C h a pt e r T e n

AJ Bombers: Communicating
with the Community

I

f you go to the AJ Bombers website, you can see a long list
of tweets scrolling down the right side of the page. There’s
a lot of talk about burgers. The Caesar seems to be particularly popular. People want to know how they can get a burger
card. At one time, there was a discussion about who’s gone
electric shaver over blade. The conversation seems to be endless
between AJ Bomber fans, maybe because AJ Bombers, a Milwaukee burger joint started in March 2009 by Joe and Angie Sorge,
makes it a priority to keep the conversation going.
Joe, AJ Bombers’ front man, has been doing his best to keep
people talking from day one. First, he and his wife opened a restaurant that critics lauded for its food and ambience in one of
those cursed “revolving door” locations where chefs’ dreams of
culinary stardom usually come to die. They did it by keeping
their prices recession proof—$4.50 for a basic cheeseburger with
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lettuce and tomato, $7.50 for the Bomber, the same but stacked
with a fried, stuffed mushroom. They did it with an awesome
peanut delivery system, in which bartenders load up colorful
bomber airplanes with peanuts, and then launch them on rails
attached to the ceiling where they travel across the restaurant to
smack into a target on the wall and dump their cargo into a bin.
And they did it by figuring out that the best way to get customers
to care passionately about their business is to let the customers
help them build it.
The customers have input over almost every aspect of the restaurant brand. They build menu items, determine price structures and hours of operation, suggest promotions, and even
guest bartend for charity events. How does Joe Sorge dare give
such control of his brand over to his customers? Two reasons.
The first is that one-to-one relationships make life more fun. The
second is that in a Thank You Economy, it pays off. Big.
Knowing his customer base has always been a priority for
Sorge. The idea that you have to create a welcoming atmosphere
in a restaurant is a no-brainer, but at AJ Bombers, online customers get as much attention as anyone sitting at a four-top.

T

he last line in that last paragraph is in bold because it’s
that important. I am convinced that the biggest discon-

nect for business leaders lies in their understanding of how
they should treat customers they meet face-to-face, and how
they should treat the ones they meet through their computer,
iPad, or phone. There should be no difference. Customers or
potential customers can have some powerful emotions when
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they’re considering using your product or service. They’re
imagining what it might do for them, what they could make
with it, how it could make their life or job easier, how it could
affect their relationships or family. Those emotions exist
whether the consumer is interacting with you face-to-face, or
via chat, IM, blog, Twitter, or Facebook, or in a forum.
By the way, tech companies often err in the other direction
by forgetting to talk to customers in the “real world.” Companies such as Groupon or Microsoft seem like disembodied, untouchable entities, but they have real-life customers
and should try to meet them occasionally. They need to look
for ways to bring their customers together, for example, by
throwing a party to mark an important anniversary, or hosting a video-streamed town hall meeting where customers can
come together to discuss issues they’d like to see resolved.
They could even pick up the phone every now and then and
speak directly to a customer, just to say hello and make sure
there’s nothing more they could be doing to improve the customer experience.
The companies that understand how to genuinely connect
with their customers, online and offline, are the ones that will
emerge over the next twenty-four to thirty-six months, putting
significant distance between themselves and their competition.

From the beginning, Sorge used social media to reach out
and build connections with burger lovers throughout Milwaukee, finding out what they like and what they don’t, and asking
them how he can better serve their needs. He pays close attention
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to Yelp reviews,* expressing thanks for the raves, and for every
negative one, apologizing and inviting the disgruntled customer
to come back to the restaurant, on the house, to try something
else.† More than once that offer has been extended multiple
times until the customer is truly satisfied with his or her meal. In
some cases, the unhappy customers who have taken advantage
of Sorge’s offer to keep coming back until the restaurant “gets it
right” have been converted to regular guests who often let Sorge
know ahead of time when they’re planning to come in.
Sorge’s approach to negative reviews reflects his departure
from typical business thinking. In his view, mistakes and snafus
aren’t something to hide; they’re a great opportunity to get more
information on how to do better next time, and to connect with
people. When one Friday the restaurant’s main grill was on the
fritz and couldn’t be fixed in time for the lunch rush, he set up a
live Ustream.com at the front door so that everyone could see what
the problem was and what was being done to fix it. He handed out
free peanuts and beer. To this day, he meets people who tell him
that it was seeing the Ustream video that compelled them to remember AJ Bombers the next time they had a craving for a burger.
That kind of open communication worked well for the Sorges.
For the first six months AJ Bombers was in business, the restaurant was at breakeven. In the restaurant world, where 60 percent
* If you are in the restaurant business and you are not obsessed with your
Yelp strategy, please sell your establishment now while there’s still some value
in your business.
† It’s a perfect, simple play to use your manners, and it rarely fails to impress.
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of all new establishments close within the first year, that’s not
bad. But how to get beyond breakeven?

Eyes on the Tech Horizon
Sorge had always communicated with fans via Twitter, sending
out hundreds of tweets per day. He ramped up his efforts to bring
all of those fans together to share in the AJ Bombers experience.
He started hosting events such as a hugely successful Holiday
Tweetup, a day of free beer and food at the restaurant in partnership with other local businesses who offered stuff for free.
Then, while looking for additional ways to engage his customers,
he noticed something about his Twitter followers. A lot of them
were starting to use Foursquare, the geo-social networking platform that lets people earn points and “badges” by checking in at
favorite locations and sharing their movements with others.
So:
• H
 e started offering incentives for Foursquare users to
visit the restaurant: free peanuts if you checked in, and
a free burger to anyone who checked in enough times
to become the “mayor” of the joint. That got people in
the door on a returning basis.
• He launched a “tips and to-dos” page, where any customer could post messages about what to order, how to
get the best deals, and whatever general thoughts they
wanted to share. The incentive? A free cookie.
• For what would become the first of many special
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events, he also created an opportunity for Foursquare
users to earn a highly prized Swarm Badge—granted
when more than fifty people check in to the same location—by inviting them to a fund-raiser on a Sunday afternoon. A flash mob of 161 Foursquare users
descended upon AJ Bombers, kicked up a great time,
posted videos, and tweeted furiously about the event,
and more than doubled the restaurant’s Sunday sales.
Sorge talked to his customers and built a community, and in
May 2010, he saw firsthand how that effort gets repaid in a Thank
You Economy. Sobelman’s, another standout local burger place,
reached out to Sorge and asked if they could partner up to convince the Travel Channel’s Food Wars to come to Milwaukee and
let them duke it out in a Battle of the Burgers. No problem. Sorge
rallied the troops and they bombed Food Wars’ email, Twitter,
and Facebook accounts until the Travel Channel agreed to send
a crew over to film the episode. Can there be any question of the
enormous value of your restaurant being featured on a national
television program whose entire audience is foodies?
Only seven months after figuring out that caring enough to
invite dialogue, input, and feedback from patrons would encourage them to feel a sense of ownership over the business, AJ
Bombers had doubled—doubled!—their revenue.
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What AJ Bombers Did Right
They speak their customers’ language. If Joe and Angie Sorge
had opened their restaurant ten years ago, they still would have
succeeded. They’ve got the instincts and the hustle and the heart,
no doubt. But it would have taken years to build the kind of supportive community they have now, and it would have cost untold marketing dollars. They could have had a party, spent a ton
of money on invitations and stamps, and they would have gotten twenty people in the door and reached a hundred people,
maybe two hundred, from residual word of mouth. Today, they
can get over a hundred people in the door and reach thousands
who aren’t anywhere near the joint, but wish they were. What
the story of AJ Bombers’ success tells us is that in our word-ofmouth society, if you know your customers well enough, and can
speak their language, you can create tremendous opportunities
for growth.
They’re not afraid to try something new. AJ Bombers ignored
traditional marketing like direct mail and newspaper ads—all
those staples most local businesses rely upon—in favor of a platform that became available in Milwaukee only in October 2009.
At the time of the swarm event, there were only three hundred
to four hundred Foursquare users living in the area; AJ Bombers
managed to bring a quarter of them through its doors in one day
and increased revenue for that day by 110 percent. Any CMO at
a consumer branding company would have sworn up and down
that there wasn’t enough market penetration for Foursquare to
mean anything to anyone. Yet in a small environment, which
Milwaukee is in comparison to New York or Los Angeles, micro
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has power. It’s time to start looking at early tech adopters as a
micro group, maybe even your most valuable consumer, because
if you can get them on your side, they’ll do a lot of work for you.
You put in the heart and the sweat, and they will reward you
with untold amounts of earned media in the form of press, talk,
and visibility.
AJ Bombers rewards the right people. What’s most exciting
to me about what they do is how they reward their customers for
caring. They could have bought a billboard ad or created a radio
campaign or bought TV time and tried to blindly broaden their
base. Who would have gotten the money? The ad platform, of
course—the billboard company, the radio station, the networks.
The way AJ Bombers does business, who gets their money? The
customer who takes a chance on them. That’s a textbook move
in the Thank You Economy. When AJ Bombers throws a party
and hands out free burgers and beer, they’re spending the money
on their guests that they would have forked over to a traditional
ad platform. It’s a whole new way of thinking about where to
spend your marketing budget. It should be pretty easy, actually.
I mean, really, whom would you rather spend money on, a gobetween or the people your business is supposed to serve? It will
make those people far happier than any radio ad, and it will cost
you far less. For now, these platforms are not mature enough to
command as much of a markup as traditional platforms to get
to the consumer. Therein lies the opportunity. Instead of Clear
Channel or Lamar or Viacom getting 40 percent of the action,
the new emerging platform—Gowalla, Foursquare, or whatever
is around the corner—will get 5 percent of the action, maybe 10
percent. These numbers are based on where we are now, but I
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am sure the margins could become even more attractive when
you take into account the ROI of the dedicated team of people
you hire to get in the trenches to care for your customers. The
day is coming when companies are going to fill warehouses with
armies of people who are passionate about their brands, who
care about the people interacting with the brands, and who are
eager to spend hours telling their story.
Given that, every company can invite their customers to the
party. However you do it, whether it’s with a real get-together
with music and food or a live video on Ustream, you need to
show them a memorably great experience so that they say, hey,
no one else has ever cared enough to reach out to me this way.
You have the choice to spend $3,000 or $5,000 or $10,000 on a
weeklong ad campaign that may or may not register with your
audience, or to spend the money on an event (one that combines
the two goals of interacting with your consumers and showing
them a great time) or campaign that not only brings a lot of joy
to people, but whose effects spill over as people talk and share
and post pictures. When put in those terms, which sounds like
the riskier investment?

The Cost of Free
You might wonder how AJ Bombers makes any money when Joe
Sorge gives away so much for free. Sorge answers that question
in an interview with Forrester Research, “This restaurant in particular has become ‘their’ restaurant, they ARE the business.”
AJ Bombers creates constant opportunities for customers to care

ThankYouEconomy_4p_i-xi_1-244.indd 163

1/14/11 2:06 PM

164

gary vaynerchuk

about it, and people spend money at places they care about. For
example, the flood of guest-generated information on the “tips
and to-dos” page caused the sales of one of the restaurant’s most
popular items, “The Barrie Burger,” to rise 30 percent. The Barrie Burger was created by a customer named Kate Barrie, and is
topped with a bizarre-sounding blend of bacon, cheese, and peanut butter. A peanut butter burger. It’s no wonder some people
might hesitate to order it. But once they could see for themselves
the raves coming straight from the mouths of people who had
just stuffed one down their gullet, the comments gave more customers the courage to try it. And like it. And come back for more.
Offering things for free is a well-known tactic used in lots
of industries to bring in customers, but Foursquare has allowed
AJ Bombers to extend the life of that tactic indefinitely. If you’re
not a Foursquare kind of person, you might not get why people
would covet the title of mayor at establishments they visit often,
or check in to earn badges. It doesn’t really matter if you get it,
though, does it? The fact is, they do. And since anyone can usurp
a mayor’s spot, it takes commitment to hold on to the position.
What could be a simple one-shot move turns into a fun, profitable, sustainable game of one-upmanship, a test of loyalty, and a
sign of being in the know.
It might sound crazy, but online gaming, too, is increasingly
becoming a part of a lot of online users’ identity. When moms
are spending real money to buy virtual cows on Farmville, you
know games have reached a tipping point. More than 200 million people play free online games on Facebook. Target now
sells Facebook credit gift cards, and 7–Eleven did a promotional
team-up with Zynga, maker of such games as Farmville and
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Mafia Wars. Again, you might not see the point of playing these
games, but a lot of consumers do. Go where they go.
Do I think that every restaurant should give away free food
every time they see a complaint or negative review on Yelp?
No. There will be people who will try to eat all year for free by
gaming this social phenomenon. You have to put a cap on that,
of course. It can be hard to figure out a complaining person’s
intent—are the complaints legitimate, or is the complainer playing games?
What you can do, however, is keep good metrics on the client
who says something negative about you. If a customer posts on
Yelp that he had a terrible experience at a restaurant, the restaurant manager can respond appropriately, tag him with a system
like Open Table, which tracks online reservations, and run a report six months later to see whether that customer has returned
and how much money he has spent.

Scaling One-to-One
AJ Bombers is a one-store location, but this kind of customer reward strategy is not limited to small, local businesses. Starbucks
has scaled this kind of consumer reward to a national level, and
McDonald’s, Einstein Bagels, and KFC have all gotten into it.
The Thank You Economy works when you build a sense of community around your brand, not when you simply sell to it.
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