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CONFIDENCE, authority and 
approachability are three things you’d 
want from a keynote speaker at a 
major retail conference and with Bob 
Phibbs, you get all three in spades. 
Affable and erudite, the man known as 
The Retail Doctor has become one of 
the most recognised retail strategists 
and futurists in the world, an expert on 
customer service, a marketing mentor, 
the author of three books, as well as a 

motivational speaker in huge demand.
       Phibbs began his New York-based 
retail consultancy, The Retail Doctor, 
in 1994 and hasn’t looked back in the 
intervening 24 years, with a client list 
that includes Caesars Palace, Yamaha, 
Brother and Lego. Named one of the top 
retail influencers of 2016, Phibbs is also 
an American Express merchant advisor, 
IBM retail futurist and RetailWire 
BrainTrust partner, and regularly 

The Retail Doctor 
Will See You Now

Bob Phibbs, CEO of New York-based consultancy The Retail 
Doctor, is one of the world’s most recognised retail strategists, 
whose client list includes some of the biggest brands on the 
planet. He explains how he became The Retail Doctor and 
advises on how to succeed in the tougher than ever retailing 
environment of today.

performs business makeovers for the 
Los Angeles Times. He’s also highly in 
demand as a conference speaker and 
Retail News caught up with him shortly 
after he wowed the audience at the 
Retail Excellence Retreat at CityWest 
Convention Centre.
       “I hope you’re recording this,” 
Phibbs warns us. “I’ve just come off 
stage about 30 minutes ago and I’m still 
a little excited.”
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Do you still get the same buzz 
from talking to an audience?
“Always. One attendee came 
up to me at the end today and 
said ‘I go to a lot of conferences 
and they’re usually all about 
generalities but you just pretty 
much put it out there what it will 
take to be successful in 2018. 
It’s all about people, and that’s 
refreshing because I generally 
don’t hear people talking like 
that anymore.’ And that’s great 
because you’re looking for the 
light bulbs, when people realise 
‘oh, that is all it’s about’. It’s a 
performance, but when you know 
the audience likes what you have 
to say and you’re saying it, it’s a 
nice triangle.”

So how did you become the 
Retail Doctor?
“The short story is that I’ve 
been in retail since I was 16. 
I put myself through college 
selling shoes. I got my degree in 
music, and I started my practice 
teaching, realising I didn’t want 
to have 30 teenage boys trying 
to play ‘Stairway To Heaven’ on untuned 
guitars so I went with my minor, working 
with a store. I worked with a bunch of 
Western Wear stores, which was cowboy 
clothes: that sounds kind of silly now but 
in the 80s, that was very big in America; 
it was a huge trend. I brought the highest 
increase in sales in South West Plaza, 
the number one mall in America. I was 
at a supervisors’ meeting one day and 
the owner asked, ‘What’s the company’s 
greatest asset?’ I said, ‘That’s easy: its 
employees.” He said, ‘Wrong, it’s its 
customers.’ I had worked with him for 
14 years at that stage but I went down to 
his office and said, ‘Customers can go 
anywhere. They’re not loyal to us. The 
only way we ever built this company was 
with people. I can’t work for a company 
like this: I’m out of here in two weeks.’ 
So I quit and it was like, now what am I 
gonna do?
       “I went to a Tony Robbins seminar 
in Los Angeles and he said, ‘pick 
something that only you could own’. I 
thought ‘The Retail Doctor’. I don’t know 
why I came up with it but I bought the 
trade mark the next morning. I was a 
consultant for a couple of years and then 
I really hit it with a little coffee company 
going up against two Starbuck’s and I got 
a story in the local paper and then in the 
regional paper. Eventually I called The 
New York Times and asked ‘Would you 
be interested in this story about how the 
little guy beat the big guy?’ and they said, 

‘Yeah, we would’. So they did a whole 
profile on me, which led to speaking 
gigs, which led to the Los Angeles Times 
asking me to do business makeovers 
and I built the brand 24 years ago. But 
it’s always been about retail.”

How has the business of retail changed 
since you started your business back in 
1994 and, perhaps more importantly, 
what lessons remain the same?
“What has certainly changed is that 
nobody is innovating with new pieces 
of the pie: they’re just trying to steal 
off little pieces of everyone else’s pie. 
There are more places to buy more 
things than we ever thought possible 
with online. I think brands who weren’t 
really doing a great job before, have cut 
staff, which has impacted the customer 
experience and has opened the door for 
consumers to say ‘I don’t want to have 
a bad experience: I’d rather have no 
experience and buy online’. 
       “On the other side, what hasn’t 
changed is people still go out for a 
connection. Retail has always been 
about people. It always will be about 
people. If you just make people feel that 
they matter, they buy more. The reason 
so many are hurting is people either 
feel nothing when they go to a store or 
they feel worse, because the employees 
weren’t trained or the merch looks like 
it’s too much to shop – I don’t want a 
wall of 100 shoes to choose from: I just 
want the pair that’s right for me.

Bob Phibbs insists that there is a future for bricks-and-mortar stores, providing they 
make their customers feel like they matter.

       “In all of this, there are great 
opportunities, even at the grocery store. 
I like sandwiches when I’m not travelling 
and I go to the deli. Never do they up-
sell or have a connection. It’s always 
‘do you have a coupon for that?’ All they 
mention is what’s on sale, which is the 
same with a lot of apparel retailers. The 
bad thing about that is you want them to 
sell the things that cost more. You put 
things on sale so that the price is what 
sells it. A lot of people just don’t get that. 
There’s no two ways about it: grocery, 
hospitality, restaurant, everyone has a 
lot more competition that we have ever 
had. But if you develop a ‘customer first’ 
profile and say ‘Why, today, did she walk 
into my store?, if you’re curious about 
that, then you start to see new ways 
to do business and to become more 
engaged with your customer than what 
has been the norm for the last 20 years, 
which has been to pull back from that 
engagement.

Has technology made it easier for 
brands and retailers to connect with 
consumers?
“I think it has made it easier to give the 
illusion of connection. So you’ve got an 
Instagram account and you’ve 8,000 likes 
because you put up a picture of a girl 
in a swimsuit with a fancy pair of ear-
rings. Is that your customer doing that 
or is that just people going ‘that’s a nice 
picture’? I think there’s a big discrepancy 
around what engagement means. ‘Likes’ 



are fine but realistically, the only 
engagement to me is someone 
giving me money for my services. 
       “The other interesting thing 
is that beauty category is up 25% 
this year. Isn’t it interesting that 
young women are trying on faces 
instead of clothes? That’s a big 
change. They’re even creating 
make-up lines to wear for selfies. 
There’s this image that I’m OK 
and everything’s fine. It’s very 
different from what we used to 
do. The guy used to buy a suit to 
go on a date with the girl. Now in 
most big cities in America, the girl 
can rent the shoes, the dress, the 
jewels and the purse and return 
it the next day: it doesn’t become 
a part of her. So I think that’s a 
challenge for brands: how do you 
understand that engagement is 
using the product and owning it 
and not just getting the value from 
it and returning it?”

The buzz phrase for the last few 
years has been omni-channel 
retailing. Do you believe that true 
omni-channel retailing is achievable?
“I do. The ultimate is Amazon and 
retailers are split over it. Some are 
going, ‘They’re not our enemy’ and 
others are insistent that ‘they really 
are the enemy’. I think the reason 
why Amazon is such a big part of 
the dialogue is because they have 
fundamentally changed the way we think 
about customer service when it comes to 
online. I can buy something for 10 bucks 
and if I don’t like it or it doesn’t suit my 
purpose, so I go to fill out the form and it 
couldn’t be easier: I click the item, click 
the reason I’m not happy with it and they 
say we’re going to credit your account, 
keep it and don’t bother sending it 
back. In the old days, the retailer would 
demand the item back, along with 
various other forms etc before giving you 
credit, so that’s fundamentally changing 
the way we shop.
       “As far as the omni-channel world, 
I think Walmart and several American 
retailers are making big strides, but 
here’s the thing: it’s very expensive to do. 
Their margins are going down into the 
realm of 20-30% instead of 40-50%. Free 
shipping both ways is very expensive. 
Everybody thinks that home delivery 
of groceries is the key to everything 
because we’re in your house every week 
but it’s very expensive and very hard to 
do that consistently: I don’t think even 
Amazon has mastered that yet.
       “I think the big players are able 
to do omni-channel but for most 

Bob Phibbs has become highly sought after as a motivational and keynote speaker at 
conferences all over the world.

Retail has always 
been about people. It 
always will be about 

people. If you just 
make people feel that 
they matter, they buy 

more.

“

”

retailers, I don’t see that the magic key 
is there. You’re not going to offer this 
and suddenly grow sales by 50%. You 
might grow your online sales by 10% 
but if you spent 30% of your budget to 
get that 10%, I don’t think most people 
would consider that a good ROI [return 
on investment] even knowing that that’s 
where we’re going in the future.”

Most of the big grocery retailers in 
Ireland have an online presence but 
the majority of their sales are still 
generated through people coming 
through the doors of their bricks 
and mortar stores. What do these 
bricks and mortar stores have to do to 
compete with online?
“One of the challenges we’re running 
into is that the middle of the aisles are 
dying, right? People are eating more 
healthily so candies, sodas, all that 
stuff is being punished. We have new 
appliances coming on stream whereby 

you will set it to the brand of soap you 
like and once your soap runs out, it 
will automatically re-order it. Those 
capabilities aren’t even cutting edge: 
that’s just where we’re going. So the 
mid-sized grocery store is going to 
become really hard and I think the future 
is not going to be these long aisles 
where I can look down from one end 
and say ‘nothing is there for me’. I think 
we’re going to see more pods than long 
aisles, I think we’re going to be curated 
and I think the CPG [consumer packaged 
goods] companies know that. They’re 
going to decide whether they go big and 
go direct to consumers and try to skip 
over the retailer. 
       “But most people are going to go 
to the grocery store for the foreseeable 
future. The key is: how do you make it 
not feel like work? How do you make it 
interesting? How do you innovate with 
fresh meal replacement? How do you 
innovate with your bakery? How do you 
innovate with not just doing the same 
thing we’ve done for 50 or 100 years? I 
don’t think the big boys have hit it out of 
the park yet.”

A lot of the talk these days is about 
experiential shopping and creating 
theatre in-store to entice and retain 
customers... 
“What does that look like? I hear that 
spoken but do I really need someone to 
be talking to me and explaining what 
they’re doing while they’re making 
bread or do I just want fresh baguettes 
whenever I walk into your store? That’s 
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Bob Phibbs: “90% of customers are walking into a brick-and-mortar store feeling 
worse that they chose to go there. That’s a huge opportunity for a new brand 
or a legacy brand to say, ‘we’re going to do it differently’, and that’s the kind of 
client I work with.”

a harder thing to do, but to me that’s 
what customers care more about. In the 
States, when they added a coffee house, 
it added 5% to the basket because it 
slowed people down. Whenever you can 
do that with purpose, that’s great, but I 
don’t know what the theatre would look 
like that would be compelling.
       “I know a store called Stew 
Leonard’s in Connecticut who had an 
iPad over their fresh corn during the 
summer and you could see where the 
corn was picked and there was a farmer 
talking about how it had been picked 
that day. I thought that was brilliant. 
That’s interesting theatre and it certainly 
reinforced that it was fresh. But is that 
gonna make me more or less likely to 
buy the corn? I think it’s interesting but 
I don’t know that theatre on its own is 
going to making fans of your shoppers: 
your food is what makes raving fans of 
your shoppers.”

Retailers today have access to more 
data than ever before about their 
customers. Are they using this data 
effectively? What more can be done?
“Most retailers have no idea what they 
have, which is why they are using Watson 
and trying to find new ways to connect. 
The trouble is, there are too many data 
points to connect. I was speaking to 
someone from a big US retailer recently 
who said that when they started looking 
at analytics, they found that people who 
bought pineapples also bought phone 
cards and bought toothbrushes, but 
what do they do with that information? 
You can’t run a call-card and toothbrush 
display beside pineapples. That’s why 
it’s so hard for retailers to know what 
to do because if you just look at the 
data, you think it’s a slam-dunk, but is 
it actionable? And more importantly: 
is your data buried in different silos, 
whereby marketing uses one thing, the 
buying group uses another etc. 
       “I know NetSuite, who were bought 
by Oracle last year, have a whole ERP 
system that controls manufacturing, 
retailing etc, so there is one data set 
that everyone works from, which is the 
opposite of most retailers, where each 
department has a different data set, 
often that don’t talk to each other and 
often that can’t be imported or exported 
unless you do it manually, so it’s a lot of 
work and they just don’t do it: instead, 
they throw up their hands.”

You mentioned earlier that you made 
your name with a story of a small, 
independent coffee shop taking on the 
multinationals back in the 1990s. With 
the increasingly global nature of today’s 

retail market, can independent stores 
still compete with the big boys in 2018?
“I think they can. I was lucky in that 
when we did this 30 years ago, people 
cared about it more. I think people are 
more cynical these days. They want to 
know ‘what do I get out of their store 
staying open?’ One of the things we have 
in America is the idea of ‘buy local’ and 
‘locals first’. There’s a bookstore near 
my house, for example, and there’s a 
sign as you walk in that says ‘if you see 
it in our store, buy it from us because if 
you buy it from somewhere else, we’ll 
be gone and you won’t have a place to 
do this’. I thought, ‘Really? You’re trying 
to guilt me into it?’ I’m not buying local 
and putting up with bad service. I’m not 
buying in a local independent grocery 
store if the produce doesn’t hold up. 
I don’t want to have to settle by going 
local.
       “I say to coffee houses, if you want 
to go into business, your entry point is 
to do everything that Starbuck’s is doing 
right now. If you want to add to that, 
you’ll be successful. But you can’t say 
‘oh we’re just the little guy so we can’t 
afford the best beans, but buy from 
us ‘cos we’re local’. No! We are more 
demanding as consumers than ever.
       “The good news in all this is that 
when you are customer focused, then 
you realise that retail is always a person-
to-person business. When I can make 

somebody feel they matter, they’ll buy 
more. That recipe goes all the way back 
to when Harrod’s and Macy’s started, 
and we’ve just allowed ourselves to get 
further and further from that truth and 
be distracted by shiny objects like VR, 
AI and predictive. They’re all fine as 
strategies but the one that’s right under 
your nose is that 90% of customers 
are walking into a brick-and-mortar 
store feeling worse that they chose to 
go there. That’s a huge opportunity for 
a new brand or a legacy brand to say, 
‘we’re going to do it differently’, and 
that’s the kind of client I work with.
       “It’s not a mystery, if you look at 
behaviour. I walked into 25 stores in 
downtown Dublin yesterday, from the 
oldest department stores to the shiniest 
new ones, and not one associate said 
a word to me. How can you possibly 
make a customer feel they matter if 
your employees are mute? The solution 
is, you need to look at how you train 
employees in the soft skills of how 
to engage another human being, not 
in making sure they can use an app 
on their phone to check stock. That 
true engagement is still going to be 
one person at a time, one face at a 
time: don’t shirk from it and you can 
compete.”

• For more on Bob Phibbs, The Retail 
Doctor, visit www.retaildoc.com.
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