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[bookmark: _Toc176615424][bookmark: _Toc176616802]Introduction
This assignment will show the various methods and approaches to problem solving. It will explore the importance of defining the problem, gathering relevant information, generating potential solutions, evaluating those solutions, and implementing the best option. Problem solving is an essential tool that will enhance decision making and also promotes resilience. The assignment will also show what the complex problem is along with what impact this makes on the customer and staff, with gathering information from completing mind maps, brainstorming to start and then completing the problem solving by identifying the best option to resolve the problem by analysing data through Gant charts and other methods. Within the assignment it will show how the rising cost in materials have an impact on small businesses trying to remain competitive with their pricing whilst also continuing to provide excellent service and quality goods. 

[bookmark: _Toc176615425][bookmark: _Toc176616803]Complex problem 
As a business I have evaluated what problems I have come across which are hindering the potential of my business growing. With the constant rise in costs of products and machinery, it is proving to be difficult as a sole trader to keep providing high quality goods at reasonable prices. There are a few reasons as to why this would be concerning for my business:
· [bookmark: _Toc176615426][bookmark: _Toc176616804]Reduced Profitability
This makes it challenging to maintain profit is the sole trader cannot pass the increased costs onto the customers to due to competitive pricing. 
· [bookmark: _Toc176615427][bookmark: _Toc176616805]Cash Flow Challenges
As a sole trader I may struggle with cash flow if expenses grow faster than revenue. 
· [bookmark: _Toc176615428][bookmark: _Toc176616806]Difficulty in price adjustment 
As a sole trader I often rely on a small customer loyalty base. As price adjustments continue there maybe some resistance from my customers who are sensitive to price changes which this will then lead to loss of customers and sales will be reduced. 
· [bookmark: _Toc176615429][bookmark: _Toc176616807]Impact on Quality
Due to the rising costs and as a sole trader I could potentially look to seek cheaper materials or services to maintain having profitability. If this happens then this can negatively impact my customer satisfaction.
· [bookmark: _Toc176615430][bookmark: _Toc176616808]Increased competition
If the rising costs continue to rise larger companies than myself have an advantage of buying bulk at a lower cost than myself ordering a small bulk based on customer demand.
The above are only a few factors that lead into the problems that my business is facing. Overall, rising costs as a sole trader affects the business. This calls for strategic planning, cost management, and possibly with the strategic planning being done can the business remain viable. 

[bookmark: _Toc176615431][bookmark: _Toc176616809]Scope and impact 
As a sole trader it is only myself directly and my customers that are impacted by the complex problem within the workplace.  My business has to run with keeping profitability at an all time high to ensure I can afford my bills whilst also having a lifestyle. Please see below a graph for the scope and impact the problem has on the staff and its customers and the reasons as to why. With increasing costs, a business like mine, would have to sell more products in order to break even or make a profit. When costs increase, businesses often have to make the choice of absorbing increased costs or passing them on to customers by increasing prices. As a result, the business will be more likely to make a loss. (Business revenue, costs and profits, 2024).
	Scope
	Impact

	Sole Trader (Myself)
	· Loss of earnings 
· Stress Levels
· Unable to recruit

	My customers
	· Unsatisfied
· Less client base
· No loyalty 

	Marketing companies
	· Less orders
· Increased pricing
· No loyalty 



[bookmark: _Toc176615432][bookmark: _Toc176616810]Flexibility Mind Map
A mind map offers such an alternative way in thinking and being able to put pen to paper to see your thoughts visually, as this allows you to also generate, structure and classify ideas. This can be particularly useful in instances where you are required to gain an understanding of the intricacies of a business system and the problems. (Mind Mapping, 2022).
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By completing the above brainstorming map this has helped me to visualise organizing thoughts and ideas which will show me as a sole trader what I can do in order to keep the cost low with still good quality products. This also encourages free thinking and to be able to explore various options of thought without constraint. Once all ideas are captured, a brainstorming map can easily be converted into actionable plans and priorities, leading to more effective execution.  
[bookmark: _Toc176615433][bookmark: _Toc176616811]5 Whys – Root cause analysis
According to (Toyoda - 5 Why's, 2024) Sakichi Toyoda, who was a Japanese industrialist, developed the 5 Whys technique in the 1930s. It became popular in the 1970s, and Toyota still uses it to solve problems till this day. With using the 5 why’s analysis this has helped me look further into the problems and the root cause that the business is facing, By continuously asking and thinking why regards to my business this also helps identify quicker what the problem is and problem solve effectively. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615434][bookmark: _Toc176616812]Why will the increase in materials affect my business?
There is a cost-of-living crisis and with more and more people struggling and having financial difficulties, people want to keep their costs down but still have good quality for money.
[bookmark: _Toc176615435][bookmark: _Toc176616813]Why is it difficult for a small business to absorb increased costs?
Small businesses have limited cash reserves less that the larger printing companies. This makes it harder to negotiate better prices and discounts without it impacting my services or quality of the items I provide. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615436][bookmark: _Toc176616814]Why will higher costs affect my quality of service?
To maintain profitability and being faced with the increased costs, a small printing business like me, may need to reduce the quality of the service I provide and also its products. With doing this, this could lead to customer dissatisfaction, negative reviews and also word of mouth being in the negative which could ultimately lead to a loss of business. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615437][bookmark: _Toc176616815]Why will the increased costs impact profitability?
Costs can increase due to various factors such as rising material prices, labour costs along with equipment maintenance. This can lead to reduced profitability, which will make it also challenging for a small printing business to remain competitive against the larger printing companies. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615438][bookmark: _Toc176616816]Why will higher costs impact cash flow?
Increased costs can also strain cash flow, making it difficult for a small printing business to pay bills on time or invest in new machinery and materials. This can lead to financial difficulties and even bankruptcy. 
By understanding the impact of costs on a small printing business through the 5 whys method, businesses can better anticipate and prepare for the challenges associated with the rising costs and then will be able to make informed decisions to mitigate their effects on the business. Upon completion of the 5 whys on my own business I have established that the increased cost in goods will impact my business in many ways. The financial crisis with also trying to keep costs at all time low without trying to pass these costs onto my customers is proving to be difficult with remaining to be competitive at the same time. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615439][bookmark: _Toc176616817]Cause and Effect Ishikawa Analysis 
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Description automatically generated]One of the primary benefits of using a fishbone diagram is its ability to help a business identify potential problems and their root causes. By visually mapping out the various factors contributing to a problem, businesses can gain a comprehensive understanding of the situation. (Identifying Potential Problems with Fishbone Diagram, 2024). Upon using this analysis, I have defined the root cause of the problem which is that as a manager I need to ensure that I keep on top of all admin, I need to ensure that I budget effectively and not over buy if not required, I need to ensure that I need to make sure I keep a track of the income and revenue to ensure that my business stays profitable where possible and also ensure I keep price flexibility, for example, if one supplier increases their prices on the products that I normally purchase, the best option is to find the product from another supplier which has a lower cost price. This will stop passing the cost onto the customer and keep my products and reasonable price at all times. 

[bookmark: _Toc176615440][bookmark: _Toc176616818]Grid Analysis 
The Push method was developed by Pugh in the 1980’s. This was introduced to his book called total design which was published in 1991. Since then, it has been widely adopted across different industries. This design is used as a systematic approach to evaluating and comparing multiple design concepts or solutions against predefined criteria. The Pugh Matrix is quite simple. (The Pugh Matrix, 2023). The reason why the Pugh Matrix is easy to use as the analysis relies upon a series of different comparisons against a number of criteria or requirements. This method/analysis has the ability to handle a large number of decision criteria. (Pugh Matrix - What is it and What does it do?, 2020). 
	Factors
	Cost
	Quality
	Flexibility
	Market Demand
	Total

	Weights
	4
	5
	4
	3
	

	Customer
	4
	5
	4
	2
	15

	Supplier
	3
	5
	2
	3
	13

	Marketing
	0
	5
	0
	2
	7



Upon looking at the grid analysis the most important aspect is the customer as the most important things to a customer is the cost, quality and how flexible I am with my orders and designs. With this in mind the customer will always be at the forefront of my business. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615441][bookmark: _Toc176616819]Gantt Chart 
A Gantt chart is a bar chart that illustrates a project schedule. It was designed and popularized by Henry Gantt around the years 1910–1915. (When were Gantt Charts invented?, 2020). Gantt charts help businesses to plan around deadlines and properly allocate resources to the relevant people. Using a Gantt chart gives you a bird's eye view of projects. They depict, among other things, the relationship between the start and end dates of tasks, milestones, and dependent tasks ensuring every task is completed on time. (Agile Project Management , 2024). 
Upon using my Gantt chart, I can track the process of implementing my administration work by keeping a track of when I need to complete a stock take, run through the accounts and ensure everything is on track with providing the customers and also financially. 
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Monitoring the above and when having a visual on what is needed to be completed upon month on month with enable me to keep on track with what is needed to be completed in the next coming months.
[bookmark: _Toc176615442][bookmark: _Toc176616820]Stakeholders
All stakeholders have an impact on a business, but some will have more impact than others, giving them more power and influence on the activities of the business than others. Stakeholders could potentially and influence decision making on a business. (Stakeholder influence business activity & decision, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc176615443][bookmark: _Toc176616821]Stakeholder List:
· Customer
· Supplier
· Marketing Team
· Management 
· Finance Department 
Even though I am a sole trader all the above in the stakeholder list still have an interest within the business and without the above then the company would not be able to proceed. 
[bookmark: _Toc176615444][bookmark: _Toc176616822]Stakeholders’ perspective
Customer: The customer wants high-quality printing that meets and exceeds their expectations, they also will be looking for competitive pricing and value for their money. The turnaround on products is also a big one as they may need their specific order by a specific date.  A customer may also seek personalized options to meet specific branding or other needs. 
Supplier: The supplier has a stakeholder interest in my business as I will be purchasing my items off them and will also be negotiating on prices as there could be a larger order purchased than normal and could potentially have a better deal. The supplier also relies on my business for financial interest. 
Marketing Team: As I am the only person working in the marketing team, I may need specific materials to align with the customer’s request. I will always be looking for consistency in the colour, quality and style across different printing materials. 
Management: I need to ensure that I evaluate the effectiveness of printed materials in driving sales or achieving business goals. I also need to ensure that printing choices support broader business objectives. I also need to consider the risk of delays or quality issues and how they affect the business. 
Finance Department: I am focused on adhering to budget limits and managing costs along with also ensuring I have clarity on pricing, invoicing and payments. 
With all the above interested in the business and all have their own important part within the business each stakeholder has a major input into the business. 

[bookmark: _Toc176615445][bookmark: _Toc176616823]Influence – Interest Matrix 
Mendelow's Matrix was created in 1991 to analyse individual stakeholders by measuring their interest and power over the business. This information provided can then be used to determine their potential level of impact on a big business decision or a small business decision. (Mendelow's Matrix - Marketing Theories, 2024). With using the interest matrix, this has given me a clear layout on who needs to be informed throughout my business, regardless of a sole trader or not. The graph shown below has shown me that I have to be consistent in all communication with myself, the customer and also the supplier. Nothing is able to go unnoticed when running a small business like myself, I always have to ensure that I am in constant communication with everyone who is involved. 
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[bookmark: _Toc176615446][bookmark: _Toc176616824]Plan to communicate with relevant stakeholders
A stakeholder communication plan is a framework for ensuring that stakeholders will be included and kept informed at every stage as they have an interest in the business discussed. This should identify relevant stakeholders and help myself understand what needs to be communicated, why it needs to be communicated and how often, this is a great communication tool as it is very simple and easy to keep track of. (Facilitating Stakeholder Engagement, 2020).
	Internal Stakeholders
	

	Employees
	I currently have 0 employees but on the off occasion I will require someone to help me pack parcels or clean up. 

	Myself
	Using the above methods and keeping track off everything week on week is how will I plan to communicate with myself and keep on top of things. 

	Shareholder
	I is a shareholder within the business as a sole trader. Any profits made go to myself. 

	External Stakeholders
	

	Suppliers
	Companies who supply me with the goods required.

	Customers
	Customers who purchase orders/items off myself. Whether this would be general public or companies. 




[bookmark: _Toc176616825]Monitoring Progress
Monitoring progress in a business is crucial for a few reasons:
· Goal tracking – as a business I need to set specific goals and objectives. With regularly monitoring progress helps ensure that these goals are always being met within the timelines that have been set. With using this tool, adjustments can be made to strategies. 
· Performance Measurement – Tracking performance indicators allows businesses to assess and review their performance against other companies if needed. This will also help myself identify the strengths and weaknesses of the business whilst facilitating informed decision-making. 
· Early Problem Detection – Keeping a track of the business performances can boost morale and productivity. When seeing the business performance, I will remain motivated and want to improve the business. 
· Adaptability – Whilst the business environment is always changing and having to keep up with the competition. This enables the business to remain agile, adapting strategies based on current performance and market conditions. 
In summary, monitoring progress is essential for operational effectiveness, strategic alignment, and the overall health of a business, enabling it to thrive in a competitive landscape. 
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