “Why Have Games?”

In order to get the most from a game or contest, you need to understand the reason behind it. The only reason you run a game or contest is to improve a sales statistic or selling behavior. A game is valid only when you run it to get a significant return on your investment of time, money, and so on. Chapter 1 explains this in detail.

Chapter Two: “Elements of a Game”

There are 10 elements that you must consider in order to run a successful game or contest, including how to determine rewards or prizes for the winners. This chapter gives you essential information on planning for and controlling each element to your benefit.

Chapter Three: “Selling the Game to Your Staff”

This chapter addresses methods of establishing and demonstrating leadership qualities in your store. That leadership will help you to sell and promote games and contests so that everyone will play.

Chapter Four: “Making Your Case and Establishing a Reward System”

Chapter 4 explains sources for contest money and innovative rewards that you can provide for your salespeople. This chapter also includes a discussion of how to justify games to upper management. After you read this information, you’ll be ready to get going with your first game.

Chapter Five: “Fun and Games!”

Here they are. All the selling games and contests are in this chapter and explained in a standard format that makes them easy to use. Let the games begin!

Before you move on to Chapter 1, I’d like to make the point that while we believe strongly in aggressive and bold selling, we also believe that good selling techniques and customer service skills always apply. Professional selling and excellent customer service should be evident regardless of the game, contest, or incentive. So, when you talk to your salespeople about games, remind them:

Always do the right thing for the customer, and provide the best customer service you possibly can.

Retail selling must be fun for both customers and salespeople. Used properly, games and contests will help your salespeople maximize their sales and have a good time doing so. Games and contests are fun. They create a mood that says, “Let’s play! Let’s enjoy ourselves!” They create an atmosphere that attracts customers and makes them remember your store. It is truly this kind of spirit that we want to create every single day. Have fun with the games and contests in this book, and enjoy the sales increases you’ll see as a result!





CHAPTER ONE

WHY HAVE GAMES?

If you knew of a game that would get your salespeople to do extraordinary things to increase their sales, wouldn’t you take a shot at it? I’m betting that you would!

Let’s say you discovered that running games or contests all the time would breathe some life into your store, creating an atmosphere in which both your customers and salespeople really enjoyed themselves. Would you begin to run games and contests? Naturally . . . all the time!


The only reason to run a game or a contest is to improve a sales metric or a selling behavior.



I strongly believe in games. There’s no question about it–games and contests have a stimulating effect on people. They bring out the fun, the challenging and competitive spirit in all of us. After all, who doesn’t want to play and win?

Think about how tremendously involved we become when watching professional basketball, baseball, boxing, or horse racing. Emotionally, we get right out there with the key players, don’t we? We want them to measure up to our expectations and prove they can go out there and do it. We want them to win!

And what about the games we participate in, such as bowling, golf, and tennis? People actively involved in these games feel very strongly about the idea of competing and the results of stretching themselves to their own individual limits.

There is an excitement and an enthusiasm that builds as players prepare for “the game.” They can’t wait to see how they’ll do. Both top professionals and amateurs in any field work very hard to reach their personal best. Their object is to be the best they can be: to get a better score than last time–to show progress.

Using games and contests, you can create the same competitive and challenging atmosphere. But that atmosphere isn’t the only thing you’re looking for.

The improvements in selling behaviors and sales statistics that result from that atmosphere are the real reason that you run games. Your salespeople will constantly find ways to improve their skills and beat their figures for each event.

Games and Contests Improve Statistics

I think we would all agree that salespeople who make their living from commissions, or who are otherwise held accountable for their sales, love the idea of knowing how well they’re doing. They want to know how their sales rate in relation to store averages, company averages, their friend Frank’s averages, or even to their own personal potential.


After you run a contest or game and your store’s numbers improve, you should never expect those numbers to go down again.



Scores and statistics are important. They become benchmarks. They let us know how well we’re doing, whether or not we reach our mark, or when we top it. The object of any retail game or contest is to get your salespeople to want to reach a goal–to do better or to meet or beat a sales statistic. That’s what makes games very competitive.

So, if you want to improve a statistic–any statistic–run a game or have a contest! When you put that kind of attention on something, spotlighting a part of your business, things happen.

For example, I had a shoe client in the early 1980s that needed to improve the items-per-sale statistic. The average was running at about 1.30 pairs of shoes sold per transaction. In the shoe business, as with most retail operations, add-on sales are the key to growth and profit. We labored through extensive sales training and many meetings, extolling the virtues of adding on, but the resultant increases were small.

Around that same time, Imelda Marcos, wife of the Philippines’ deposed president, was pictured in the papers with a closet full of shoes (about 2,000 pairs). A light bulb went on, and a contest was formed: the Imelda Marcos Cup!

This contest awarded terrific prizes for those individuals who maintained large items-per-sale increases. The Imelda Marcos Cup ran for about a week, and items per sale rose to a company-wide average of 1.75.

Everyone was happy, and a number of prizes were distributed. After a couple of weeks, the average settled at about 1.45 items per sale–0.15 above the original average. Now that the sales staff knew they could sell more items per sale, management was able to expect the staff to maintain a higher level of performance.


Behaviors may very well be determined by the consequences that follow. Get a prize for doing something special, and you will probably want to do it again.



Why is this so? In the above case, the staff already proved that items per sale could reach as high as 1.75. Since the object of a game or contest is to beat a statistic–to do better–and items per sale increased to 1.75, that became the new score to beat. Now, each store may not maintain that statistic all the time, but the incremental increase over 1.30 is where all the money is made. That’s what’s so exciting about contests and games!

Games and Contests Improve and Enhance Selling Behaviors

Improved selling behaviors are directly related to the focus that games and contests place on sales statistics. A behavior is an activity that can be seen, described, or measured. Selling behaviors are how your sales staff sells. All behaviors, including selling behaviors, can be reinforced with positive consequences.

For example, if running the games and contests in this book becomes a behavior on your part, and you see your store’s sales statistics go up, then the likelihood that you’ll continue to run more games and contests will increase, right? Of course it will, because the experience was positive and rewarding and what you accomplished was exciting and successful.

When your salespeople start associating desirable events like winning money and prizes with improved selling behaviors, they’ll want to keep on improving their selling behaviors. When they associate doing extraordinary things on the selling floor with having fun, they’ll want to do those things over and over again.

The Socialization Process

One more benefit of running contests and games, particularly team games, results from the socialization process. The process of being teamed up with others and working toward a common goal encourages cooperation and improved communication. People learn to share ideas and feelings with each other, becoming sensitive to each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

Some of the best games are team games. Just watch the behavior of a group of people divided into two separate teams. The same people who may not have been friends before, when placed on the same team, suddenly won’t communicate with anyone but their teammates! They bend over backward to help each other out. They support each other through the duration of the game, and they get to know each other better as well.

A while back, one of my clients ran a team contest called Feed 'Em Beans. For this contest, the winning team was instructed to dress up for a limo ride and a meal at a nice restaurant. They were permitted to order anything they wanted from the menu. The losing team was to dress in very casual clothes for a ride to the same restaurant in an old pickup truck, where they were served water and beans.

During the contest, I visited the store to see how everything was going. Right away, you could sense a difference in the atmosphere. Everyone was pumped up. They were telling me how they had to “get going and figure out what they needed to do to get the job done!” Both teams were scoring and making some very impressive sales. Still, they were constantly challenging themselves to do even better. They wanted to win!

Why Have Games? (What’s in It for Me?)

Your answer to the question “Why have games?” is to improve selling behaviors or sales statistics. However, as a manager, you need to be aware of games and contests from your sales staff’s point of view. Your staff needs to understand that games are set up to benefit the store. And how many teams have performed at their best with no knowledge of their performance–no feedback, no scoreboard, no prize? The answer is hardly any.

In all sports, games, and contests, there is a passion for numbers, for the score. There is an intense desire to know how well we did and how well we are doing. Golfers carry their scorecards in their pockets. They mark down each score after each hole played. They compare each score to a previous score on that same hole. They compute whether they’re ahead of or behind their previous performance. That’s an important part of the game. That’s what makes it fun, stimulating, and challenging. The same holds true for the games you run in your store.

Why Get Better if You Don’t Keep Score?

I also happen to believe that the prize, the reward or the payoff for achieving a goal–for accomplishing something significant–is very important. I’m not saying that the challenge and the competitiveness needed to accomplish each goal aren’t the driving forces–they are. But each prize becomes the symbol of the corresponding achievement. That is recognition. And we all like recognition.

Recognition can be money. It can be merchandise. It can be time off with pay. It can be a certificate of merit, a victory medal, or maybe a permanent plaque nailed to a wall in your store with the winner’s name engraved on it. You can recognize your staff in a million ways. Whatever the reward, it is a symbol that the salesperson has done something remarkable and worthy of everyone’s attention. So, when you plan your contests or games, never forget the celebration–the emotional compensation. It answers that all-important question “What’s in it for me?”





CHAPTER TWO

ELEMENTS OF A GAME

There’s no doubt—it’s fun to use games and contests to improve statistics and behaviors. Even so, these activities shouldn’t be taken lightly. They are high-performance projects that must be carefully planned. Every successful game or contest I’ve ever seen was characterized by attention to detail in planning and preparation. Remember that old computer expression, GIGO? It means “Garbage In=Garbage Out.” The expression I use about games is PIRO. It means “Preparation In=Results Out!”


Begin with the end in mind.



Preparation is essential. I know from experience—a manager who runs games without taking the time to plan them very carefully is making a big mistake. The preparation you put into a game or contest determines the results you get.

A Never-Ending Process

An important part of your job is figuring out how to breathe life into your selling floor on a consistent basis. Setting up games and contests should take up a portion of each week’s planning exercises.

Your store needs to have a personality. It needs to have some character. Games and contests can have a significant return on investment for you, your salespeople, and your store. Remember—we’re not talking about having contests and games just so you can give away prizes and rewards. This is not a giveaway. You invest your time to get a return in the form of an improved statistic or more effective selling behaviors.

The first thing to consider when you’re planning a game or contest is your ultimate goal: What do you want your game or contest to achieve? When you plan your games with the end in mind, they’ll be much more successful.

The Elements of a Game: The 10 Commandments

As a guideline, here are 10 essentials for putting a game together. These are basic concepts that are easy to understand and implement.

1. The Game Shall Be Written

Games and contests are intended to provide wonderful opportunities for people to be recognized when they do extraordinary things. Just try to imagine what it must be like for someone who goes that extra mile—who thinks she’s won the big prize—to be told, “Sorry, no way!” This can happen when there’s confusion over the rules, or when the rules aren’t written down.

For me, one of the biggest tragedies in running contests is that the games we use as incentives to motivate people are often not written down, not fully explained, and not fully understood by everyone involved.

The games you run must be clearly laid out for everyone to understand. Each game will be different. Each will have its own process, purpose, and rules. Therefore, all games must be in written form.

Write down the precise details of each game before it starts. Don’t make what will happen in one set of circumstances or another a matter of opinion. Get rid of all the gray areas and make everything black and white. You want to avoid any possibility of a misunderstanding or misinterpretation. Write everything down!

Consider:


	How will ties be handled?

	How will the game be tracked?

	How will returns, denied credit, and so on be handled?

	How could salespeople tamper with the results?



2. The Game Shall Have a Goal

Every game should have a single focused goal—one worth achieving. Achieving that goal is success, and the prize for winning the game is the reward. Perhaps the goal will be to increase items per sale or sales per hour by a certain percentage. The goal could even be moving a certain amount of “dead” merchandise out the door.

Whatever your goal or target, make sure it’s realistic and attainable. I’ve seen it again and again—managers new to running games want to really go for it, so they give their salespeople targets that are way out of their range and that they have no chance of winning. I can assure you that it doesn’t take salespeople long to figure out they’re not going to hit the mark. That is not very motivating. How much fun do you think it is to play a game you can’t possibly win?

I’m not suggesting you should set goals that are “gimmes,” the kinds of goals that everyone is sure to reach. What I am suggesting is that you develop challenging goals with a little stretch in them. You need the kinds of goals that will get the best from your people—that will be fun for them to shoot for.


Remember: The only reason you run a game or contest is to improve a statistic or a selling behavior.



3. The Game Shall Have a Specific Timeframe

Is there anything magical about how long a game or contest should run? No. All you have to do is take a look at what people in retailing are most interested in. We all know, for instance, that when looking at numbers, upper management mostly looks at what happens at the end of the year. District managers tend to be more interested in what happens monthly. And, as a member of store management, you’re interested in how the numbers look at the end of the week, and then at the end of the month.

But what about your salespeople? The ones I’ve worked with want to know what they did at the end of a day, or at the end of a week. They like getting feedback fast. And since they’re the ones who are going to be playing these games, it makes sense that the games be short and sweet. Chances are, they’ll lose interest if they have to wait too long to find out if they’ve done well, or even if they’ve won something. So, to keep them motivated, you’ll want to run daily games, weekend games, and weekly games. This means you’re going to have to run a lot of games and contests.

Occasionally, there can be a game that runs longer than a week. If there’s a major goal to be accomplished or a major store event being promoted, there can be a monthly game. But games that run longer than a month have to be very special. Those have to be the big ones, with more exciting and expensive rewards.

4. The Game Shall Have Rules

You can’t play a game without having some rules to follow. Knowing the rules makes a game easier to play. That’s why everyone should know what the rules are. You must explain the rules and make certain everyone follows them.

The rules of each game need to be clearly stated and be accepted by everyone. The rules should include:


	What specifically must be achieved in order to win?

	How will ties be handled?

	How will the game be tracked?

	When will the prizes be awarded?

	How many winners can there be?

	Who is going to play?

	What happens if someone plays dishonestly?



You’ll also find that some games have special circumstances that require you to set up some exceptions to the rules.

Suppose you’re playing Pass the Buck, in which whoever makes the first sale of the day is given a twenty-dollar bill (or whatever amount you want). The bill is passed along to the next salesperson who makes a larger sale. This goes on all day long, and the person making the largest single sale gets to keep the money at the end of the day.

What happens if the first sale of the day in your store is absolutely gigantic? According to the rules, you’ll give the person who made that sale the prize first thing in the morning. Is that a problem? It could be, if the likelihood of that prize being passed along to anyone else is pretty slim.

No one is going to want to play a game and do their best when there’s no chance of winning. In order to get around this problem, you’ll have to make exceptions to the rules now and then so the game can continue. It’s important to stay flexible. If there’s a rule that’s ruining a game, fix it—don’t enforce it!

5. The Game Shall Be Tracked

There should be a constant reminder that a game is in progress. Show that something’s happening by using posters, banners, streamers, a contest board—anything that will create the spirit and excitement of competition. You want everyone to be consciously aware that there’s a contest or a game going on.

You’ll need to decide how often you will actually track the results. You could keep everyone in suspense and total up the results at the end of each day. Or you could build a competitive atmosphere by keeping a running count as the day, weekend, or week progresses.

You’ll want to decide how and where you’ll track the results. Will you use a gigantic game board with tally marks? Or a corkboard with a lot of colored pushpins? I’ve even seen a game tracked on a large jigsaw puzzle, where a picture or a word is formed when the pieces are filled in by the salespeople who are reaching goals. Each of the pieces has a special mark showing who put it there. At a glance, everyone playing the game knows how they’re measuring up against the competition.

The point is that by visually tracking a game, you’re also promoting it—constantly. You’re reminding everyone that something is going on. By making sure your tracking is highly visible, you’ll be calling attention to the contest every single time someone sees that game board, that poster, that puzzle, or that sign. This is exciting and fun, and it keeps the momentum building.

Get your salespeople involved in the tracking process—give them something to do! When they’ve achieved something that earns them points or prizes, let them be the ones to move the pushpin, log the information, or ring the bell. Let them be part of the whole thing. Make it their production.

For example, we have a poker card game that’s been very successful. It gets people really involved. When someone makes a sale or sells an add-on, that person gets to draw a card—this is done right away. Each time someone draws a card, that person knows he or she has achieved something. The more cards a person is able to draw, the better his or her chances of getting a good poker hand. And, of course, the best poker hand wins.

But the big motivator here isn’t whether a salesperson wins a poker hand. The real motivation is in just getting a chance to try. When a salesperson draws another card, his or her success can be seen by everyone. This stimulates competition and keeps the spirit of the game alive.

6. The Game Shall Have Props

Whenever possible, use the genuine articles called for when playing a game. They add realism, credibility, and authenticity. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen games played with phony money. Never use phony money! Phony money isn’t real, isn’t exciting to look at, and has no value. There’s nothing motivating about phony money. When we play Pass the Buck, we give our salespeople real money and tell them not to put the money in their pockets. “Don’t hide it! Pin that bill right on your jacket, where everyone can see it!” It’s fun. It’s the prize! And it’s real.

If you’re running a game that’s designed around a sport, such as baseball, bowling, golf, or football, get some props that are used in the sport. Set the right mood and create an authentic atmosphere. Keep it fun. Make it different! If the game is designed around a game board or a puzzle with pieces, build one—and build it to scale. Make sure your salespeople can see the numbers on the board. Make sure they can see the pictures of the prizes on the wheel. Make it work!

Finally, you can tap into current events and have a lot of fun. We once had a contest using Jurassic Park as the theme, with miniature dinosaurs, extinction pits, and a game board that was filled with all sorts of interesting challenges.

7. The Game Shall Have Appropriate Rewards

Everyone loves prizes—the more, the better! But everyone is different, and the only sure way to know what kinds of rewards are best is to experiment. If your salespeople achieve the goal you’ve set, be it the higher statistic or the improved selling behavior, your reward is most likely a good one. If they don’t achieve your goal, then the reward may not have done the job, or your goal was not achievable, and you should decide on alternatives. Curiously enough, one surefire way of selecting a good reward is simply to ask your salespeople what they want. Give them some options, such as:


	A specific amount of cash

	Dinner/gift certificates

	No housekeeping duties for a week

	Concert/sporting-event tickets

	Extended employee discounts



Mix up the types of rewards. Try everything from cash to merchandise to special kinds of prizes. If you’ve got a game running that’s about baseball, then get some baseball tickets. Show some creativity. To help you out, I’ve included a list in the back of the book of small, medium, and large prizes that my clients have used successfully through the years.

8. Everyone Shall Have an Opportunity to Win

I don’t like the idea of just one winner. Every now and then, with something like Pass the Buck, it’s fun to have one winner. However, no sustained game should have just one winner. This is because your most skilled salespeople—your most experienced and your best—will always win. The odds are definitely in their favor and everyone knows it.

Successful games are ones where all the salespeople think they have an opportunity to win, not just the stars and the high performers. A game shouldn’t be a sure thing or “in the bag” for anyone. You must think of ways to give all your people an equal opportunity to win. Percentage increases over individual past performance can get that accomplished in a hurry. An equal chance to win is another good reason for having team games. These games always produce multiple winners and at the same time create an unbelievable degree of competitiveness on the selling floor.

9. The Game Shall Have Leadership

This is an important element. I know that throughout the process of a game or contest, salespeople may go through a phase of disenchantment. There’s always the possibility the game you’re running has not worked the way you thought it would. And, of course, there can be lots of reasons why things don’t happen the way you want them to. So, what do you do—apologize and call off the game?

That’s not a good idea. Credibility is one of the most difficult characteristics to earn. It’s very fragile. It takes a long time to earn, and can be so easily lost. And once it’s gone, you’ll have a real uphill battle trying to get it back again. Games should never be stopped once they are started. Even if you reach the conclusion that your game isn’t working, play it through to the end anyway. No one should stop in the middle of a game. If anything, heighten your commitment. Show everyone you’re still supporting their efforts. Let some enthusiasm show.

10. The Game Shall Give a Return on Investment

Your time is very valuable, and so are the financial resources of your company. Well-run companies look very carefully at all the things they invest in. You should also look very carefully at the time you invest in creating and running these games, and what it will cost on the downside. And although I strongly urge you to run as many contests and games as you can come up with, never forget your reason for being on the sales floor, and that is to sell!

PIRO! Preparation In—Results Out!

First, decide what you want to accomplish—your goal for each game. You need to know what the end result should look like, because if you don’t know, you won’t get there. Then carefully think through each game. Work through these 10 commandments, and make sure that your games will give you the results you want.





CHAPTER THREE

SELLING THE GAME TO YOUR STAFF

Have you ever told what you thought was a great joke, and nobody laughed? Or written and delivered a great speech, with a lot of important information in it, and nobody listened? This happens to all of us, and I can tell you that I am the champion. When this happens to you, no matter what the situation, you have to continue to give it your all. This is essential.


You can’t light a fire with a wet match.



Selling a game or contest to your staff is no different. You’re a professional, and when you’re in front of your staff, you’re on stage. Whatever your staff’s reaction to a contest, a game, or any event, you must be excited and stay excited. You’ll never ignite a fire if you don’t set off some sparks. Your enthusiasm has to be contagious; it needs to spread like a bonfire. Why? Because you can’t run the store and hit your store’s sales goals alone. It takes all of your staff to get extraordinary things done. Selling the game to your staff is all about getting individuals to work together toward a common goal.

Share Your Vision

Selling the game means showing your people that there can be something special about the work they may see as dull and repetitious. You must find that extra something for your salespeople, something that goes beyond the ordinary, something that’s going to lift everyone’s spirits and add a little pizzazz to the job.

Imagine the game in progress. Visualize it working in your store, with everyone enjoying the challenge and the competition—and a positive end result. And then, believe that what is merely a picture in your own mind can become the real thing!

Now it’s time to share your vision with your staff. You’ll need to plan out how you will share your vision, how you will get your staff excited about each game or contest. This is why I think the whole PIRO concept—Preparation In, Results Out—is so important for a successful game. Let me tell you a great PIRO story:

A store manager named Sam loved using games. He called me and told me he was getting ready to run a new game designed around a horse-racing theme. He asked if I’d come out to his store when he announced the game to his staff. I said, “Of course!”

Only the salespeople were at the store when I arrived. After a few minutes, in walked Sam, dressed up as a jockey! He made a grand entrance wearing shiny black boots, a bright-red-checkered cap, a red silk shirt, jodhpurs, and, yes, the goggles, too. He threw a CD into a player and you heard the bugle music that you hear when the horses parade onto the track. Then, he immediately started selling everyone on the new game.

The success with which people are able to influence, persuade, or inspire others depends on their ability to connect with people emotionally. Sam connected emotionally and sold the game to his staff.

Show Personal Conviction

The greatest obstacle managers can meet when attempting to sell a game to their staff is their inability to demonstrate their own personal conviction. As a manager, you need to ask yourself, “Am I running this game to do something, or am I running this game just for something to do?” You will never convince others to share in your commitment if you’re not convinced of it yourself. What does it take to show this commitment?

Actions speak louder than words. We’ve all heard that before, but what does it really mean? What kinds of actions are we talking about?

The first action is personal involvement in the game. You can’t just sit in the bleachers and watch the game being played. Just being a spectator doesn’t show much of a commitment or any real involvement. Now, we’re not talking about you actively playing the game. You can’t take the ball and run with it, leaving your people to follow along as best as they can. That isn’t the kind of personal involvement that’s going to prove to your people that you’re supporting them and want them to achieve results.

Your involvement in the game should focus on giving your people the enthusiasm to perform at their best. You need to reinforce their desire to do well and to grow as they become more successful—to do their thing. Be their coach and their cheerleader. Get personally involved in their efforts to succeed. Be there to talk with them about game strategies. Give them feedback about their efforts and their performance.

If you want, use a microphone to broadcast individual or team successes and milestones that deserve recognition as they are achieved. Blast it!

When the game is over, share the results and talk about what everyone might have done differently or better.


Be the coach when the game is being played.



This kind of personal involvement and participation will demonstrate the importance you place on playing the game. When your people see that you’re taking the time to be that involved—continuously, consistently, and enthusiastically—your credibility will soar. So will your staff’s interest in playing the game. They will want to do their best and achieve the kind of results you’re after.

Avoid Familyosity

I’ve coined a word—familyosity—to describe a condition that develops most frequently in small environments, but can develop in large ones, too.

Familyosity refers to a group of people who’ve been working together for a such a long time that business formality between them has almost disappeared. They’re family; they’re friends. They play it nice and loose with each other. And often, they let things slide.

Let’s say that Bob is one of my employees. He’s a key player on my staff, and we’ve worked together for a number of years. We get along great; we’re like family. Now, if he comes in late every now and then, or puts off finishing an assignment, should I make a big deal over it? After all, he’s family, isn’t he?

This is familyosity, the idea that working partners become an extended family that follows a different set of rules. A lot of us at The Friedman Group have worked together for many years. Could there be any formality left between us? Absolutely! There can be a tremendous amount when it’s appropriate. That’s because we all have responsibilities and duties to perform—and none of us, myself included, should be able to slide just because we’ve been here a few years and know each other well.

I believe that at each level of every company there are specific jobs each person must perform if goals are to be met. Familyosity contributes to an environment that allows people to not do their jobs. Familyosity destroys the competitive spirit we want so much to create.

For example, suppose two people have been working in your store for a few years. They get along very well, have become friends, and are comfortable working with each other. One day, you announce, “We’re going to play a game. We’re going to have a contest!” What is their response? “A game? What are you talking about? What do we need to play a game for? It’s silly! We’ve been here too long to have to do things like that!”

Obviously, these two people are not comfortable with the idea of having to compete. They’re not comfortable with the idea of having to measure up—of being held accountable. After all, you know what they can do. You’ve known them both a long time. Why should they have to prove anything? They consider themselves family and expect you to excuse them from participating in the game.

This is the time for you to establish yourself as the leader in your store, as someone who gets things done. Your staff needs to know that when they show up for work, you are the leader. If there’s a game going on, they’re expected to play it. And everyone is expected to give it his or her all.

Identify the Challenging Opportunities

Although games and contests are incredibly motivating, there’s still something about them that seems to move certain people right out of their comfort zone.

It’s pretty easy to identify these people. They don’t want to participate. They have an “I can’t do it” or “Why should I do it?” attitude. Over the years, I’ve found that to be really good at selling games to your staff, you need to figure out what it’s going to take to get these people into the “Let’s have some fun and I’ll do the best I can” zone.

I think people who are reluctant to play fall into two categories. First, there are the Protesters. They’re the ones who generally knock the idea of playing games. They ridicule games by saying, “They’re dumb!” Then there’s another group I call the Quitters. They give up. They don’t see themselves as competitive and the whole idea of vying for something is stressful to them. It may seem that these people have different reasons for not wanting to play the game. But if you take a closer look, you’ll see that their motives are pretty much the same. People have a tendency to either criticize or run away from what they think they can’t do well.

That’s human nature. Here’s an example: A salesperson named Marie announces that the game is a waste of time. Or maybe Marie mentions that she never has been good at playing games. Marie plays the game and loses. Do you think anyone’s going to have the impression she was even trying? They’re going to think the only reason she lost the game was because she didn’t care about winning. And they’ll be right.

Let’s look at another example of this tendency not to care about winning when we don’t think we’ll do well. Anyone who knows me can appreciate how much I like to play games. I’m very competitive and love the idea of being in any kind of a contest. I’ll play a game anytime and anywhere. This is especially true on business trips. As soon as the business formalities of the day are over I’ll try to find a reason to get people together and orchestrate something like playing miniature golf, bowling, or a card game. I love the socialization process.

On one particular business trip, we decided to go bowling. One of my trainers, Michele, wasn’t that interested in bowling. It’s not a big deal to her. She wasn’t very enthusiastic and didn’t care how well she did. She said, “Harry, I don’t bowl a lot. I’m not good at it, and I really don’t care if I shoot 80, 90, or 100.”

There it was. She was telling me, in advance, that she wasn’t good at it, she didn’t care, and she wasn’t even going to try. After listening to what Michele had to say, I took her aside and shared something with her. I said, “Look, Michele—we all agreed to come down here and bowl. Like it or not, we’re here to play three games. Now, whether you like to bowl or not, you have to admit that all of us being here together is fun. Right?” She agreed.

“Then why,” I added, “wouldn’t you want to bowl the very best you can? Why not concentrate and try to knock down some pins? Maybe you can even get a strike! And if you just happened to land one, wouldn’t that be more fun than just getting gutter balls?” Of course it would. “Wouldn’t it be more fun to be the very best bowler you can humanly be, just for tonight? I’m not asking you to go bowling tomorrow, and I don’t really care whether you ever go bowling again. But you’re here tonight, and since you’re here, why not give it the best you can? Why not play the game all the way? At least give it a try!”

The point I was trying to make with Michele is that it’s a terrible waste of time to not want to try. How many people say to themselves, “I’m not good at this,” or “That isn’t what I’m interested in”? What an empty use of time in their lives. They’re creating a wasteland of unused opportunities for getting better and stretching themselves. It’s so unfortunate. It’s so dull. There’s no adventure in their lives, and there’s no fun.

I believe that you can bring a new, competitive spirit to your people. When you hear the Protesters and the Quitters make remarks like “Add-ons just aren’t my thing” or “I never win at games,” say, “Look, you show up for work every single day—why not try to get better? Why not have higher sales at the end of the day? You’re going to be here anyway.”

I also believe that even people who complain about participating love the idea of belonging to something. Most everyone likes being part of a group. When we have a choice between being on the outside or the inside, most of us would choose the inside. Games and contests will get those people involved, on the inside, if you give them a reason to do so.

Protesters and Quitters need to be reminded that in life things either get better or worse. Change is constant. Time goes by. They can’t get it back once it’s gone. They have to do something with it now. So, when it’s time to play the game, tell them to use that time to accomplish something worthwhile, to use that time to make themselves feel better as people, to use that time to learn new things and develop new skills—and above all, in whatever they do, to do it the best they can!

There’s a special point I have to mention here. It’s one of those exceptions to the rules. If you have some top producers—some real stars—who don’t want to visibly take an active part in the game, you may consider leaving them alone. I’m talking about the ones in your store who are regularly over sales goals and constantly giving you what you want. If these salespeople are continually coming through for you with their sales statistics, don’t make their lack of participation an issue. These top performers will excel with or without the contest or game. Just make sure they understand that they are not to spoil it for the others. For the game to be a success, the others must feel motivated and excited.

Establish High Expectations

There’s an old cliché, “It’s not whether you win or lose, but how you play the game.” I hate clichés, especially when they’re not appropriate or correct. The point of that saying is simple: if you play the game properly and give it your all, what happens after that just happens. You’ve made the effort, and that’s all that counts.

This may sound fine, but it doesn’t work that way in the real world. I’ll never be convinced that any salesperson is going to get any satisfaction out of losing all the time. Your salespeople don’t come to work each day with a compelling impulse to lose. They want to win! And it’s your job to inspire them to do their very best. Set high expectations for your staff.

You also need to get the message across to each of your people that he or she can win, individually, just by trying to get better. Make clear to your staff that what you’d like to see is some movement in the right direction.


If we never make mistakes, we never learn.



Games and contests with targets give people great opportunities to go for something—to get better. Of course, to do this means having the courage to take some risks, and not being afraid to make some mistakes.

Yes, that’s what I said: You want to let your people know you expect them to make mistakes, and that it’s okay to make mistakes. Sure, it’s frustrating to make mistakes. But mistakes give us opportunities to say, “What happened here? What did I do wrong? What can I learn from this experience?”

Start thinking about some of the most famous winners in history—you’ll see that the only way they were able to improve themselves was to fall down every now and then. If they hadn’t pushed themselves to try anything new or difficult, if their only objective had been to play it safe by not falling down, they wouldn’t have improved. They wouldn’t have accomplished anything.

Take Babe Ruth, for instance. Babe Ruth is considered probably the greatest slugger in baseball history. People remember the records he set, including his 714 regular-season home runs. But how many people know that he struck out over 1,300 times trying to reach that mark? Can you imagine how his fans reacted to seeing him strike out—especially with men on base? But the Babe knew he’d never hit a home run unless he tried.

That’s what you want your people to do in every game and contest you run. You want them to try.

One final thought about selling the game: It’s all about getting people to work together, and that’s everything. The fundamental principle “You are only as good as your people make you” has stood the test of time. A one-person football team isn’t going to get very far and will certainly result in losses. There’s no way you can make your store successful all by yourself. It’s going to take everyone working together to achieve a common goal.

Have a game plan beforehand, get excited about that plan, and stay excited! If you’re involved, your salespeople will be involved. I’m convinced that there’s no limit to how much their sales will rise once you get the involvement, the enthusiasm, and the commitment of your staff.
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