
The empowered employee

I had just finished my breakfast at 3 Cups in Chapel Hill, NC - a cup of coffee and 
a biscuit. Getting ready to leave, I noticed they sold my new favorite brand of 
fancy chocolate, Askinosie. Being rather weak-willed when it comes to good 
chocolate, I picked up three bars of Askinosie Soconusco (highly 
recommended...it has cacao nibs on the top). I finished paying and was putting 
my money away when I noticed there were some little sample size Askinosies in 
a basket on the counter. I asked the young woman working behind the counter if 
they were free samples.

"No," she said, "they cost a $1 each." 

I put my hand back in my pocket to see if I had a dollar bill so I could get one.  I 
didn't.  A five was the smallest I had and only 3 quarters in the other pocket.  I 
didn't feel like breaking the bill. 

"Never mind," I said, "next time," as I turned to walk out. 

"Hold on," she said, "I'll buy you one."

She scanned the little chocolate and handed it to me with a smile.

I experienced something that I wish there was more of: the empowered em-
ployee. Empowered employees have the power to make decisions without a 
supervisor.  They are entitled to go off script, bend the rules, do what they see fit 
if they believe it is the right thing to do for the customer. More than any other 
kind of employee, the empowered employee is able to create a feeling of true 
customer service that ultimately yields much greater customer loyalty.

The irony of the empowered employee is that their empowerment has nothing to 
do with the employee. It's not a skill on their resume. There is no specific training 
required. Empowered employees exist as a result of the way a company is run. 
When the company has a strong culture born out of a set of clear values and 
beliefs and hires people who are good fits - who belong in their culture - then 
they are much more likely to trust their people to do the right thing. And that's 
exactly what they do.
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In my case, this empowered employee spent the company's money. At most 
other stores, the eunuch working behind the counter would have just shrugged.  
At 3 Cups, the employee decided to give a customer who just bought breakfast 
for two people and $23 worth of chocolate a $1 worth of chocolate on the house 
- a cost to the store of 50 cents at most.  As a result of the decision made by 
one empowered employee, one customer walked away smiling and then told 
thousands of people to go to 3 Cups the next time they happen to find them-
selves in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

The alternative is not to empower your employees and save the 50 cents.


