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EDITOR’S NOTE: Marvin Ellison 
is executive vice president of U.S. 
stores at The Home Depot and the 
first African-American in Home 
Depot’s executive suites in the 
company’s history. As one of six 
executive vice presidents, Ellison 
will be in charge of nearly 2,000 
stores in the United States, Puerto 
Rico, Guam, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands.

Ellison began his career 
in Target’s loss prevention 
organization while still in college. 
After fifteen years with Target, he 
joined Home Depot in 2002 as vice 
president of loss prevention. He 
has since been promoted to vice 
president of logistics, senior vice 
president of global logistics, and, 
most recently, president of Home 
Depot’s Northern Division.

In addition to his bachelor’s 
degree in business/marketing from 
the University of Memphis, Ellison 
earned an MBA from Emory 
University while working at Home 
Depot.

EDITOR:  Tell us about your current role at The Home Depot. 

ELLISON: I’m responsible for the sales and profit of the 2,000 U.S. 
stores for Home Depot, including stores in the fifty states, Puerto Rico, 
and Virgin Islands. Within those 2,000 stores, the most important asset 
we have is the associates that interact with customers on a day-in, 
day-out basis.

EDITOR:  Describe the divisional structure that reports to you?

ELLISON:  In The Home Depot organization, the U.S. is divided into 
three operating divisions—the southern, northern, and western divisions. 
Within those divisions, we have nineteen regions run by regional vice 
presidents. Within those regions is a structure of district managers 
reporting to the regions.

EDITOR: With today’s economic challenges, every company is faced with 
managing expenses and resources differently. How do you balance high 
expectations with fewer resources?

ELLISON: I always use a quote that I read many years ago: “If you don’t 
know where you’re going, any road will take you there.” You have to start 
with your priorities as an organization. For Home Depot, we have stated 
that our priority starts with the customer. We look at everything we can 
do to serve the customers to their expectations while at the same time 
being as fiscally responsible as we can be in all aspects of the business. 

So when we look at staff reductions, which like most large companies 
we will have to look at, we always look first at the non-customer facing 
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parts of the business. These are the positions that don’t interact 
with customers and are not in the stores. If and when we have 
to look at the stores, we try to find productivity by improving 
processes within the supply chain, within the back office 
operations, so we can free up more people to serve customers 
on the sales floor. It always starts with understanding what our 
ultimate priority is and then trying to find ways to meet that 
priority while making necessary cuts. 

EDITOR:  Most companies are currently faced with expense 
challenges. As a result, loss prevention and asset protection have 
been hit. There are LP professionals across the country who find 
themselves without jobs. As a senior executive with experience 
at several companies, do you have advice for individuals who are 
now seeking employment?

ELLISON:  In my twenty-five-plus years of retail, I have been in 
a similar situation. My best advice for anyone who is looking to 
redefine his or her career or looking for a place to get started 
again is to go to a company that is committed to your function, 
whether that function is loss prevention, risk management, 
or safety. It is important that the company is committed to 
your craft and understands the value of what you do. It is 
also important that you sharpen your skill set so that you 
have a broader range of skills. It is important not to be one 
dimensional.

The great thing about asset protection and loss prevention 
is that it teaches us a broad range of skills. Sometimes, if you’re 
looking for a new opportunity, you may have to enter a company 
in a different position. You can utilize those other skills to just 
re-emerge into an organization. You want be in a position where 
you can learn and grow. In addition, good companies are always 
looking for great leaders. And the one thing that I have learned 
is that leadership skill is transferable from position to position. 

EDITOR: In economic times like these, do you set different 
priorities for your LP organization than you might otherwise?

ELLISON:  Asset protection at the Home Depot reports into 
the store organization. I’ve said in a recent conference call to 
my entire field asset protection team that it is important to be 
relevant. In this or any tough economic environment, business 
owners are looking for leaders who will help them deliver 
success in their business. As asset protection leaders, you have 
to educate your store leaders on the value you bring to the 
overall profitability of their business. That is how you become 
relevant in a tough economic environment. 

An example of this is rather than going to a store manager 
or district manager and talking about shrink reduction, theft, 
and fraud, talk about profit. Talk about the steps you and your 
team are taking to keep the store in stock. Talk about the return 
your team delivers on every AP-related investment, including 
staffing, CCTV, EAS, et cetera. There is no greater impact to gross 
margin or the profitability of any business unit than reduction of 

This is the toughest retail economy 
since the Great Depression. I tell my 

team, “We can’t control the economy. 
We can’t control interest rates. We 

can’t control the housing market. We 
can’t control unemployment. But we 

can control how we execute. We can 
control how we live. We can control 

how we treat our team. We can 
control being a positive influence on 
the environment.” Control the things 

you can control. Don’t spend time 
focusing on the things that you can’t 
control. Stay within yourself and do 

your best to make your environment as 
positive as possible.

inventory shrink, workers’ comp, and general liability claims, in 
that order. 

It is also important to understand what the operators 
are being reviewed on. Understand the operators’ priorities. 
Articulate to them about the value that you and your team bring 
to their overall organization. Talk in the store’s language, not in 
technical asset protection language. Find ways to be in a position 
so that the organization cannot survive without you. Talk 
about how the profit model does not work if the stores do not 
continue to reduce shrink, fraud, and accidents.
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EDITOR:  As you look back on your career in senior 
management, are there leadership principles and management 
skills that you brought from your asset protection background?

ELLISON: There are fundamental things that have been 
invaluable in the different roles I’ve taken on outside of asset 
protection. The first one is making sure that you are very 
thorough and detail oriented. I learned as a young investigator in 
assets protection the value of being detailed and thorough. That 
habit of disciplined attention to detail pays huge dividends for 
me right now.

The second important thing is to understand people. In 
order to be an effective assets protection leader, you must have 
very effective people skills. These people skills will assist in 
your ability to influence. As I have been blessed to climb the 
corporate ladder, the ability to influence has played a major role 
in my success. 

The third thing that’s helped me is the ability to understand 
the entire retail operation. As an effective asset protection leader, 
it’s important to understand how the front end works, how the 
back end works, how the sales floor works from a price change 
and a markdown standpoint, and how the supply chain works.

I spent my entire asset protection career trying to find 
ways to reduce inventory shrink. The only way I could figure 
that out was to continue to get deeper and deeper into the 
understanding of how the retail operation worked. Today, as an 
operator responsible for generating revenue, I take the technical 

knowledge I learned in asset protection and put a different  
spin on it. 

EDITOR:  How did you get started in asset protection?

ELLISON:  I was going to college at the University of Memphis 
and looking for a part-time job. I found a position at Target 
Stores as a part-time store security officer posted in the 
university’s employment office. I worked in that role until I 
graduated. There was a recession at that time and there were 
not a lot of really good jobs. I was enjoying what I was doing at 
Target and was able to work more hours. I was offered an asset 
protection manager position in one of the Target stores. After 
fifteen years at Target, I had worked my way to director of asset 
protection of stores. In 2002 I was fortunate to join the Home 
Depot as the VP of loss prevention. 

EDITOR:  As you think back, what were the key learnings you 
picked up at Target? 

ELLISON: I had a great education in asset protection at Target. I 
spent most of my professional career working with King Rogers. 
I was fortunate that I met King early in my career. He had a great 
influence over my career as a young executive trying to learn 
and develop. So when I transitioned to the Home Depot, I had 
a good idea of what a professional, first-class asset protection 

continued on page 36
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department should look like because of the time I spent under 
the tutelage of King Rogers. 

When I came to Home Depot, my goal was to replicate that 
professional focus of an asset protection team. It starts with 
having a strong focus on operational efficiency, on theft, and on 
fraud. Those three things were my driving principles for Home 
Depot.

EDITOR:  What were your initial challenges coming to Home 
Depot?

ELLISON:  The challenge was that Home Depot had always been 
a decentralized company. The divisions were autonomous and 
the asset protection functions were autonomous as well with no 
common policies, procedures, or directives. There was no true 
understanding of what an effective, efficient asset protection 
function looked like. Fortunately for me, there were already 
some great asset protection leaders in the company. I didn’t 
need to change a lot of people. We had talented people here 
who understood the company well and had solid backgrounds in 
asset protection. So with the talented leaders who were here and 
a few folks I brought in, we were able to build a strong 
department. We brought in state-of-the-art CCTV equipment and 
case-management systems. This asset protection team delivered 
some of the best performance of any big-box retailer over the 
three-year period that I ran the department. [See “Retooling the 
LP Strategy at Home Depot” March-April 2004.] 

EDITOR:  When did you realize that you wanted to expand your 
career and shift to a different role?

ELLISON: When I came to Home Depot, I believed this would 
be a great opportunity to diversify. I set a few goals for myself. 
The initial goals were to stabilize the asset protection team, 
create a focus on shrink reduction, and deliver sustainable 
results. A personal goal was to broaden my business knowledge 
by going back to school and getting an MBA. With the company’s 
support, I was able to complete my MBA at Emory University. 

Then the company approached me with an opportunity 
to be the VP of logistics. I had spent time at Home Depot 
working with the logistics functions to create a more efficient, 
process-oriented environment that would help us reduce the 
shrink in our supply chain. The company saw that I had a good 
grasp of the operations side of logistics, and they asked me to 
take it over. 

EDITOR:  Did you have a learning curve as you stepped away 
from asset protection?

ELLISON:  There was a learning curve, but I followed the same 
core principles. I worked with a team of leaders to understand 
what the current issues were. I went into the field organization 
and met with the frontline leaders to understand what they 
felt we should do to be a more effective team. We brought in 
field and corporate leaders and agreed on our core mission 

My best advice for anyone who is 
looking to redefine his or her career or 
looking for a place to get started again 
is to go to a company that is committed 
to your function, whether that function 
is loss prevention, risk management, 

or safety. It is important that the 
company is committed to your craft and 
understands the value of what you do. 

It is also important that you sharpen 
your skill set so that you have a broader 
range of skills. It is important not to be 

one dimensional.

and objectives. We worked to build consistent, tactical things 
we would do every day, week, and month, by position. We 
created strong and specific measurements and accountability 
to determine if we were achieving our objectives. I carried over 
the same process from asset protection to logistics. We had 
great success. I was then promoted to take on the international 
shipping part of the supply chain.

EDITOR:  Loss prevention professionals are sometimes reluctant 
to shift to a cross-functional position because they don’t think 
they have the expertise in that new discipline. Do you believe it 
is more the leadership and management traits and commitment 
that is more important than the specific technical expertise?

MARVIN ELLISON
continued from page 35
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ELLISON:  If you are an effective asset protection leader, that 
leadership is transferable. If a person has core fundamental 
leadership skills, good people selection skills; if you’re able 
to take complexity and find simple ways to execute out of 
complexity; if you can be a courageous leader in solving 
problems and dealing with issues; if you have attention to detail; 
if you have a curiosity…I call it intellectual curiosity…and have 
a desire to broaden your horizons; then the technical side is not 
that difficult.

You could argue that the technical aspects of asset protection 
are equally as challenging, if not more so, as other technical 
aspects of the retail business. If you possess intellectual curiosity 
and like trying different things, I’d recommend to anyone that 
trying a different part of the retail business is worth a shot. After 
a few years, you can always go back into asset protection as a 
much more well-rounded and effective leader.

EDITOR: You are obviously a person who places great value on 
higher education. Many asset protection professionals have two 
or three years of work toward their undergraduate degree, but 
think they are not able to balance their home and work demands 
to finish their degree. If you could look them in the eye, what 
advice would you give them?

ELLISON:  I would say that it’s all about the personal 
commitment you make to yourself. Personally, I felt that if I 
was going to transition into operations and achieve the level 

of success that I desired in my heart, it was important to me to 
get a broader education in business. I made that commitment. 
Candidly, getting the MBA has helped me compete with others 
who have spent more years on the operations side. So the MBA 
degree gave me greater knowledge abut business and more 
credibility.

At the same time, I would say getting a degree is not the only 
way to become a more well-rounded person. I’ve always tried to 
stay abreast of the broader aspects of business by what I read, 
watch on television, and by spending time with people who have 
different skill sets than I do. As an asset protection professional, 
you have the opportunity to spend time with and ask questions 
of merchants and operators. As I said, intellectual curiosity is a 
great trait because it allows you to learn about things that are not 
currently your responsibility. 

EDITOR:  Looking back on your career, what has been your 
favorite job so far?

ELLISON:  I’ve enjoyed so many of the jobs that I’ve had. I don’t 
have bad days. I don’t have bad jobs. I’m an eternal optimist. I 
feel that if you can get talented people aligned around a mission 
with specific objectives, and if you can be a leader who can 
inspire them to do more than they believe they can do, you can 
turn any situation into a positive. 

continued on page 38
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I remember the first store I was assigned to as an asset 
protection manager. I felt like I was king of the world. I felt 
the same way when I was promoted to district asset protection 
manager. I could say that about every job I’ve had. Here at Home 
Depot, being named division president for 650 stores was a great 
job because for the first time in my career I had responsibility 
for profit and sales and for the entire team of a large part of the 
company. I was fortunate to have great people working with me. 
I was equally blessed to be named the EVP of U.S. stores for The 
Home Depot. That is due to the team of people I worked with in 
the northern division who delivered outstanding results. 

EDITOR: You are an inspiration to many in the loss prevention 
and asset protection field. I know that The Home Depot, and 
you personally, are involved in charities and community service.

ELLISON:  The Home Depot is built on values. It’s a company 
that cares about its associates and demonstrates caring by 
its actions on a continual basis. The Home Depot is a great 
corporate citizen. We’re embarking on a campaign to raise a 
million dollars for a permanent home for the papers of the late 
Dr. Martin Luther King. We also donate thousands of hours of 
time to communities around the country, building playgrounds, 
remodeling schools, weatherizing the homes of elderly citizens. 
We believe that to be a successful part of the community, 
we have to be a great corporate citizen and help make the 
environment we’re in better.

I’m also proud and privileged to have two kids and a wife 
who keep me really busy. I’m active in my church, which is 
important to me. For me to be successful at work, it is important 
for me to have a well-balanced life around work, community, 
family and religion. This helps me to be totally fulfilled in all 
aspects of my life.

EDITOR:  In the retail world right now, there are people who 
are demoralized as they see retailers going bankrupt. They are 

worried about their jobs. As an organization leader, what do 
you say to people to keep their morale positive so that they can 
continue to be productive?

ELLISON: This is the toughest retail economy since the Great 
Depression. When I’m out in our stores conducting town halls 
and talking about what we’re trying to accomplish, I tell the 
associates that it is important to stay focused on their job. If 
each person, including myself, comes to work every day being 
committed to making the best effort possible and to doing 
everything within your power to make their environment 
productive, you will find a way to be successful. 

I tell my team, “We can’t control the economy. We can’t 
control interest rates. We can’t control the housing market. We 
can’t control unemployment. But we can control how we 
execute. We can control how we live. We can control how we 
treat our team. We can control being a positive influence on the 
environment.” Control the things you can control. Don’t spend 
time focusing on the things that you can’t control. Stay within 
yourself and do your best to make your environment as positive 
as possible.  

The Home Depot is built on values. It’s a 
company that cares about its associates 
and demonstrates caring by its actions 

on a continual basis. The Home Depot is 
a great corporate citizen. 

We’re embarking on a campaign 
to raise a million dollars for a 

permanent home for the papers 
of the late Dr. Martin Luther King.

MARVIN ELLISON
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If you are an effective asset protection leader, 
that leadership is transferable. If a person has 

core fundamental leadership skills, good people 
selection skills; if you’re able to take complexity 

and find simple ways to execute out of 
complexity; if you can be a courageous leader 
in solving problems and dealing with issues; 
if you have attention to detail; if you have a 

curiosity…I call it intellectual curiosity…and 
have a desire to broaden your horizons; then 

the technical side is not that difficult.


