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Ray’s Midbell Music has operated a successful business 
for the past 35 years by investing heavily in its 

most valuable resource: people 

ALK THROUGH THE DOORS 

of Ray’s Midbell Music and you 

are greeted by what looks like a 

typical full-line showroom. Instru-

ments hang in clearly marked depart-

ments. Accessories are organized on moveable 

displays. Track lighting makes the finishes of the 

guitars shimmer. Floor displays neatly situated 

grab customer attention. But there is something 

about the Sioux City, Iowa-based retailer that 

you can’t see, but can definitely feel.

Since April 1980, Ray Guntren and his fam-

ily — wife Karen and son Mike — have brought a 

family feel to the music business. Enter the doors 

and you are instantly an extended family member.

“We are a true family business,” said Mike, vice 

president and general manager. “My dad’s here, 

my mom still works here in accounts payable. We 

have done this together as a family. [Ray] laid 

the ground work, and there’s been challenges 

over the years, but we’ve done it together and 

had a good time.”

That tightknit family feel is what attracts cus-

tomers, most of which are families themselves.

“We describe this business type as the family 

music store — we cater to the family,” Mike 

said. “I think our customers feel comfortable 

with that because we are a family.”

While a succession plan may be in place for Mike to take 

over the company by the end of the year, he wasn’t always at 

helm of the store’s leadership. When Ray purchased the Sioux 

City branch of Midbell Music in the early 1980s, it became a 

family endeavor. Mike recalls putting stickers on brochures in 

the break room at eight years old. Summer jobs sorting parts on 

the trucks followed, and eventually Mike started calling band 

directors as an educational service rep — which as a heavily 

B&O-focused store, prepared him for the future.

“We’ve been serving the music educators in this area for a 

long, long time,” said Mike, adding that the dealer services not 

only Iowa, but nearby Nebraska, South Dakota and Minnesota as 

well. “It’s a tight-knit group of band and orchestra directors. We’ve 

partnered with them and serve in their programs. That relation-

ship is really important to us.”

Two full-time road reps and a few part timers make 

sure each school gets a call once a week.

“The band and orchestral business is one that re-

quires a great deal of care and maintenance with 

hands-on weekly service calls,” Ray said. “That’s 

the way we do it versus an online presence. Giving 

that hands-on service on a regular basis is key.”

SOLID STAFFING

According to the Guntrens, the store wouldn’t 

be able to offer that regular service to its directors 
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and customers if it weren’t for its solid staff.

“It really is our people that make this place work,” Mike said. 

“We are really blessed with great people. We try to create an en-

vironment that is fun to work in and still productive and allows 

our employees to have lives as well.”

And as a result, employees don’t want to leave.

“Our retention rate is incredible,” Mike said. “We have many 

people that have been here for 15 or 16 years.”

Communication with employees is key at Ray’s Midbell. The 

store recently changed its hours to open an hour later on Fridays 

in order to accommodate a weekly staff meeting.

“It freed up some time and designated nothing else to happen 

during this time except good communication,” he said. “Whether 

it is a small little huttle or a full staff meeting, we now have that 

every week. And that is so important.”

Taking an interest in its employees lives is also important 

to the Guntrens. They recognize all employees’ birthdays and 

celebrate work anniversaries by bringing in treats.

“We’ve got great morale here,” Karen said. “We try to hire 

people with good attitudes and that spreads.”

When hiring, Mike stresses how important it is to “staff smart,” 

adding that he’d rather go short staffed than hire the wrong candidate.

“I get comfortable being uncomfortable for a little while,” he 

said. “We will do second interviews and off-site interviews and 

really screen them well so when we bring someone on we have 

confidence that they are going to fit in well.”

Focusing on musicians when hiring is also a must for the 

Guntrens. “You can’t take musical knowledge for granted in this 

business,” Mike added. “It’s important for me to know that our 

employees know what they are talking about with our custom-

ers and that our customers can feel comfortable knowing that 

there is going to be someone here every hour that we are open 

that can answer their question.

“When a band director calls, I want the person that answers 

to be able to help them or be able to route them to the person 

that can best answer their question.”

Oftentimes, if the phone rings and all associates are busy, 

Mike will answer the phone himself. 

“We want a live person answering the phones whenever possible.”

GOOD WORD TRAVELS FAST

Ray said it is important for his staff to understand the cus-

tomer service model.

“Our future depends on our customers,” he said. “We want 

them to have a good shopping experience when they come here. 

That is something that we hammer into our staff. The comments 

on the website will attest to that.”

And do they ever. At press time, Ray’s Midbell had a 4.8-star 

rating on Google Reviews, which was filled with such comments 

as, “I would recommend anyone in the Midwest to these guys,” 

and “The customer service is amazing!”

Mike makes a special effort to monitor his store’s online presence.

“I’m active on Facebook,” he said. “Once, I went on and mes-

saged the few people that gave us a ‘3 star,’ and asked if there is 

The Ray’s Midbell Music team.
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anything we could do to help their experi-

ence. We are always wanting to make sure 

all customers are pleased.”

So much so, they’ve devoted an entire 

section of their website to satisfied custom-

ers. Aptly named “Happy Customers,” the 

section features photos of shoppers hold-

ing their recently purchased instruments. 

Mike and his team post these on the store’s 

Facebook page as well.

“We ask them to sign off that we can use 

a photo of them with the instrument they 

just bought and ask them to give a testimo-

nial of their buying experience,” he said. 

“A lot of times we try and get the customer 

to ‘like’ us on Facebook while they are in 

the store and then we can tag them in our 

Facebook post.”

RETAIL MAKEOVER

The Guntrens moved their store to its 

current location nine years ago, building the 

store from the ground up to suit their needs.

“Our building was built with retail in 

mind,” Mike said. “We wanted to make 

sure that our facility was one that served 

people and that customers could try out 

our instruments with no problems.”

As a result, behind the walls of the 

electric guitar room (as well as the stepup 

saxophone room, performance space and 

lessons rooms) there is quarter-inch thick 

rubber matting isolating all sound.

Eight lesson rooms — which serve about 

200 students a week on guitar, drums, B&O, 

piano and voice —  boast double-stud con-

struction with insulation woven between 

the studs, and the ceilings feature a hard 

top. The heating and cooling system has 

angled duct work that is insulated as well 

preventing sound from flowing from one 

room into another.

“The point to all this is that we can have 

the New Horizons Senior Band practicing in 

the recital room, eight private lessons going 

on, someone trying out a stepup instrument 

in the stepup room and someone turning 

up an amp in the electric guitar room all 

while allowing customers to rent a flute 

at the front counter without disturbance,” 

Mike explained. “It’s a great design — it’s 

well thought out.”

The team stays on top of changing around 

displays based on the time of the year.

PEOPLE-MINDED RETAILING

“Right now we’d normally have more 

intermediate and professional instruments 

on the wall, but given that it is the back 

to school time, we have changed up the 

display to focus on beginners,” Mike said. 

“We have a huge banner to let people know 

when they walk in the door that they are 

in the right place. 

“In the stepup area we’ve placed signs that 

explain that beginner instruments are [on a 

special display], because, in the past, I’ve heard 

a beginner player who’s found themselves 

in the intermediate or professional section 

of the store, say ‘Oh my gosh — a trumpet 

costs $2,900.’ So, we try to have really good 

signage throughout the store, saying ‘begin-

ning band is this way.’ We don’t want the 

display wall to work against us. It should 

be the silent salesperson.”

SUCCESSION PLANNED

As the Guntrens head into their 36th year 

in business, Ray looks forward to handing 

over the reins to Mike completely.

“I’m ready to step back, and get out of 

everyone’s way,” Ray chuckled. “Mike’s 

role as general manager and part-owner 

of the company has been great. I feel very 

fortunate to be in the position that I am in 

and that, through a succession plan, I can 

turn over the business to my son.”

Mike said he knows the future holds some 

challenges, but he’s ready to take them on.

“We are an American small business suc-

cess story,” he said. “My dad started from 

very humble beginnings. He’s a self-made 

man. He bought into this company, worked 

hard and ended up owning the business and 

went through all the challenges of doing that 

for all those years. Today, there are different 

challenges that I’ve had to face while tak-

ing the helm of the company, such as Web 

business and managing more employees. But 

we’re ready to take them on.” MI



WALK THROUGH

PERFORMANCE SPACE
This space is used for recit-

als as well as larger group 

lessons, such as the New 

Horizons Senior Band. The 

room can also work as an 

overflow ninth lesson room 

if needed. The rooom seats 

up to 90 and with sound 

isolation and lights on dim-

mers, it is ideal for recitals.ELECTRIC GUITARS
“We wanted to make sure we built our facility so 

people could try our instruments,” Guntren said. “We 

built a jam room with the thought that people could 

come in here, turn up an amp and play as loud as 

they want.”

ACOUSTIC  GUITARS
“Acoustics are a strong seller for us,” said Mike 

Guntren, vice president and general manager, adding 

that they stock Taylor, Yamaha, Breedlove, Alvarez 

and Cordoba. “We try to hit all the price points.”
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Ray’s Midbell Music is housed in a 10,200-square-foot standalone, circular building, built 
specifically for the retailer. As a result, the showroom is shopper friendly with each instrument 
having its own department. Here’s a glance into the space:

PEOPLE-MINDED RETAILING

DRUMS & PERCUSSION
Ray’s Midbell sells a large volume of box 

sets and cymbals and has felt the world 

percussion fever. “Every time we get them 

in, we seem to be ordering more,” Mike 

said.

BAND & ORCHESTRA
A large part of the store’s business is devoted to B&O. 

As a result, Ray’s Midbell has an entire high-end, sound 

isolated try-out room. The dealer also devotes two walls 

to the category, one for beginner instruments and another 

for stepup and professional.


