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A continuous learning  
culture prevails and is  
fostered through employee 
development, community  
engagement, and  
workforce diversity. 
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FrooT
ique!

Experiencing the Wow  
factor of a continuous  
learning workplace

The Wow “brand experience” of shopping at 
Pete’s is one that staff members understand 
as their primary directive and it requires 
continuous learning to maintain. As such, 
learning is evident in every conversation, 
meeting, walk-around (“huddle”), and 
orientation. Customers want to know how to 
prepare diverse produce and products. They 
want to understand the nutritional value 
of fruits and vegetables from around the 
globe. Thus, they turn to the employees to 
answer such questions. One employee shares 
a story of a regular customer who wanted a 
particular exotic vegetable that the store did 
not carry. The customer wanted to know if 
a similar vegetable which the store had in 
stock could be used as a substitute and if it 
would produce a similar flavour. 

“I told the customer that I would find out 
so I went upstairs and looked through our 
reference materials and also looked on-line. 
I discovered that we carried a vegetable that 

would work provided that it was roasted. 
She was happy that I took the time to sort 
this out and that is the type of service people 
expect. It’s also a great way to keep you 
learning all the time.”

For Pete’s employees, the attraction of 
learning something new each day is a moti-
vating aspect of their work. Reference mate-
rials on fruits and vegetables are available in 
the staff room and new items are tasted and/
or demonstrated for staff each week. Staff 
members learn from supervisors, from each 
other and also independently. Such learning 
often results in a new appreciation of the 
rich tastes hidden in the world’s produce and 
fosters healthier eating habits. 

“This is a place where you can learn how 
to make a meal out of something that you 
have never eaten before...You also develop a 
greater awareness of what’s good for you and 
so you learn to eat healthier. I like that type 
of exotic learning.”

In addition to learning about the nutri-
tional qualities of produce and products, 
staff members must also pay close attention 
to how items are displayed. As Pete states 

Pete’s Frootique (Pete’s) is a multimillion dollar retail 
and wholesale operation that sells fruits and vegeta-
bles, as well as other gourmet delights. The company 
employs approximately 280 employees in Nova Scotia 
and strives to create a “Wow atmosphere” that  
provides customers and staff with the finest and  
the freshest, the most unique and the most unusual  
in a memorable shopping, working and learning  
experience.
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“Retail is detail”. Displays of fruit, fish, 
vegetables, meat, cheese, and chocolate 
are designed by staff based upon years of 
on-the-job experience and a commitment 
to learning.

 
Learning from mistakes

Pete’s is a workplace where making an 
honest mistake is viewed as part of learning 
how to do the job. Employees strive for 
excellence and they desire their work to 
be without error. But when a mistake does 
occur, especially when an employee is still 
learning a new process, learning how to 
build a new display, or navigating a new 
part of the store, supervisors and manag-
ers use the mistake as learning illustration 
rather than a berating exercise. In such 
an experiential learning environment, 
employees grow more confident as their 
mistakes help them to build upon their 
existing knowledge. Further, as they move 
into supervisory positions, they apply the 
same open learning principles to their new 
responsibilities. As one manager explains,

“When I started as a front line worker, I 
learned by making mistakes and by being 
persistent. My manager was patient and he 
let me make those mistakes and used each 
one to teach me something new. Now, I 
carry that same principle forward in my job 
as a manager.” 

 
Enriching workplace learning 

Pete’s incorporates store produce and  
products into many of its training and 
learning sessions. The store managers 
explain that these “chop and chat” sessions 
(demonstration of product/produce) occur 
at most meetings and help to enrich the 
learning experience.

At an employee orientation session, 
various fruit samples from around the globe 
are passed around and eaten as the produce 

supervisor explains the unique qualities of 
each item. People taste the tanginess and 
smell the skin of various exotic fruits – a 
complete sensory learning experience. At 
a managers’ meeting, a supervisor shows 
various soy products and discusses their 
nutritional qualities. The entire team then 
shares recipe ideas with one another and 
notes the various combinations of veg-
etables and fruits that can be used with the 
soy products. 

 
Treating employees  
as customers

Pete’s philosophy is that employees are 
as important as customers. Supervisors 
in both stores note that the quality of the 
product is only as good as the enthusiasm 
and skill of the team. In the highly competi-
tive world of food retailing, independent 
retailers like Pete’s must therefore ensure 
that employees feel and are treated with 
the same respect as customers. A senior 
manager describes how treating employees 
as customers changes even small aspects of 
the daily experience.

“We realized for instance that if we were 
going to put flowers in the customer wash-
rooms, then we should also put flowers in 
the staff washrooms. Also, if there was a 
loose tile in the staff room, then it should be 
fixed just as quickly as if it was on the store 
floor.”

The manager goes on to explain that at 
Pete’s the goal for the company is for annual 
staff and customer satisfaction surveys to 
be equal.

“We want our staff members to recom-
mend Pete’s as a top employer and the 
only way we will accomplish that is for the 
employees to feel cared for regardless of 
where they work in the organization. That 
means staff members get the training they 
need, they are given the opportunity to 
voice opinions, and they are treated with 
the same level of respect as our customers. 

Put simply, if we want our customer satis-
faction to increase, staff satisfaction must 
also increase.” 

Several initiatives aim to support staff 
in their work and learning. They include 
the use of a bi-weekly internal newsletter 
that contains specific company messages 
and that profiles a different staff member 
in each issue. Also, a staff suggestion box 
is used to encourage the dissemination 
of ideas and concerns. Further, a small 
library is located in the staff room at both 
locations and is stocked with information 
about store produce. 

 
Creating a culture of caring  
and diversity

Pete’s cares about people and is commit-
ted to creating a work environment where 
diversity is respected and a culture of car-
ing prevails. The company recognizes that 
its diverse workforce wants to learn about 
and be engaged with the community. Thus, 
the company introduced Pete’s Helping 
Hands which allocates a certain amount of 
paid time off each year that employees can 
apply to use to volunteer with local com-
munity organizations. In return, employ-
ees are required to share their volunteer 
experience with co-workers (staff meeting, 
company newsletter). In this manner, the 
volunteer learning experience enriches the 
entire company.

Pete’s also makes a concerted effort to 
ensure that its workforce reflects the racial, 
cultural, social, and gender makeup of the 
community. In 2009, the company received 
the Employer of Choice Award from a Hali-
fax based disability organization for being 
an inclusive and barrier free workplace for 
persons with disabilities. New immigrants, 
persons with disabilities, visible racial 
groups, and persons who use American 
Sign Language (ASL) are several of the 
groups represented in the stores. To ensure 
that employees from these groups feel  
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Pete’s attributes its overall 
growth and success to:
•	 A desire to make everyplace a learning space and anytime  

a learning time.
•	 A creative work environment where diversity is respected 

and a culture of caring prevails.
•	 A workplace where employees are as important as  

the customers.
•	 A continuous learning workplace where making a mistake  

is viewed as part of learning to do the job.
•	 A “Wow atmosphere” where excellent service and top  

quality produce keep customers coming back.



supported, the store provides training ses-
sions for staff including free American Sign 
Language (ASL) and English as a Second 
Language classes. These learning activities 
foster diversity in the workplace and make 
coming to work each day more enjoyable. 

“Diversity is what makes this a great 
place to work. Every day I want to come to 
work because the people who work here 
and the customers who shop here bring 
different experiences into the same place. 
It’s like stepping into a global marketplace. I 
learn something new about the world every 
day and I think that (learning) makes me a  
better person.”

 

Building and maintaining a 
learning culture

People are behind the success of any busi-
ness and at Pete’s this maxim is paramount. 
Employees at all levels feel empowered to 
offer suggestions, to make mistakes, to be 
creative, to engage customers, and to solve 
problems. Further, they feel respected and 
supported by a company that professes 
and exhibits a culture of caring. As a result, 
employees actively learn from each other, 
from customers, from team meetings, from 
training events, and from on-site library 
resources. As one employee remarks,

“When I come to work in the morning, 
my co-workers all smile and say hello. My 
supervisor asks me how I’m doing. If there 
is something new in our department, we 
take time to learn about that product. Those 
little things make coming to work, even 
at such an early hour, a great experience. I 
guess you could say that working here we 
as employees get to have some of that Wow 
experience that the customers enjoy.”

As Pete Luckett, the owner, proudly 
exclaims, “Growth of our business – Wow! 
We’re a business that’s movin’ and shakin’. 
We’re on the charge! If you’re looking for 
opportunities, this is the place for you!”
http://www.petesfrootique.com
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Employees at all levels feel empowered to offer  
suggestions, to make mistakes, to be creative, to  
engage customers, and to solve problems. “ ”

Retail is detail, employees design store displays.
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To view the long  
version of this  
case study go to  
www.weslat.com



Take our  
survey 
on learning organizations 
for the chance to win  
a 1GB iPod Shuffle  
including CEW  
training materials
Your participation will provide CEW  
with information that will directly  
impact the products and services  
we develop for you. 

Link to the survey:
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=9Tw5J8JL6S4TFvfEVHnYeQ_3d_3d

Draw date is December 1st, 2009
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