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Success is in-store with 
Coborn’s holistic recognition 
and engagement strategy
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Business Challenge
Coborn’s, an employee-owned company with over 9,200 
employees and 120 grocery, liquor, and retail locations, 
operates under the mission to be remarkable by inspiring 
happiness, healthy living, and simplicity — one guest at a 
time.

Over the past decade, rapid expansion through acquisition 
and the opening of new locations took Coborn’s from a 
more traditional grocery business to a modern-day retailer. 
With this growth came the challenge of connecting and 
aligning a predominantly offline workforce across four 
states and maintaining the culture of a family-owned 
business while expanding within a competitive retail 
landscape — no small undertaking.  

To focus the organization and build culture, Coborn’s 
understood that they needed to empower their employees 
from the bottom up rather than by imposing a top-down 
philosophy. At a grassroots level, Coborn’s had a number 
of recognition practices, like on-the-spot gift cards, that 
occurred in silos across their many locations. Understanding 
the power of recognition and with a strong desire to 
support the empowerment of their employees through a 
united engagement strategy, Coborn’s began looking for an 
effective and accessible way to:

1. Consolidate their disparate recognition and 
rewards programs into one tech-forward solution 
An all-encompassing program to help standardize the 
employee experience, reduce administrative burden, and 
help to establish a culture of recognition through ease of 
use (specifically for their large offline population).

2. Align to their core mission and values 
A mechanism to align employees to Coborn’s core mission 
and values so that those values were more than just words 
on their website. To elevate their business to the next level, 
with a focus on rallying everyone around those behaviors 
on a daily basis.

3. Create a culture of engagement through 
manager empowerment 
A platform to facilitate empowerment, action, and 
effectiveness among leaders, especially front-line 
managers. With the consistent addition of new hires to 
their workforce, Coborn’s relies heavily on their managers 
to support employee success, and ultimately, store success. 
Coborn’s believed that the ability to further empower 
managers through recognition, engagement, and consistent 
employee feedback would help reduce churn.
While researching solutions, Coborn’s focused on finding 
a platform that was tech-forward, easily deployable 
company-wide to a predominately offline workforce, and 
could keep pace with their plans for continued growth. 

Coborn’s selected Achievers as their partner in engagement 
largely due to their thought-leadership, innovation in 
technology, customer service model, and dedication to 
Coborn’s ongoing business transformation.

At our core, our mission is to empower 

employee owners to create unique shopping 

experiences, anticipate needs, and exceed 

the expectations of our guests.

- Coborn’s Mission Statement
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Achievers Employee 
Success PlatformTM 
Solution
In partnership with Achievers, Coborn’s launched Kudos, a 
social and points-based peer-to-peer recognition program 
that celebrates important employee milestones and 
reinforces company values. Kudos also allows Coborn’s to 
communicate critical information to employees. 

Reinforcing values through recognition
Kudos makes Coborn’s company values sticky. Every time 
an employee sends a recognition, a core value is reinforced 
and further embedded into the company culture. Coborn’s 
reinforces that value through various channels, including 
targeted campaigns. The organization runs a multitude 
of campaigns through Kudos, many of which target their 
people leaders, ensuring that their managers are equipped 
with this important tool to motivate their teams. 

Benefits beyond recognition
As the Kudos program grew in popularity, Coborn’s saw 
an opportunity to leverage it to promote other company 
initiatives: Kudos is home to Coborn’s wellness program, 
an internal site that provides information on resources 
available to Coborn’s employees to support their health 
and well-being. Similarly, Coborn’s manages their National 
Safety Month through Kudos. As part of this yearly 
campaign, safety champions are identified at each store 
location and are incentivized with Kudos points to promote 
safety initiatives within their locations. 

In addition to Kudos’ ability to celebrate employees, 
Coborn’s was quick to realize the benefit of the program’s 
Announcements feature which gave them the ability to 
communicate with their entire workforce, including the 
two-thirds of employees who do not have a company email 
address. Leveraging Kudos as a critical communication 
hub not only helped reinforce the program, it also helped 
position Kudos as a change-management tool. 

VALUES
New Category Ideas

Driving Sales & Results
Guest Focus
Teamwork

Safety & Wellbeing 
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Achievers Listen brings frontline feedback to the 
forefront
As Kudos evolved into a primary engagement hub for 
employees and a critical empowerment tool for managers, 
Coborn’s was keen to understand how they could 
leverage the program for an even bigger impact. A joint 
data analysis between Coborn’s and Achievers revealed 
that managers who recognize more have less employee 
turnover — a powerful piece of insight that reinforced 
Coborn’s understanding of the importance of manager 
empowerment in the success of their business. With that 
insight, the decision to implement Achievers Listen was a 
natural next step in the evolution of Coborn’s engagement 
strategy.

Listen, an end-to-end engagement solution that 
accelerates the employee feedback loop and provides 
data-driven insights and actions, was integrated into 
Kudos, making it even more impactful.

With Listen, Coborn’s saw an opportunity to further 
empower managers by providing them with a tool to help 
nurture the manager-employee relationship. The Pulse 
survey feature in Listen allowed Coborn’s to retire their 
annual engagement survey which was proving ineffective 
for collecting the timely feedback they wanted from their 
employees, and also didn’t support timely action from 
managers.   

This marked a major shift in Coborn’s employee listening 
strategy. With Listen’s Pulse survey — a set of 15 science-
based questions designed to precisely identify factors that 
are impacting engagement — Coborn’s has been able to 
facilitate real-time employee feedback and deliver timely 
results for managers. To help managers navigate next steps 
on the feedback they receive from their employees, the 
Action Builder feature within Listen provides a guided 
process for Coborn’s managers to take action and support 
those critical manager-employee conversations.  

Engagement can be an intangible, hard to grasp concept. Yet with this feedback and these real-time results at 

their location, managers have the opportunity to see how they can impact outcomes and help build engagement 

among their employees.

- Tara Gronhovd, Director of Learning & Development, Coborn’s

Listen Hotspot story #1

In an early Pulse survey, waning employee 
excitement at one location was identified 
as a root cause of lowered culture scores. 
In response, Coborn’s created an action 
plan that included running a contest 
among employees, asking them to promote 
donations for the local food bank. If (when) 
they hit their target, a pizza party would be 
held to celebrate them and their efforts.

Listen Hotspot story #2
After one location’s survey revealed that 
employees felt managers were not taking 
time to give feedback, strategic changes 
were implemented. Managers at this 
location were then required to check-in 
with employees at least once per week. This 
check-in could be an informal discussion 
in which the manager asks the employee 
how they’re doing and feeling and offers 
feedback on at least one thing done well and 
one which needs improvement. 

Subsequent feedback from employees 
showed a +3 percent score increase Subsequent feedback from employees 

showed a +5 percent score increase

https://www.achievers.com/resources/videos/coborns-eci-and-blackhawk-network-level-up-their-employee-engagement-with-achievers-listen/
https://www.achievers.com/resources/videos/coborns-eci-and-blackhawk-network-level-up-their-employee-engagement-with-achievers-listen/
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Business Impact
Both Kudos programs have received an overwhelmingly 
positive response from Coborn’s employees. In looking 
at recognition specifically, Coborn’s has seen nearly 
100 percent adoption among people leaders, with 77 
percent of managers sending at least one recognition a 
month. With such high activity among managers, it’s no 
surprise that employees receive on average nearly two 
recognitions per month.  

Coborn’s employees who receive at least 3 or 
more recognitions a month are 6x less likely 
to leave (compared to employees who are not 
recognized)
In a joint analysis of Coborn’s recognition and turnover 
data, it was revealed that stores where employees 
are recognized more frequently typically had higher 
retention rates. As a retailer, employee churn is of 
particular importance, as turnover can be high and comes 
at a staggering cost. On average, the cost to replace an 
entry-level employee is around $4,000.¹ Multiple this by 
an average turnover rate in retail of 60 percent² and the 
enormity of the expense becomes apparent.  Therefore, 
Kudos has proven cost savings in the form of employee 
retention — something directly attributed to engagement 
with the program. 

Employee engagement program success at a 
glance
From an engagement perspective, Listen results are equally 
compelling. Nearly three quarters of Coborn’s entire 
population are actively sharing their feedback through the 
Pulse surveys – an especially impressive response rate 
given Coborn’s majority offline population. This means that 
Coborn’s has a direct line of communication with those at 
the forefront of their business — invaluable insight that not 
only helps them drive better engagement, but also develop 
better business practices to benefit their customers. 

Listen has allowed us to tie the impact of 

recognition to engagement which demonstrates 

an employee’s commitment level to Coborn’s.

- Tara Gronhovd, Director of Learning & 
Development, Coborn’s

increase in employee response 
rate using Listen Pulse surveys

RECOGNITION PROGRAM SUCCESS AT A 
GLANCE

93%

48% 88%

77% 1.7

99.9%overall activation 
and adoption

monthly
active users

monthly active 
users among 
people leaders 

of managers are 
sending one or 
more recognitions 
per month

Average recognitions 
received per employee,
per month 

adoption among 
people leaders 

61%

We’ve seen that when recognition is valued, 

commitment scores go up for our employees. So 

what we are actually seeing is our data play out 

live —our retention strategy works.

- Tara Gronhovd, Director of Learning & 
Development, Coborn’s

¹ Achievers Blog Post: 4 Ways to Reduce Employee Turnover and Improve Your Bottom line 
² Blog: Retail Turnover Rates in 2018

In feedback received through their Pulse 
survey, employees noted that the backrooms 

of their stores were often left messy. 
With this insight, Coborn’s implemented 

a campaign through Kudos aimed at 
recognizing and rewarding team members 
who cleaned up the communal space and 

kept it tidy for others. On the following 
Pulse survey, employees reported their 

appreciation of the now clean backrooms, 
and as a bonus, it helped Coborn’s eliminate 

costly shrink due to damaged products. 
#behindthescenes | 300+ clerks recognized
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Moments of measured success: Recognize + 
Listen 
Coborn’s knew that Listen would drive positive outcomes 
across the organization and were pleased to see how 
quickly feedback received through the platform made 
a notable impact on engagement through strategic 
program pivots. What became more apparent over time 
was Listen’s direct impact on their recognition strategy 
and the cascading positive effects that had on employee 
engagement.

Insights gathered through Listen’s quarterly Pulse surveys 
revealed to Coborn’s important information about the 
correlation between recognition and engagement:

The power of Coborn’s Listen data when paired with
recognition data was undeniable. With these insights,
Coborn’s has been able to effect positive change at the
frontlines of their organization.

One of the best values of Achievers is the data 

that we have access to. Being able to pair our 

recognition data with our engagement data has 

been really exciting and empowering. We have 

seen that when we increase recognition, we also 

increase engagement scores at that location.

- Tara Gronhovd, Director of Learning & 
Development, Coborn’s

 For every single point increase (on average) 
in the ‘Feeling valued when recognized’ 
score on Listen Pulse survey, we can 
expect a ~12% uptick in engagement

Teams receiving more frequent recognition 
have higher engagement scores

Teams who feel highly valued through 
recognition are more committed to staying 

with Coborn’s

Locations with higher engagement have 
lower turnover
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What’s next for Coborn’s
Coborn’s investment in recognition and employee voice 
have paid off and paved the way for limitless program 
potential. 

Kudo’s program results demonstrate that Coborn’s strategy 
of investing in their employees and managers has paid 
off. As they continue to expand (a recent acquisition of 
another US grocery retailer will add 1,500 employees to 
the Coborn’s family, and to Kudos), they will rely on Kudo’s 
as a tool to reinforce their culture and values, empower 
managers and employees, and maintain an engaged 
workforce.

Striving to be the gold standard in recognition 
and engagement
To support and further embolden leaders to leverage 
Kudos, Coborn’s encourages managers who see low scores 
on their location’s Pulse surveys to refer back to the 
recognition data — this is their North Star resource when 
evaluating engagement. Coborn’s plans to utilize Listen’s 
tools to their fullest to inform and support their recognition 
strategy for improved employee engagement and retention. 
The cost savings of reducing attrition will become 
increasingly important as the retailer continues to grow.

Working in partnership with Achievers Customer Success 
Team, Coborn’s will continue to develop their program 
to keep pace with their evolving network of retail 
locations and workforce. This agile approach to employee 
engagement is sure to find them continued success at all 
levels of the organization. 

Engagement is dynamic. It changes every day. If you are not continuously seeking feedback from your 

employees, you are missing the boat.

- Tara Gronhovd, Director of Learning & Development, Coborn’s

98% 95% 85%

Customer satisfaction1

Achievers’ employee voice and recognition solutions bring your organization’s values and strategy to life by activating 
employee participation and accelerating a culture of performance. Achievers leverages the science behind behavior change, 

so your people and your organization can experience sustainable, data-driven business results.

1. Average customer support rating by Achievers program owners, FY 2019 | 2. Achievers customer base retention, FY2019
3. Average customer service rating by Achievers program members, FY2019

Customer retention2 Employee satisfaction3

Achievers.com | 1.844.418.5972 Want to learn more? Visit Achievers.com/demo

https://www.achievers.com/demo-2/?utm_expid=.xguKKSgsQQ2MB0t0pY92Uw.1&utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.achievers.com%2F
http://achievers.com

