Suppliers get the Waitrose message
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The upmarket food retailer’s training schemes provide and insight into both sides of the business.

As I waited to cross the road in Twickenham, it was hard to avoid overhearing a conversation between two women. One was telling her friend she had to go home to put on her make-up because she was off to Esher to shop at Waitrose.
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Puzzled about what was so different about Waitrose compared with the other supermarkets en route to Esher, I asked my wife about this and got a short lecture on the Waitrose shopping experience: the stores were smarter, cleaner, more stylish and better stocked was the gist of it.
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Steven Esom, managing director of Waitrose, which has more than 130 stores, would like to keep this edge. To sustain the performance of the John Lewis partnership’s upmarket food retailer, he has set up a training course with some of Waitrose’s suppliers. Those who are involved agree that it is very different from courses in most industries combining practical supply-chain issues with the acquisition of “softer” people skills.
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The relationship between a company and its suppliers is crucial to running a successful business. Marks & Spencer built its fortunes on the skill with which it managed its close links with suppliers.
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Now, like Esom, many company heads recognise that their performance will suffer without suppliers who can deliver on time with products that are produced to the right specification and at a competitive price.
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People on the Waitrose course pay £5,750 each and spend 15 days spread over a year in modules of two or three days covering topics such as sales and marketing and financial management.
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Subjects such as these or planning will be familiar to most managers, but Waitrose has introduces several different features. The 10 people on the course, together with two Waitrose managers work with a mentor throughout. They get help with their personal development as managers as well as support on projects they are given. The current one is valuing brands.
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“It’s very broad-based,” says Esom. “But it’s tailored to the supplier-retailer relationship to develop an understanding for both businesses. It’s not retailers lecturing suppliers on how the world could be. The whole idea of the development programme is creating a mutual understanding of each other’s business and finding better ways of co-operating.”
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The concept began with ideas from Merston Peters, which specialises in recruitment within the food industry, and discussions with some of Waitrose’s suppliers.
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Esom says: “ Once you moved outside the large names, smaller suppliers told us they were having difficulty in accessing good skill training.”
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One particular problem was that small suppliers, lacking their own in-house resources, had to buy outside training programmes. Over the years these had been developed, to appeal to a general audience and often lacked relevance.
[image: image12.png]



“Each retailer has his own way of doing business and it wasn’t easy finding something particular,” says Esom. “We were looking for something to fill in the bits in between.”
[image: image13.png]



Though the course was designed for smaller suppliers, Esom has been surprised by the demand from big companies, including Unilever, and the willingness of chief executives to act as speakers and give presentations.
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The first course got under way towards the end of last year. One of its participants, Steve Roach, a senior production manager from Dalehead Foods, which supplies Waitrose with pork and lamb products says it has been very good.
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The opening foundation module concentrated on personal development, and Roach worked closely with his mentor, Caroline Barnes from Merston Peters. He has found the mentoring very useful, particularly the opportunity to understand more about human behaviour.
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Barnes’s goal is to provide support right through the programme. In particular, she coaches delegates on how to absorb and self manage what they are learning. They are also encouraged to identify their personal strengths in relation to other people.
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Roach says the course builds on the special interaction Waitrose has with its suppliers. “It’s quite nurturing and very supportive,” he says. “It’s promoting true partnership which, in my opinion, is the only way forward.”
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Others on the course are full of praise. “The course is designed to give a greater understanding of the consumer,” says one. “And in my experience we are dealing with the No 1 food retailer for quality.”
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John Huges, managing director of Dalehead, Waitrose’s biggest supplier, had thought of sending a marketing executive on the course but decided instead on a production manager. The factory where Roach is based is dedicated to supplying Waitrose and Huges wanted someone from production to experience what happened at the consumer end of the supply chain. “The biggest advantage I saw was that it enabled our business to become much more customer focused,” he says.
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It was also an opportunity to get a closer look at the way the Waitrose business worked and to share experience with other course members. As well as exploring his own personal development, Roach has been working on projects from which Dalehead could benefit.
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Dalehead invests more on training than most of its peers, but Huges says the Waitrose initiative is particularly valuable. “This industry is generally starved of good-quality managers. Profit margins are poor and the investment in training is minimal.
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“As a consequence, the industry suffers. This course may help to take people to a new level. The more customer understanding Steve has the better for the everyone.”
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Esom says Waitrose will probably run two or three more courses this year. He believes there have been several benefits for his company. Small, innovative suppliers producing outstanding products have been vital to Waitrose’s development, and he believes the courses have strengthened their management skills.
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Ideas about improving the supply chain, particularly making more effective use of IT, are also emerging. He also sees it as a good way of spreading the Waitrose partnership message, which can benefit both parties.
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Those who have had experience of the course see how the idea could be adopted more widely in other industries. “It has certainly done wonders for our understanding of the consumer,” says one member.
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