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GREG ELDER: LL Bean started in 1912 with a man named L.L. Bean, Leon Leonwood Bean. Um, he started as a avid Maine outdoorsman, hunter, fisherman.

NANCY FISCHMAN: And he was tired of cold and damp feet when he was out hunting so he went to a local cobbler and took the bottoms from a rubber work boot and leather uppers and had them stitched together and he chose to market them using a three page brochure. And in the brochure he promised, uh, that the person who tried the boot would be satisfied in every way. Now, the story goes that he sold 100 pairs of the boots-

DAVID DAPONTE: -and those, out of that 100, about 90 of them came back because they didn’t perform, um, they didn’t perform to a customer’s expectation.

NANCY FISCHMAN: True to his word, L.L. returned the money of all 90 dissatisfied customers, went on to repair the boot and that now is the main hunting shoe you see in our catalogue. 

TERRY SUTTON: And so we are really, um, about everything that a customer would need to enjoy the outdoors and also about the apparel that goes with it. So it’s kind of evolved over time. 

GREG ELDER: My name is Greg Elder. I’m the vice president of stores at LL Bean and my job is to run all of the operations of all of our retail stores, both outside of Maine and in Maine. We have three stores currently in Maine that comprise our retail flagship campus and we are in the process of opening our 14th retail location outside Maine. We started as a catalogue business back in 1912 and, um, and in just recent years we’ve begun our brick and mortar retail expansion. We’ve got 14 stores outside of Maine in 10 states. Um, we go as far west as Chicago, u, 4 stores down in the mid-Atlantic, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Washington, DC. But the core of our market is really in New England and our deepest penetration of stores is the three stores in and around the Boston, Massachusetts area. You know, the company is rooted soundly on customer service and, uh, LL modeled that and believed that and it still guides really every one of our actions today. When he, um, first opened the retail store up the road, um, he lived upstairs so, um, the store was available and LL was available anytime, day or night, to service customers. And it was not uncommon for the doorbell to ring or a fisherman or a hunter was on there way up to northern Maine and LL would, uh, come down and service that customer. And those ideals are, um, pervasive throughout our culture, um, and are relevant today, 98 years later as they were then. 

We’ve only had three presidents in our company’s history: LL Bean himself, um, Leon Gorman, who’s the grandson of LL Bean, and now Chris McCormick is our president and CEO and the first non-family member president and CEO. As a privately held, family run company it gives us the unique ability to run our business, um, in the way that we choose. Um, simply put, that is, um, balancing the needs of each of our six stakeholders, um, equally. Um, the stakeholders are comprised of shareholders, the family members, the communities, our customers, the natural environment, so, um, ensuring that the needs of each of those stakeholders is met certainly drives our corporate strategy. Um, certainly the profitability of the enterprise is an important stake and as a multi-channel retailer, we still need to grow and grow the business. Um, driving the business through retail, web, and catalogue growth, and ensuring that were continuing to maintain a strong balance sheet, uh, and drive sales in growing the business. And most of the energy is spent on product side, marketing it effectively to our core customer, and really, uh, continuing to exploit the three channels in which we operate. 

Our culture is a collaborative culture, so, um, working up with your supervisors, working laterally with your peers, and involving, um, subordinates and key people throughout the company in decisions is really the way to get things done here at Bean. Um, being able to forge partnerships, um, in the multiple areas, um, cross functionally, very very very important. Um, in retail, that’s especially important, as we are, in essence, kind of an entrepreneur arm of the company within a large multi-channel, um, largely direct-centric company. Corporate marking, web, direct channel. Um, our credit card operations are all, um, are mutually dependent on one another. They’re to grow and drive the retail business and visa versa. 

When I think about our competitors, it’s changed a lot in recent years with the advent of the web, um, competitive product and competitive analysis and comparative shopping is a click away, any time, 24 hours a day, day or night. Certainly within our outdoor businesses there’s the natural competitors of REI and Dick’s, EMS, Cabellas, just to name a few, and within our apparel businesses we compete against department stores, specialty retailers, um, the web. Our competitive advantage certainly is the product offer, um, but our real towering competitive advantage is our rich service history and there’s really no question about that. The customer continues to tell us that, year in and year out, and we spend more time, more money, more energy and more resources on continuing to stay ahead of the competition.

When I think about leadership at LL Bean, uh, I go right back to our core values. There’s six of them: outdoor heritage, integrity, service, respect, perseverance, and safe and healthy living. And, um, it’s true that all companies have core values. Normally they keep them on wallet cards and people may or may not reference them at any point, uh, of the year. But at LL Bean the core values are rooted deep and richly in our heritage and our actions and behaviors. So when you look at both the stakeholder concept and our core values, um, those are very-those are more than philosophical words here at LL Bean. Um, those really dive the actions, um, of leaders and, um, are really a big deal here at Bean. 

It comes right back to, um, LL Bean’s golden rule, which says sell good merchandise at a reasonable profit and treat people like human beings and they’ll always come back for more. And it’s the treat people like human beings piece, um, that I think is at the root of any good leader. Um, being a strong listener, being receptive to new ideas, um, being able to deliver supportive and tough messages at times are all co-competencies of leadership at Bean that are particularly important. 
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