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On Service: 
The Nordstrom Experience 

 
 
For all its much vaunted politeness and supposed service orientation, throughout all 
the years I’ve traveled to the UK I’ve found that their service – compared to what I’m 
used to in the States – stinks. 
 
Okay, hold yourselves back.  I’ve heard all the arguments.  The British think that 
American service consists of the empty “Have a nice day” that comes at the end of a 
transaction.  No.  That’s not what I’m talking about.  (I can’t much stand that either.) 
 
What I’m talking about is the commitment from the organization to identifying and 
providing solutions to problems before they ever arise.  It’s having the systemic ability 
to have figured out the answer before the question arises so that the customer is 
always and only wowed by the solution on offer.  That kind of service is its own type 
of innovation – and it’s just as valuable as any product development in which you 
invest.  Because if you nail it, if you really get your service down, your customers 
won’t want to go anyplace else.  Ever.  At any price. 
 
Why?  Because you’ve made their lives easy. 
 
The States, though, didn’t learn or accept the lesson easily.  We’re big and powerful 
and have been for a long time.  Companies simply figured that customers were 
replaceable.  If one went away there would always be another.  And for a long time 
that was true.  Because there was little to no differentiation. You went to one store or 
you went to another.  So what?  There really wasn’t much difference. 
 
The only time you saw service as a differentiator was based on price point.  But even 
then there was a sameness to the experience.  Sure if you were putting out the big 
bucks you expected – and got – a higher level of service than if you were in a mid-
range or discount store.  But at each level, within the stores in that space, the service 
was comparable.  The shops didn’t differentiate themselves in products – because 
they were all going after the same customers – and they didn’t know that they could 
differentiate themselves through service. 
 
All of that changed a number of years ago when a store called Nordstrom decided to 
expand out of the Pacific Northwest and become a multi-state player.  When 
Nordstrom started, it was a family owned shoe store.  Great shoes, but only shoes.  
They expanded their product lines and became the department store of choice in the 
State of Washington – not one of the states that could ever have been considered a 
shopping mecca at that time. 
 
So Nordstrom, whose management had decided long before that service was key, 
took its act on the road and taught American industry a lesson that America – and the 
world – is still learning.  Only some companies and countries are slower learners 
than others. 
 
Ask a Nordstrom shopper and you’ll hear one happy story after another.  The most 
common ones are about the returns policy.  For the longest time you didn’t have to 
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have the tag on the clothes or your receipt to get a full refund.  But the best stories 
are the ones about travelers who brought the wrong suit or had an accident that 
required a sudden new clothing purchase – including alterations – or got a flat tire on 
the way to a meeting and needed a change of clothes and miraculously someone 
from Nordstrom solved the problem.  They showed up with exactly what the customer 
needed at that moment – including alterations personnel. 
 
Nordstrom in-store personnel are so on top of their game – and their customers’ 
needs – that they are more like genies from a bottle than run-of-the-mill employees.  
Find something you want but not in your size?  Before you can say boo, they’re on 
the phone or online with other stores to get you what you need.  Just what you’re 
looking for but not in that color?  Not a problem.  They’ll have it to you in no time flat 
– often not charging for shipping. 
 
They then extended that shopping experience to their website.  Go to nordstrom.com 
and you’ll have the equivalent of the in-store experience including some of the best 
personal shopping assistance – online and by telephone – that you could ever 
imagine.  Can’t find it on the website?  No problem.  They’ll track it down for you.  
They’ll get you what you’re looking for – and they’ll be nice about it the whole time. 
 
And as the Nordstrom Experience took hold and customers started realizing that they 
could – and should – be treated for the valuable asset they are, they expected that 
type and level of service from everyone.  In every industry. 
 
It wasn’t just that the service differentiation Nordstrom brought started cleaning their 
competitors’ clocks, it was that every other business had to fall into line.  If they 
didn’t, they heard about it.  Because the customers voted with their feet – taking their 
wallets with them. 
 
That was when the US started understanding what a service economy really is.  It’s 
not just that manufacturing is moving out of the country.  Nor is it that white collar job 
growth started becoming more prevalent than blue.   And it certainly isn’t the 
mistaken thinking that asking “Would you like fries with that?” or saying “Have a nice 
day” is the answer to all good service. 
 
If you’re going to be a successful part of a service economy – no matter whether your 
industry is manufacturing, service, agriculture, technology or anything else – and if 
you want your business to grow, survive and thrive, then you’ve got to adopt service 
as a key component of both your strategy and your operations.  Service – real 
service – isn’t the ubiquitous ‘smile and say no’ school of customer service that 
plagues so many companies of all sizes. 
 
Service is figuring out what your customers want at every level of the supply chain 
before they’ve even realized that it’s something they can ask for.  Then, once you’ve 
shown them what life can be like when they do business with you, you figure out 
what’s next.  How to wow them even more than before.  How to surprise them both 
with your consistency and your innovation. 
 
Let’s face it, when you go out the door of the place you work and you have to do 
business with some person or company, that’s what you’re looking for.  That’s what 
you’re expecting.  And that’s what angers you beyond words when it’s not there. 
 
Then you take your business someplace else – and rightfully so.  Well, so do your 
customers – and rightfully so for them too.  And there, too, will go your shareholders 
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– because why would they want to invest in a company that isn’t committed to 
performing at the highest levels in all arenas...from products to service to financial 
returns?  When you nail service you’ve nailed return business.  And that means 
you’ve nailed shareholder value. 
 
And don’t think that if you’re in the not-for-profit or non-profit sectors that you are 
exempt.  Even if you work for a government entity your responsibility is service to 
your customers.  Those taxpayers pay your salary and even though they may not 
control your next raise, they certainly control which party comes into power next – 
and that could mean lay-offs.  You never want to give anyone a justification for 
getting rid of you or your job, do you?  Instead, focus on service. 
 
It would be disingenuous of me to completely ignore products and product 
differentiation – and I’m not.  It’s that service is considered something you apply after 
the fact rather than as the proactive, systemic component that you build into what 
you do – including, most importantly, budgeting and training for it to succeed.  And it 
doesn’t stop there.  The best service, now, is dependent upon having technology that 
supports your people in their customer interactions – or your customers in their online 
interactions with your organization.  That requires investment as well – and it needs 
the same wow factor. 
 
The good news is, the Nordstrom Experience continues to guide so many businesses 
– whether they know it or not – that service does tend to improve even if more slowly 
in some cases than the customers would like.  Because executives, like you, all 
around the world either have learned or are learning that once your customers have 
experienced real service and know it can exist – no matter where or in what industry 
that experience took place – you, too, will be held to the same standard.   
 
The bar will be raised and you’d better meet it. Or else. 
 
Have a nice day. 
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