
RUNNING GREAT STORES  •  FIELD LEADERSHIP GUIDE

District Manager Store Visit
Effectiveness Guide™
Does the store perform better because you visited -
and is the Store Manager more capable after you leave?

District Managers spend a significant amount of time in stores. But time in a store does not automatically make it a
valuable store visit.
•

An inspection
•

A list of everything that is wrong
•

A business recap the DM could have reviewed before arriving
•

A series of instructions
•

The District Manager personally fixing execution
•

An exhausting list of priorities that will never all be completed

The store may look better when the District Manager leaves. That does not necessarily mean the store is stronger.
AN EFFECTIVE STORE VISIT SHOULD ACCOMPLISH TWO THINGS

Improve the business.    and    Increase the Store Manager's ability to lead the business.

The specifics of every store will be different. Volume, format, customer, staffing, assortment, market conditions and
operating models vary widely. The leadership discipline should not.

PREPARE > OBSERVE > DIAGNOSE > COACH > COMMIT > FOLLOW UP

The value of a store visit is not measured by how many things the District Manager notices. It
is measured by what the Store Manager understands, owns and executes differently after the
District Manager leaves.
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PREPARE

Decide What Matters Before You Arrive
The best store visits begin before the District Manager enters the store. Preparation does not require hours. It requires
enough understanding to know where your attention is most valuable.

STORE DATE STORE MANAGER

WHAT HAS CHANGED SINCE MY LAST VISIT?

Consider performance, leadership, staffing, customer trends, major initiatives, inventory, operating conditions and commitments from the last
visit.

WHAT IS THE BUSINESS TELLING ME?

WHICH RESULT, TREND OR CONDITION DESERVES MY ATTENTION? WHAT APPEARS TO BE IMPROVING?

WHAT APPEARS TO BE GETTING WORSE - OR STAYING STUCK? WHAT DID WE AGREE TO LAST TIME?

WHAT SHOULD I EXPECT TO SEE IF PROGRESS HAS OCCURRED?

DEFINE THE PURPOSE OF THIS VISIT

Not every store visit should have the same objective. What does this store most need from me today?

Performance - Understand a business result, trend or performance gap.
Leadership Development - Strengthen the Store Manager's ability to lead, diagnose, coach or prioritize.
Execution - Evaluate a critical standard, initiative or operating priority.
Customer Experience - Understand what the customer is actually experiencing and what is influencing it.
Follow-Up - Determine whether previously agreed actions have been implemented and sustained.
Other: ______________________________________________

THE QUESTION THIS VISIT NEEDS TO ANSWER

If I leave with clarity on only one thing, it should be:

A clear purpose does not prevent you from noticing other issues. It prevents every issue from becoming the purpose of the
visit.
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OBSERVE

Observe Before You Solve
District Managers are experienced problem solvers. That strength can also create a trap. When you recognize a familiar
problem, it is easy to move immediately from I see it → I know what it is → here is what to do. Slow the process down.

Before deciding what needs to change, understand what is actually happening.

USE FIVE LENSES

01 RESULTS
•

What is performing differently than expected?
•

Is the trend improving, deteriorating or unchanged?
•

Which result matters most?
•

Where is there unusual variability?

02 CUSTOMER
•

What is the customer actually experiencing?
•

Where is friction occurring?
•

Does the experience change by day, shift, associate or leader?
•

Are operational demands competing with the customer?

03 EXECUTION
•

What is happening consistently - and what is not?
•

Do standards hold throughout the day?
•

Are the same misses recurring?
•

Is execution dependent on particular people?

04 PEOPLE
•

What does the team understand and own?
•

Are roles and expectations clear?
•

Do associates understand how their work affects performance?
•

Is the team waiting for leadership direction?

05 LEADERSHIP
•

How is the Store Manager leading the business?
•

What are they noticing and prioritizing?
•

What are they coaching and following up?
•

Are they developing other leaders or remaining the answer to everything?

SEPARATE OBSERVATION FROM INTERPRETATION

I OBSERVED I THINK IT MAY MEAN I STILL NEED TO UNDERSTAND

What you notice is evidence. What you believe it means is a hypothesis. Do not confuse the two.
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DIAGNOSE

Diagnose Before You Direct
The first visible problem is not always the real problem. Correcting the visible issue may improve the store temporarily. It
may not prevent it from returning.

Use the Retail Reality Lens™.
Look at what is actually happening before deciding what should happen next. Use the Lens to
challenge your first conclusion.

ASK BEFORE YOU ACT

What do I know from observation, results or evidence? What am I assuming?

What does the Store Manager believe is driving the issue? Is what I am seeing the root issue - or a symptom of
something else?

IDENTIFY THE MOST LIKELY CONSTRAINT

Clarity
People do not clearly understand the expectation, priority or
standard.

Capability
The expectation is understood, but the leader or team does not yet
have the skill to execute it consistently.

Execution Discipline
People know what to do and how to do it, but routines or
follow-through are not holding.

Accountability
Expectations are known, but missed performance is not being
addressed consistently.

Leadership
The Store Manager is not effectively diagnosing, prioritizing,
coaching, developing or following through.

Operating Environment
Staffing, workload, inventory, tools, traffic, physical conditions or
another structural issue is materially affecting performance.

Multiple Factors
More diagnosis is needed before choosing an action.

PRESSURE-TEST THE DIAGNOSIS

WHAT EVIDENCE SUPPORTS MY CONCLUSION?

WHAT EVIDENCE COULD CHALLENGE IT?

IF WE ADDRESS THIS ISSUE, SHOULD THE VISIBLE PERFORMANCE PROBLEM IMPROVE?

Better diagnosis produces better action. A District Manager who solves the wrong problem faster has not improved the store.
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COACH

Build the Store Manager's Thinking
There are times when a District Manager should give clear direction. A safety issue cannot wait for a coaching
conversation. A critical company requirement may simply need to be executed. But direction should not become the
default response to every business problem.

If the District Manager continually diagnoses the problem, identifies the priority, develops the solution and monitors every
detail, the Store Manager may execute better temporarily without becoming a stronger leader.

BEFORE GIVING THE ANSWER, ASK

What are you seeing? What do you think is driving it?

Why do you think this continues to happen? What have you already tried?

What is within your control? Of everything we are discussing, which issue matters most?

What would you do next? What does your team need from you?

How will you know your action worked?

KNOW WHEN TO COACH AND WHEN TO DIRECT

COACH

The Store Manager has enough knowledge
and authority to think through the issue
and needs help strengthening judgment,
capability or ownership.

DIRECT

The expectation is non-negotiable,
immediate action is required, risk is
involved, or the Store Manager does not
yet have the knowledge needed to make
the decision independently.

TEACH

The leader lacks the knowledge, process or
skill required to execute successfully.

An effective District Manager moves between all three. The goal is not to avoid direction. The goal is to avoid creating unnecessary
dependency.

Direction can solve today's problem. Coaching develops the leader who can solve tomorrow's.
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COMMIT

Leave With Clarity
A strong store visit should not end with “We covered a lot today.” It should end with clarity. Most stores cannot effectively
execute a list of ten new priorities. Identify the small number of actions most likely to improve performance.

PRIORITY 1

WHAT NEEDS TO IMPROVE?

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

ACTION

OWNER

WHAT SHOULD CHANGE IF THE ACTION WORKS?

BY WHEN?

PRIORITY 2

WHAT NEEDS TO IMPROVE?

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

ACTION

OWNER

WHAT SHOULD CHANGE IF THE ACTION WORKS?

BY WHEN?

PRIORITY 3 - ONLY IF NECESSARY

WHAT NEEDS TO IMPROVE? ACTION OWNER BY WHEN?

BEFORE YOU LEAVE

What are my most important priorities? Why do they matter?

What am I going to do? What result or behavior should change?

What do I personally own? When will we review progress?

If those answers are unclear, the visit is not finished.
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FOLLOW UP

Determine Whether the Visit Mattered
The real test begins afterward. A good conversation can create energy. A successful store visit creates sustained change.

FOLLOW-UP DATE HOW WILL WE FOLLOW UP?

WHAT EVIDENCE SHOULD BE VISIBLE BY THEN?

Store visit Phone / video conversation Business review

Store Manager update Performance metric review Other

THE DISTRICT MANAGER SELF-CHECK

I understood the store better when I left than when I arrived. I spent time on the issues most likely to influence performance.

I separated observation from assumption. We diagnosed likely root causes rather than simply correcting
visible symptoms.

The Store Manager did meaningful thinking during the
conversation.

I coached where coaching was appropriate and directed where
direction was necessary.

We left with no more than two or three meaningful priorities. Ownership sits with the Store Manager where it should.

Success is defined clearly enough that we will know whether
improvement occurred.

Follow-up has a specific date or trigger.

THE FINAL QUESTION

Is the Store Manager more capable of leading the business because of this visit?

Yes Partially Not yet

WHAT CAPABILITY STILL NEEDS TO BE STRENGTHENED?

THE STANDARD FOR AN EFFECTIVE STORE VISIT

The goal is not for the District Manager to become indispensable to the store. The goal is to build Store Managers who can see
the business clearly, identify what matters, lead their teams, solve problems, sustain standards, and improve performance.

Great District Managers still inspect. They still set expectations. They still make decisions. They still hold people accountable. But
they do something more important:

They leave behind stronger leaders.
Running Great Stores helps retailers strengthen Store Managers, field leadership, operating rhythms and execution systems so strong store
performance can be repeated across locations.


