
 
 

“Customer obstruction” 
 
At the start of every New Year it is likely that you would 
review your business, the direction it is taking and what you 
could do to improve profits and growth. 
 
One way to do this is to view your business from the point of 
view of customers. This is more difficult than it seems. We 
tend to view our business with a lot of bias and we all suffer 
from store-blindness. 
 
Take a long, slow walk through your site with a pen and paper 
and make notes. Ask yourself 1 question: 

- How are we obstructing customers? 
 
To obstruct means to: 

- Hinder, block, barricade, get in the way, impede or 
frustrate 
 

Our customers expect certain specific things from our 
business. Service stations sell convenience. Easy access. Quick 
purchases. Fast payments. Helpful staff. Open 24 hours. Etc.  
 
However, in the normal course of business we sometimes 
create obstructions without realising it or without realising 
the effect it has on customers. Consider this: 

- An item is out of stock with no out of stock label so 
the customer looks for it on other shelves 

- A product doesn’t have a price label 
- The key for the toilet is tied to a stick/bottle kept 

with the cashiers where you have to stand in line 
- The cashier runs out of change and the customer has 

to wait 
- There is no signage explaining how to work the 

coffee machine 

- A customer has to wait to pay 
- A customer wants to speak to the manager/owner 

but there is no sign to indicate how he/she can be 
found 

- A customer came to buy a pie, but the pies are still in 
the oven 

 
These are all obstructions. Obstructions make it difficult for 
customers to buy. Customers are already expecting 
convenience so even one obstruction can result in a customer 
walking out. 
 
You may consider these examples as “small things”, but retail 
is detail. The small things count. They make the difference. 
 
The main responsibility of an Operations Manager should be 
“removing customer obstructions”. Every time an obstruction 
is found your Operations team should go into crisis mode. 
You may think that it will affect only one or two customers 
and that you may lose a sale or two. Consider that customers’ 
lifetime value.  
 
Lifetime value is the value of all purchases a customer would 
make during the lifetime of your business. Suddenly that 
customer is worth a lot more than a few Rand. If a customer 
was going to spend a few thousand rand, wouldn’t you react 
differently to an obstruction? 
 
Lastly, consider this. Getting customers to buy is difficult 
enough. Why make it more difficult to those customers that 
are already willing to buy? Remove the obstruction; make it 
easier for customers to give you their money. 

 
BEST PRACTICES: 
DON’T assume obstructions are small things that are unavoidable and just part of doing business. Small things count in a big way. 
DON’T forget that retail is detail. The dirty floor, messy work area, leaky tap, damaged poster, skew name tag, etc are all part of the 
customers perception of your business. 
DO guard against becoming “store-“blind”. This happens when you’ve seen or experienced an obstruction so many times that it 
doesn’t even register as a problem. 
DO think in seconds instead of hours when dealing with obstructions. Don’t fix it within the hour. Fix it within seconds. 
 
QUICK WINS: 
As you walk through your business ask yourself how customers would know what you know. You know that you’re selling pies, Coke 
is out of stock, Simba has not yet delivered, you’ve recently added Diesel 50ppm and the take away makes fresh pies every 3 hours. 
How can you tell your customers about this? One way is simple information signage. Type it up, print it out, laminate it and display. 
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