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DELIGHT YOUR CUSTOMERS

Would you trust me with your life?
Empathy, and being a great example

In this series of Supermarket & Retailer’s 
articles, we share stories of what some 
organisations and managers have done to 
motivate and inspire their teams. We give you 
practical ideas of what you can do to create 
the most amazing, customer-driven company 
in the world.

The last place you would expect to see truly 
great leadership is in the armed forces. The 

structured culture of blindly obeying instructions – 
even at the risk of losing your life – doesn’t seem 
to be very motivating for troops, and certainly my 
experience in the military many decades ago was 
really negative.
And yet, when a leader is able to inspire troops, 

there are inevitably great outcomes. So far we’ve 
covered many of the contributors to motivation 
in this series on managing and motivating people: 

engagement, explanation, expectation clarity, 
empowerment, and training. But in this month’s 
column I’d like to focus on two more important 
elements, empathy, and being a great example to 
your followers.
In his book Leaders Eat Last, Simon Sinek describes 

how leaders in the US Marine Corps first allow 
their troops to finish eating, and then partake 
afterwards. In this symbolic act, there are many 
powerful messages, but by setting the example, 
they achieve a sense of “We are all in this together, 

and sometimes this means that 
we have to sacrifice for each 
other.” 
This small sacrifice directly 

translates into an incredible bond 
in the team, where people will 
literally risk their lives for their 
team members.

Be the change  
you wish to see  

in the world 
Mahatma Gandhi

This means that in your role you have to 
constantly be aware that people on your team look 
closely at you for clues about your behaviour – and 
the things that you say and do. They watch how 
you interact with others, what your attitude is, 
what you say about customers when they are not 
around, and one careless incongruent statement 
can destroy what you want to achieve. The moment 
you throw out a statement like, “Sometimes our 
customers drive me nuts!” you have just given 
them an excuse to do the same, but worse. 
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On the other hand, when they see you showing respect and humility, when 
they see you being courteous and grateful towards people, when they see 
you going out of your way to help a colleague or a customer, way beyond the 
extra mile, then they instinctively know what they need to do. That’s what 
makes a pilot risk his life and his plane to offer air support to troops that 
have been ambushed – even though he may have never met them. That’s 
what makes one member of a platoon pick up his struggling buddy’s heavy 
back pack. That’s what turns them into a legendary ‘band of brothers’.
But to return to the example of leaders eating last, there is something 

even more powerful in that act of sacrifice. The message is clear that the 
leader knows how important that meal is to Marines. He shows empathy 
for his team: “I know what it’s like for you.” It not only creates a sense of 
connection, but also allows people to feel like part of the team, it helps them 
to feel safe and protected, and it dramatically enhances trust, cooperation 
and problem solving.
One of my favourite managers was the operation director in a huge 

pharmaceutical company. Peter was famous for the incredible support of 
all his people, and the lower your rank in the company, the more positive 
attention you received. (In fact, to be honest, he was quite harsh and 
demanding with the managers that directly reported to him when they were 
insensitive.)
Amongst other acts, he gave up his fancy German luxury company car, and 

used to drive a small Toyota. Why did he do that? Because after one serious 
round of wage negotiations, the shop stewards said that it was easy when 
you are a director, because you all get fancy cars that could be used to help 
increase wages. Again, in a symbolic act, he sacrificed his expensive car to 
make a point.
But one night while working late he noticed that one of the members of his 

team was also finishing off some urgent work, way past the normal working 
hours. Peter passed by to chat, and thanked him for his sacrifice. And then 
he casually asked how the employee would be getting home. “I’ll probably 
take a taxi,” came the reply, but it was already late, and it was quite a long 
journey.
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“I must be in some trouble.”
She looked at him in the eye and said, “I’m sorry, 

but I couldn’t help hearing your chat with your son 
yesterday.” She then explained the coincidence, 
and, reaching under the table, she brought out 
a soccer ball. “No dad should ever need to say no 
to his son,” she said, “but please accept this as my 
gift to you.”
I met both of them years afterwards, and by then 

he had not only been made a permanent staff 
member, but had also been promoted into her 
job. He then said to me, with a twinkle in his eye, 
“You know, Aki, I’ve put up with a lot of crap in this 
company because of that silly soccer ball, but that’s 
okay.”
And being the example and showing empathy is 

not only good for your team. It is also important 
for your customers. The owner manager of a large 
retailer in Mbombela noticed a distressed mum 
worrying about her sick child. Without hesitation 
he spoke to her and insisted that he drive them 
to the hospital in his car. Another manager of 
a retailer in Harrismith noticed that one of his 
pensioner customers broke her walking stick in the 
store – so he went out and bought her a new one. 
That same Christmas, her big-city son spent more 
than R10 000 in a big shopping spree as a sign of 
his appreciation.
So, what would your team say about the example 

which you set? And how much empathy, warmth 
and compassion do you show towards others? 
These may be the most important things that 
you do.

So Peter responded, “I’ll take you home.” 
The employee was horrified, and protested, saying 
it was too dangerous to drive into the townships at 
night, but Peter was determined to not allow this 
chance to pass. As they drove to the employee’s 
home, they chatted about work and family, and 
when they finally arrived, Peter got out to meet the 
family.
Soon, even the neighbours joined to see what this 

unusual event was all about, and then, as he was 
leaving, Peter put his arm around Thabo, looked 
the wife and children in the eye, and said, “You can 
be very proud of your husband and father. I don’t 
know what we would do without him.”
He was literally escorted out of the township that 

night by a convoy of cars and people who wanted 
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him to be safe, and by 8:00 a.m. the next morning 
almost 1 000 employees were talking about the 
story.
Sadly, there is a desperate lack of empathy and 

humanity in the way we do business today. How 
hard can it be to acknowledge other human beings 
and let them know that you know how hard it can 
be sometimes? 

One final story to illustrate: The manager of 
a huge call centre at a large SA insurance company 
happened to overhear a distressing conversation 
that one of the contract call centre reps was having 
with his son. She heard him saying, “I’m so sorry, 
Sibusiso, but we cannot afford a new (branded) 
soccer ball this month. Maybe next month…”  
As he put the phone down she could see how 
humiliated and disappointed he was to have to 
tell this to his boy.
By pure coincidence, she had a boy who belonged 

to the same soccer club, and their coach had asked 
them to get this particular ball. The next morning, 
she called her team member to the small meeting 
room and closed the door. “Uh, oh,” he thought, 

When you act humanely and with 
compassion, when you are a good example 
and show empathy, the reward is that people 
see you as an inspiring leader, and will 
commit to helping you in any way possible.
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