
1. Thank-you messages
There are so many ways to do this: 

■	 Immediate heartfelt appreciation by 

front-line staff as soon as the transaction 

is done and when delivery occurs, but also 

thoughtful messages by managers when 

payments are made and other milestones 

occur. 

■	A surprise occasional call by an 

executive just out of the blue can make a 

big difference, as will hand-written thank-

you messages and signed letters. 

■	Other examples are cards, stickers on 

various items like invoices, emails, and 

text messages. (But PLEASE: Don’t only 

do the automated reply acknowledging 

their orders – you have to personalise it 

afterwards, or at least change the message 

very regularly.)

2. Public recognition
These can include announcements in 

both traditional and social media, on your 

website, your own social media pages, and 

in other forums like LinkedIn. However, 

more traditionally they also include framed 

certificates or special awards, and functions 

and formal events, like an award for the 

supplier of the year. 

I was sitting in a boardroom of a 

company in with a group of its most 

senior managers. The executives were 

moaning about the fact that their 

customers were unashamedly squeezing 

them on all fronts, and had done so 

for years. Relationships between the 

sales people and the buyers were 

at an all-time low, their customers 

were incredibly disloyal, and they just 

didn’t know if they wanted to carry on 

anymore. It seemed that all of their 

rivals felt the same.

I suggested that perhaps it was time to do 

something different and innovative that 

would separate this company from other 

suppliers. Our research into the company’s 

customers showed that the executives 

were indeed correct, and their customers 

did feel a sense of hostility, especially since 

they were trapped like hostages. 

The same theme kept coming up again 

and again: customers felt that the company 

didn’t appreciate their business, and, 

indeed, took it for granted. 

The feelings of neglect ran deep, and 

they thought the company’s belief was 

that they were not important. It wasn’t 

only because of what they said or did, 

but also by what they didn’t say or do. 

Unrecognised and unaccepted, they felt 

ignored and abandoned, even though they 

were loyal.

So my first idea was to ask them what 

the company could do to show some 

gratitude, to thank their customers. “Oh, 

no!” stated the CEO emphatically, “If we 

say thank you they will just take advantage 

of us again!” 

I was so shocked I nearly had an 

apoplexy! How could the senior managers 

even think that they shouldn’t value their 

customers and express their gratitude? 

After all, their business would not exist 

without their customers, but they – and 

the rest of their industry – seemed to have 

grown into a cadence of adversarial and 

antagonistic behaviour that it was difficult 

to get out of. 

Something had to change, but what? 

They seemed unable to break out of this 

funk, until one of them tentatively asked 

what they could specifically do. This article 

is a summary of the list I put together.

Acknowledge how they have benefitted 
your company, and how much you value 
their business. If you mention individuals, 
make sure that you get their permission 
first, but then also make copies for them to 
show others. Attach some nice photos of 
them if you can, frame them, and it makes 
it more real. 

Getting creative can also help your 
business stand out as unusual: for example, 
when customers sign a special wall on the 
opening night of a new restaurant, they 
are saying, “I was there!” There is also 
another rarely used form of recognition: 
giving a special or selected customer access 
to senior executives in the company, or 
information that would not normally be 
shared. A variation of this is to allow your 
best customers to become part of a special 
exclusive club, and invite them into “the 
inner circle”. 

I’ve even seen some examples where the 
recognition transcends something special 
for the actual customer when a donation 
is made to a charity or fund, or a tree is 
planted in the customer’s name. And in one 
company they named all of the meeting 
rooms after individual customers who had 
made a contribution to their success – with 
a proper unveiling ceremony for the sign 
outside.
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3. Appreciative gifts and bonuses
Items and actions that reward customers for being loyal are 

also wonderful – but they cannot be manipulative or be used 

as a marketing strategy just to garner more business. (“Loyalty 

programmes” are very expensive to set up and maintain, are open 

to fraud, create more problems and headaches for the business, 

will soon be taxed thereby removing the incentive and pleasure 

for your customers, and, if they work for you, will soon be imitated 

by your rivals.) What I’m describing here are thoughtful little gifts, 

(quality books and practical hints in the form of wall posters, 

videos, or similar, stress balls, fridge magnets, exclusive little glass 

or porcelain items, collectible gifts, a small food item or a coffee 

set, something nice for their families, first-aid or “survival” kits, 

braai lighters, tickets for special events, not just sports but also 

concerts and shows, and so on) and free add-ons, (like a free cup 

of coffee, dessert, or a coupon or card, an automatic discount or 

cash rebate after a certain value of purchases, a free car wash or air 

freshener, an extra pair of laces with school shoes, or a personalised 

embossed product with their name or logo on it.) All customers 

can benefit from after-sales service, assistance and support. I have 

even seen rewards where certain companies allow their customers 

to participate in the bulk-buying discounts that they get from their 

suppliers. Some companies will even send food, flowers and other 

gifts to customers’ homes and offices. Don’t forget to include a 

small note telling them that they are special and appreciated, and 

that this is a small token of your gratitude for their loyalty. 

4. Personal gratitude
This might seem like an unnoticeable gesture to you, but many 

other businesses fail to use the approach so it gives your company 

personality and uniqueness. It’s also a good idea to ask them what 

else your business can do to make their experiences better, because, 

after all, isn’t the ultimate form of respect listening to someone 

else’s opinion? Personal calls and even visits to just say thank you, 

invitations to coffee or high tea in a special venue or a party, and 

similar gratitude can be very powerful.

Saying a heartfelt “thank you” in today’s cynical world may seem 

trite and old-fashioned – but it works. In this article we have shared 

just a handful of examples of what you can do. There are probably 

hundreds more ideas that can make your business stand out as 

different and unique.

Do something, do anything, but please,  

don’t do nothing. 
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With over eighty years of experience, Cape Gate is the  
recognised market leader of South Africa in the steel 
wire industry.

We manufacture a wide range of quality shopping 
trolleys and carts that meet the particular requirements 
of wholesalers and retailers throughout Africa.

With sizes ranging from 85 litre to 235 litre capacity 
we fulfill the needs of the largest cash and carry as well 
as the smallest supermarket.

Quality Trolleys for
RETAIL AND WHOLESALE

100% SOUTH 
AFRICAN

QUALITY WIRE PRODUCTS 
SINCE 1929

Shopping Trolleys 
180L & 210L

160L Duplex Shopper

85L Galaxy

Flexi-Shopper & 
Flexi-Shopper Deluxe

Mini-Shopper

Aki Kalliatakis is the managing partner 
of The Leadership LaunchPad, a company 
dedicated to helping clients become more 
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