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OGL 481 Pro-Seminar I: 

PCA-Symbolic Frame Worksheet 

1) Briefly restate your situation from Module 1 and your role.  

Your Role: You are an external customer who, along with your wife, shops regularly at 

Trader Joe's.  

The Situation: The situation is your analysis of how Trader Joe's successfully operates 

on a business model that is fundamentally different from its competitors. This model is 

built on three key elements that create a perception of honesty and integrity:  

Product Transparency: A strategy of ~80% private-label products, which allows them to 

control quality (no GMOs, artificial flavors, etc.) and offer a "no-questions-asked" return 

policy.  

Pricing Integrity: A formal policy of "everyday low prices" with no sales, coupons, or 

loyalty cards, which creates a simple, transparent agreement with all customers.  

Store Culture: A community-focused atmosphere fostered by investing in friendly, 

helpful, and well-paid "Crew" members. 

 

2) Describe how the symbols of the organization influenced the situation. 

The nautical theme and island vibe act as physical representations of Trader Joe's unique 

store culture. The use of maritime symbols; such as the brass bells for communication 

and staff titles like 'Captain' and 'Crew', reinforces a sense of camaraderie and adventure 

rather than corporate hierarchy. 

This influences the situation by disarming the customer; the relaxed, trade-port-like 

atmosphere makes the shopping experience feel authentic and transparent. By framing the 

store as an 'exotic trading post' (inspired by Disneyland’s Jungle Cruise), the symbols 

support the business model of 'discovery,' encouraging customers to trust the private-

label products as unique treasures rather than just generic alternatives (Coulombe & 

Civalleri, 2021). 

 

3) Recommend how you would use organizational symbols for an alternative course of 

action regarding your case. 
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I recommend evolving the use of organizational symbols to create a more localized 

'neighborhood' feel, rather than a one-size-fits-all national template. 

While the 'Crew' hierarchy and bells should remain for operational consistency, the visual 

symbols could be adapted to the store's geography. For instance, instead of a universal Tiki 

theme, a location in the Pacific Northwest could incorporate 'mountain expedition' symbols, while 

a store in the Midwest might use 'heartland/farm' imagery. By mirroring the local culture through 

these visual symbols, Trader Joe's would deepen its connection to the community, reinforcing the 

'Store Culture' aspect of its business model and driving stronger brand loyalty." 

 

4) Reflect on what you would do or not do differently given what you have learned 

about this frame. 

Trader Joe’s culture is a central driver of its success. By weaving nautical symbolism and 

an inviting 'island vibe' into the customer experience, they’ve cultivated a loyal following 

and a brand identity that feels both distinctive and approachable. 

Equally important, Trader Joe’s has set clear expectations for its Crew members, ensuring 

that employees embody and reinforce this culture. I’ve learned that establishing the tone 

early, defining it with precision, and consistently reinforcing it are essential steps in 

building a culture that not only attracts talent but inspires them to stay and contribute. 

Looking ahead, I intend to keep a close 'ear to the ground' regarding my own team’s 

culture. I will ask: What does our company currently symbolize? How do people feel 

about being part of it? By listening carefully and responding thoughtfully, I can help 

shape a culture that is generationally focused. 
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