FEWER SMILES IN THE AISLES 
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In ads, Wal-Mart's "happy face" character is always smiling. Too bad this doesn't hold true for some of the chain's employees. According to consumer research, the

world's biggest retailer has seen "a very serious nosedive" during the past five years in how shoppers rate the staff on courtesy and friendliness. 

Based on interviews conducted early this year by Service Industry Research Systems, scores at Wal-Mart Stores' discount and supercenter outlets have dropped more

than 20% since 1999. They are now slightly below the industry average, which itself has slipped in the same period. The research outfit doesn't know what's to blame for

the decline. Wal-Mart disputes the findings, saying that its own data, collected by an outside company, show customers' ranking of store friendliness is "flat or a little

improved" from '98 to '02. 

A dip in Wal-Mart's scores wouldn't surprise the plaintiffs' lawyers suing over unpaid worker overtime and sex discrimination, or the union organizers who have long

contended that there's growing disaffection in the ranks. Wal-Mart still beats rival emporiums when it's rated on total value -- including merchandise selection, prices, and

service. In these tight-fisted times, good value seems to matter more to shoppers than anything else. 
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