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Lousy service trumps name change any day

Dawn Turner Trice
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September 21, 2005

Renaming Marshall Field's indeed is a boneheaded move.

But, beyond the cachet a name carries, what stores have to offer that's far more valuable is service. No--good service.

Good service trumps a venerable name any day. It's what keeps consumers coming back year after year, and it's what eventually gets them waxing nostalgic.

To put it kindly, it was the less than stellar service that's left me feeling lukewarm about a number of big department stores, including Field's and Macy's, where I've done my share of shopping over the years.

Certainly not all big, opulent department stores are the same. I can think of one in particular--along Michigan Avenue not far from Tribune Tower--where sales people seem forever at the ready to help you navigate the acreage.

Unfortunately, in much of retail these days, good service is a rarity.

You may say that I'm being too sensitive. I'll grant you that. You may say that perhaps my definition of good service is a bit skewed. But consider these scenarios (which don't all come from the above mentioned stores):

You walk into one of the higher-end department stores--I'm singling out the nicer ones because we tend to have higher expectations of them, right?--you approach some very attractive man or woman who's wearing a name tag and what happens? This person just looks at you.

And it's a look that's accompanied by a slightly irritated smile.

So because apparently, of the two of you, you're the lunatic, you say: "Hello?"

And she or he still doesn't say anything, but displays an even more slightly irritated smile, this time accompanied by a squinty and perplexed stare.

You explain to that person what you're looking for. And you can't figure out why, but as you trail him or her around the floor like a lackey dog, you're starting to feel like you're intruding on his or her time and space.

And check this out: At the end of the sale, after hard-earned cash has exchanged hands, why is it that you're the only one saying "Thank you?"

You're wondering if you shouldn't add: "You appreciate my business and I hope I'll come again, soon."

And consider this: What about when you're in line and the two sales associates are talking about the terrible date one of them endured the night before? And you're just waiting. Waiting. Waiting.

And when they're finished, they look at you as though you've delayed them.

Is it too much to expect said sales associates to say, "Sorry to have kept you waiting?" Even though you're sure they're not.

OK. I know, I know.

You out there in department storedom will tell me that we customers are no picnic either. You all don't make nearly enough money to deal with the likes of some of us. Consumers often want more than what they're willing to pay for. Consumers can be surly and impatient ingrates who take up a lot of time and don't buy anything. And some consumers even have the nerve to try on clothes without the benefit of a bath.

All of the above may be true for some. But none applies to me, so I'll continue.

Having said all of that, I do think that the new owners of Marshall Field's are boneheads to even consider changing the name.

The name does evoke fond memories.

When I was young, my mother, sister and I would leave Sunday church service on the South Side and take the No. 4 Cottage Grove bus downtown to that little piece of heaven that was Marshall Field's. Often we would just stroll up and down the aisles. "Inside window-shopping," my mother called it.

You didn't have to own a car to experience the grandeur that was Field's. You didn't have to be North Shore wealthy to stand amid the gilded pillars, or the white marble staircase and landing, or the cast-iron staircase and its 13-story atrium.

Yes, I do have my nostalgic moments. But the distant past bumps up against the not-so-distant one.

The new owners of Marshall Field's are counting on brand-loyalists one day forgiving them for changing the store's name to Macy's. And that may happen.

But the grudge consumers hold about not-so-good service is far more difficult to shake.
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