
Nevertheless, I decided to try the new 

brand a few weeks later, and it was so 

disgustingly yucky and bitter that I wanted 

to gag. I will never buy it again. And since 

then I have searched and searched and 

searched for something that tasted vaguely 

similar to my favourite, and now I think 

I have found something acceptable – but 

still not the same. 

Do I need to tell you that I have also 

been on their Facebook page and tweeted 

about this incident?

I am willing to bet a million rand that 

there is no empty seat in the boardroom 

of this huge FMCG manufacturer, and I am 

even more cynical, because of the empty 

promises on their website. 

This is ironically what they say: “For the 

real coffee connoisseur, XYZ Coffee is the 

no. 1 selling filter coffee brand in South 

Africa. We bring you the best blends full 

of rich flavour and delicious aromas, using 

only the finest 100% pure coffee from 

selected coffee estates around the world…  

XYZ Coffee is dedicated to delivering 

uncompromising quality, the gold standard 

in real coffee!”

There is a lovely anecdote that Jeff 

Bezos (founder of amazon.com) always 

leaves an empty chair in his meetings. 

The chair is there to represent the 

customer and he uses this as a symbolic 

gesture to remind everybody at amazon.

com that at the heart of their business 

lies the customer. Nothing gets done 

there unless they first consider whether 

it will add value for customers.

It is no wonder that they are so incredibly 

successful. 
Contrast this attitude with something 

that happened to me recently. I was doing 
some shopping and discovered that my 
favourite brand of coffee beans – one that 
I have been loyally consuming for at least 
thirty years – was simply no longer in stock 
at my local supermarket. No explanation 
was offered, no sign was up, no employee 
could tell me why, I just saw empty shelves. 
Over the next few weeks, I went from 
retailer to retailer in my area, and the result 
was the same everywhere. 

And then a merchadiser at one of 
the supermarkets told me that the 
manufacturer – a huge company that 
owned the brand – had unilaterally decided 
to withdraw my favourite coffee. I just 
couldn’t believe that they would do such 
an arrogant thing, so I wrote to them via 
the website and waited and waited for a 
reply. Again, nothing.

I called the head office and, after 
being bounced around from person to 
person for about 20 minutes, I eventually 
spoke to a very junior marketing/product 
person. She confirmed that it was true: 
the company had decided to withdraw 
the product. I asked whether this was 
because of poor sales, and she said no. 
So I kept asking why until she relented and 
came up with a “logical”, but completely 
dissatisfactory answer. It seems that 
they were launching a new brand and in 
order to promote the new brand (which, 
I might add, tasted completely different 
to the original), they had decided to stop 
selling my favourite. They didn’t want to 
cannibalise the new brand, and she raved 
about ow wonderful it tasted.

To tell you the truth, I was outraged, but 
I managed to keep my voice under control 
as I explained how disappointed I was. 
Although I cannot remember the exact 
words that she used, the meaning was very 
clear. The company was just completely 
indifferent to their customers.

Note that they say nothing about 

their commitment to customers or their 

dedication to service.

Of course, they are not unique. In my 

61 years I have seen so many of my 

favourite products just disappearing. 

Sometimes they come back as the cheaper 

version of the original, but mostly it is 

because the pompous directors have made 

a decision based only on financial criteria 

– but not on the basis of what customers 

want. Those days are clearly over. 

A small business, including the family-

owned company that owned my favourite 

coffee beans, would never have acted 

in this way. The money that they made 

would never have been too little to please 

shareholders. They would have been able 

to continue supplying even the smallest 

niches quite profitably. 

And just in case you think it’s only small 

businesses that can be responsive, look at 

amazon.com, a gigantic corporation that 

will soon be valued at more than a trillion 

dollars. I’m not suggesting that amazon.

com is a perfect company. They have also 

been exposed as treating some of their 

4 | SUPERMARKET & RETAILER, AUGUST 2018

DELIGHT YOUR CUSTOMERS   By Aki Kalliatakis

Do you have  
an empty chair  

in the 
boardroom?



staff as well as many of their own suppliers 

with a bit of cruelty at times. 

However, as a customer on the other side 

of the world on the tip of this magnificent 

African continent, I am treated as a friend. 

I am greeted by name as I get on the 

website. I get recommendations of other 

products related to what I’ve purchased 

recently. I am able to read reviews from 

other customers about whether this 

product is worth the price. They deliver 

everything literally to my doorstep, and 

some products can be downloaded onto 

one of my devices immediately. The prices 

are not reasonable – they are brilliant. 

So what can you do? I think it has 

to start with taking a good honest look 

at what is happening in your industry, 

DELIGHT YOUR CUSTOMERS

and to see who is disrupting it by doing 

things that appeal to customers, rather 

than things that appeal to directors and 

shareholders. 

Listen to your customers – you will 

never be sorry. Build in flexibility to be able 

to service even the smallest niches (at a 

higher price), even though you may find 

yourself unable to do it with complete 

efficiency. Remember that customers 

are inherently emotional, and they make 

irrational and illogical decisions that often 

have nothing to do with reality. If you can 

take advantage of that, you will succeed.

And will somebody, anybody, please 

tell me where I can find a nice mild-roast 

coffee that is as smooth on my tongue as 

a twenty-year old whiskey?

Aki Kalliatakis is the 
managing partner of 
The Leadership LaunchPad, 
a company dedicated to 
helping clients become 
more customer driven. 
He can be contacted at 
(011) 640 3958, or via 
the website at www.
leadershiplaunchpad.co.za
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