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Target: Putting	 Customers First?	 
INTRODUCTION 

Target has a history of strong leadership that has led	 to	 its reputation as a “chic” and	 “compelling”
retailer. During	 its	 heyday	 in	 the	 1990s, it was	 not uncommon	 for	 trend-spotters	 to	 walk	 through	
Target aisles coming up with	 new	 product ideas. Target had	 adopted	 a more	 decentralized	 
corporate	 culture—managers at individual stores had more freedom	 to adopt products	 and	 make	
decisions	 independently. 

However, the onset of the recession and recent ethical snafus have tarnished Target’s reputation for
putting	 the	 customer	 first. Its	 decentralized	 corporate	 culture	 began	 to	 be	 affected	 due	 to	 
costcutting	 and an	 emphasis	 on	 low-margin products such as groceries. An expansion into Canada
has	 so	 far	 proved	 unprofitable	 due	 to	 supply-chain	 issues	 and the	 shopping	 patterns	 of	 Canadian	
shoppers. The	 biggest ethical challenge	 that Target has	 encountered	 is	 a	 credit and	 debit card	 data	
breach thought to exceed $700 million—the 	biggest	retail	hacking in 	U.S.	history to 	date.	While 	this 
is serious, what	 is even negative	 changes	 to	 its	 corporate	 culture. 

http://harbert.auburn.edu
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reportedly	 harder	 for	 criminals	 to	 copy. The	 company	 has	 invested	 $100	 million	 in	 registers	 and	
technology 	that	will	be 	able to 	read 	the 	new 	chip 	cards.	 

Additionally, CEO	 Gregg Steinhafel stepped	 down. The	 new	 CEO	 hired	 is	 an	 outsider	 named	 Brian	
Cornell. The selection process differed	 from Target’s selection of leadership in the past, which	 was
mainly internal. Target believes it needs a fresh perspective to address these challenges. Part of the
agenda	 Cornell will face includes	 restoring	 Target’s	 “chic” image, bringing	 back	 new products, 
addressing	 losses	 from their	 Canadian	 stores, and focus	 on	 improving	 online sales. 

CONCLUSION	 

Target continues to	 face	 many obstacles. Its Canadian operations suffered	 $1.6	 billion in losses, and	
there 	is a	 perception	 among	 Canadians	 that the prices	 of	 Target’s	 goods	 are too high compared to 
the 	United 	States.	Although 	Target	is 	working 	on 	restoring its 	brand 	image 	and 	customer 
relationships, it cannot undo	 the	 damage	 done	 from the	 massive	 data	 breach. Target is	 working	
hard	 to	 reassure	 consumers, but in	 order	 to	 succeed	 it will have	 to	 prove	 that it can	 demonstrate	
proper	 oversight over	 information	 security. Only	 then	 will it be	 able	 to	 restore	 its	 reputation	 for	
putting	 customers	 first. 

QUESTIONS 

1. Describe some of the ways that Target engages in corporate social responsibility. 

2. Why did Target neglect its duty to customers with the massive data breach? 

3. What changes is Target making to reestablish its reputation? 
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