
A 
great leader can change the trajectory 
of an employee’s entire career. 

By giving helpful compliments 
when an employee feels overwhelmed 

or maintaining a work environment where 
everyone feels respected and empowered, 
responsive leaders can help employees and 
businesses alike soar. 

For Adam Ziegler, the time he spent away from 
the home improvement industry provided crucial 
lessons that he now applies to his career as owner 
and vice president of Ziegler’s Ace Hardware.

Ziegler also finds value in investing in his 
community. Like other home improvement 
leaders, Ziegler says he finds new opportunities 
to grow his business and his leadership skills by 
getting involved with community organizations. 
Discover how those local roots have enriched 
his business and helped Ziegler expand his 
reputation as a leader. 

A Family Foundation
Ziegler is the fourth generation at the helm 

of Ziegler’s Ace Hardware, a business his 
great-grandfather started in 1930. Alongside 
his father, Ziegler now oversees nine locations 
across northeastern Illinois.

Ziegler says some of his earliest memories 
revolve around his family’s business, including 
his father making weekly rounds to every store.  
He remembers his father checking on each store 
individually to determine the overall health of 
the business. 

He worked in his family’s stores as a teenager, and 
later studied accounting and business administration. 

“I always knew that one day I would play a 
role in running our family business, but despite 
growing up in the business, my father encouraged 
me to focus on my education and gain outside 
work experience,” he says.

After graduating with a master’s degree in 
accounting in 2005 from Southern Methodist 
University, he got a job at a national accounting firm. 
His new job placed him in a very different work 
environment than the stores where he grew up.

But Ziegler always had his family’s business in 
mind. After seven years in corporate accounting, 
he returned to Ziegler’s Ace Hardware. 

When he rejoined to the family business,  
he updated the decades-old accounting system 
the business had been using with modern 
financial reporting systems. He says this decision 
led to a more streamlined financial reporting 
process and greater accuracy for the business. 

Additionally, he used his experience in 
corporate finance to lower his company’s banking 
costs by preparing an RFP and negotiating with a 
new bank. 

“Working outside the industry for a few years 
was really important for me,” he says. “It gave me a 
different perspective on how things should be done, 
and the best practices for running a business.”

Putting Leadership Into Words
Two years later, he developed a plan to instill a 

new focus at the business. He decided to craft what 
he calls a “noble purpose” that would guide each 
employee to represent the business confidently and 
ensure they connect with customers, vendors and 
other team members on an authentic level.  
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“We had a mission statement for the business, 
but I didn’t think it went far enough,” Ziegler 
says. “I think mission statements can be a 
little too broad. We really wanted to make our 
business’s focus meaningful and something 
people can understand.”

After collaborating with his management team, 
Ziegler unveiled the business’s official noble 
purpose: “Our team develops trusting relationships 
with our neighbors by helping them find everyday 
solutions for their home and business.” 

“Employees can use the noble purpose every 
day,” he says. “They can ask themselves, ‘Did I 
work to develop trusting relationships with my 
customers today?’ and know immediately whether 
that happened.”

Ziegler says the noble purpose served his 
entire team well as it embarked on the journey to 
open the company’s most recent store, its ninth 
location, which opened in Bartlett, Illinois,  
in February 2017.

“That was the first store I’ve opened, so there 
was a lot of learning that went into that process,” 
he says. “But I had an excellent team around me 
and they really helped me out. We took things 
one piece at a time and got things done together.”

With so many locations in the area, the 
business is always hiring new employees.  
Once a month, the company holds an orientation 
for new employees to introduce them to the 
company’s noble purpose. It’s also a chance 
to explain how they can use it to guide their 
in-store decision-making.

Ziegler also believes in empowering his 
employees by arming them with in-depth 
product knowledge to best serve customers.  
Each year, Ziegler selects one area of the 
business where his employees will receive 
additional training. In the past, Ziegler Ace 
employees have taken a deep dive into plumbing 
and electrical, and in 2017, the stores’ employees 
focused on business-to-business sales.

Ziegler says he is still drawing on his 
experience outside hardware and home 
improvement to guide his operation forward. 
He says his best bosses outside the home 
improvement industry motivated other 
employees to follow their example. They never 
demanded respect; they earned it, he says.

“I try to lead by example,” he says. “I want 
my employees to feel comfortable coming to 
me to discuss whatever’s on their mind. I have 
an open-door policy, and I love talking to my 
employees to encourage them.”

“I want my employees to 
feel comfortable coming  
to me to discuss whatever’s 
on their mind. I have an 
open-door policy, and I love 
talking to my employees to 
encourage them.”
—Adam Ziegler, Ziegler’s Ace Hardware

Stay 
Transparent
A few years ago, Ziegler made 
meeting minutes available 
for employees of all levels to 
review. Ziegler says this small 
gesture is one way to inform 
his entire staff about the 
business and encourage them 
to invest fully in its success.
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Adam Ziegler says all business owners should develop a 
noble purpose to give guidance and support to employees.
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Investing in the Community

Ziegler says he has a personal drive to explore new 
avenues to grow his business and as a leader. By taking 
stock of his own interests and hobbies, he was able to 
find volunteer opportunities in community organizations 
that aligned with his natural strengths.

Ziegler is an avid outdoorsman, so digging into his 
role as treasurer of the Elgin Parks and Recreation 
Foundation was a natural move. He’s also drawn on his 
accounting skills in his position as a former member 
of the South Elgin Economic Development Council.  
He’s also a loyal supporter of the Ace Hardware Foundation 
and the Children’s Miracle Network. 

“We’ve been in this community for so long, we have to 
give back,” he says. “This gives me the chance to work 
on our noble purpose—I can build relationships with 
people in the community. It gives me the chance to bring 
different skills back to the store.”

Ziegler leveraged his influence as the owner of a multilocation 
business to support initiatives he cares about. He started 
a roundup campaign where cashiers asked customers if 
they’d like to round their total at the checkout counter to the 
nearest dollar. The money that was raised was donated to 
the Children’s Miracle Network. Ziegler says his business has 
raised tens of thousands of dollars to date for the organization 
and the local children it serves.

Ziegler believes business owners should look outside 
their companies to find ways to volunteer and improve 
communities. He recommends retailers ask themselves what 
they’re passionate about and look for opportunities to parlay 
those interests into initiatives to serve their communities.

“Sometimes it’s easy to get caught in your own silo of being 
a hardware store owner,” he says. “Being active outside the 
industry opens my eyes to things that are going on outside, 
and that’s incredibly beneficial.” 

Ziegler’s Ace Hardware recently opened its ninth location in Bartlett, Illinois. The new store marked another chance for  
vice president and owner Adam Ziegler to introduce new hires to the noble purpose he crafted for the company.


