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[bookmark: _Toc239102390]1. Introduction

LR Elite Window Cleaning Services is a small service based business providing professional window cleaning and exterior cleaning services. As with many small businesses, maintaining positive cash flow is important because income from completed work is required to cover business costs and support future growth. One of the main workplace problems affecting the business is customers failing to pay for completed services within the agreed payment period.

The problem of customers not paying is more complex than simply having customers who owe money. The business may complete the work correctly, issue an invoice and expect payment, but some customers may forget, misunderstand the payment terms, experience financial difficulties, dispute an invoice or deliberately delay payment. Consequently, the problem can involve customer behaviour, communication, business processes, technology, cash flow and the amount of time available to manage outstanding invoices.

The Small Business Commissioner highlights the importance of healthy cash flow for small-business survival and growth and identifies late payments as a potential obstacle for small and medium sized businesses.

This assignment applies a structured problem solving process to the problem of customer non-payment at LR Elite Window Cleaning Services. It follows seven stages: defining the problem, analysing its causes, generating possible solutions, evaluating the options, implementing the preferred solution, communicating the change and monitoring its effectiveness.

Two recognised problem-solving tools, Five Whys and Fishbone/Ishikawa analysis, are used to identify the root causes. Three potential solutions are then developed and assessed using a weighted decision matrix and cost benefit analysis. Finally, an implementation plan, Gantt chart, stakeholder communication plan and monitoring framework are presented.

The overall aim is to develop a realistic and sustainable approach that improves payment performance without unnecessarily damaging customer relationships.

[bookmark: _Toc239102391]2. Define the Problem
[bookmark: _Toc239102392]2.1 Problem statement

The complex workplace problem can be defined as customers of LR Elite Window Cleaning Services failing to pay for completed window cleaning and exterior cleaning services within the agreed payment period, resulting in cash flow uncertainty, additional administration and increased financial risk for the business.
The current condition is that the business completes work and expects payment, but some invoices remain unpaid or are paid later than expected.

The desired condition is that customers understand the payment terms, receive invoices promptly, have convenient ways to pay and make payment within the agreed period.

The problem owner is primarily the business owner because the owner is responsible for invoicing, monitoring payments, managing customers and maintaining cash flow. However, customers are also important stakeholders because their behaviour directly affects the outcome.

[bookmark: _Toc239102393]2.2 Scope
The scope of the problem includes customers who have received a completed cleaning service but have not paid within the agreed payment period.

The problem includes:
customers forgetting to pay
invoices not being noticed
unclear payment deadlines
customers requiring reminders
invoices being disputed
delays in contacting overdue customers
manual administration
inconsistent payment procedures
cash-flow uncertainty

The problem does not automatically include customers who refuse payment because they believe the cleaning service was completed incorrectly. These situations should be treated as customer complaints or service quality disputes and investigated separately.

[bookmark: _Toc239102394]2.3 Impact on LR Elite Window Cleaning Services
The primary impact is cash flow. A business can have completed significant amounts of work but still experience financial pressure if the money owed has not been received.

For a small business, this can be particularly important because there may be limited financial reserves. The Small Business Commissioner states that late and long payment times can disrupt the cash-flow cycle and potentially prevent businesses from paying their own bills.

Customer non payment can also create an administrative burden. Time spent sending reminders, checking invoices, contacting customers and recording payments is time that could otherwise be spent cleaning windows, completing quotations, marketing the business or developing customer relationships.

There can also be an opportunity cost. If money remains outstanding, the business may delay purchasing equipment, maintaining the vehicle or investing in marketing.

Another impact is uncertainty. The business may not know exactly when outstanding money will be received. This makes financial planning more difficult.

Finally, there is a customer relationship risk. The business needs to recover money while remaining professional. If payment reminders are too weak, customers may continue paying late. If they are too aggressive, relationships and the business's reputation could be damaged.

[bookmark: _Toc239102395]3. Why This Is a Complex Problem
The problem qualifies as complex because it has multiple interacting causes and stakeholders.

A simple problem might have one obvious cause and one obvious solution. Customer non payment does not work in this way. Different customers may behave differently for different reasons.

For example:
Customer may simply forget to make payment.
Customer may not understand the payment deadline.
Customer may not have received the invoice.
Customer may have a genuine dispute.
Customer may deliberately delay payment.

This means that one solution will not necessarily solve every situation.

There are also competing objectives. LR Elite Window Cleaning Services wants to receive payment quickly, but it also wants to maintain good relationships with customers. The cheapest solution may not necessarily be the most effective, and the most aggressive solution may create reputational problems.

Robbins and Coulter (2020) explain that managerial decision making involves selecting between alternatives while considering organisational objectives and consequences. Decision making therefore needs to consider more than simply choosing the easiest option.

The complexity of the problem is also increased by the fact that the business is relatively small. Resources available for administration, software and debt collection are limited. Therefore, any solution must be proportional to the size of the business.

[bookmark: _Toc239102396]4. Analysis of the Problem
A structured analysis is required before developing solutions. ASQ describes problem solving as involving problem definition, diagnosis of root causes, implementation of solutions and sustaining results.

Two tools have been selected: Five Whys and Fishbone/Ishikawa analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc239102397]4.1 Five Whys
The Five Whys technique is designed to move beyond the symptoms of a problem and investigate underlying causes. ASQ explains that asking "why" repeatedly can help reveal the root cause and identify areas for both short and long term solutions.

Problem: Customers are not paying on time.

Why 1:
Why are customers not paying on time?
Because some customers forget, overlook the invoice or delay payment.

Why 2:
Why do customers forget or delay payment?
Because payment deadlines and reminders may not always be communicated consistently.

Why 3:
Why are reminders not always consistent?
Because the business relies heavily on manual administration and individual follow up.

Why 4:
Why does the business rely on manual follow-up?
Because a formal credit control and payment management process has not been fully established.

Why 5:
Why has a formal process not been established?
Because the primary focus of the business has traditionally been completing cleaning work and serving customers rather than formally managing the payment process as a separate business activity.

Finding
The Five Whys indicates that the root problem is not simply "customers do not pay." A deeper cause is the absence of a consistent payment-management process.

[bookmark: _Toc239102398]5. Fishbone/Ishikawa Analysis

A Fishbone diagram is useful because it allows multiple potential causes to be organised into categories. ASQ explains that Fishbone analysis helps identify possible causes by sorting them into useful categories and is particularly useful for complex problems.

For LR Elite Window Cleaning Services, the following categories can be used.

People

Customers have different attitudes towards payment. Some may be reliable while others require reminders. The business owner may also have limited time available for administration.

Process

There may be no standard procedure for sending invoices, reminders, overdue notices and final requests.

Technology

Manual invoicing and payment tracking can make it harder to identify overdue invoices quickly.

Communication

Customers may not fully understand when payment is due or which payment methods are available.

Measurement

If the business does not measure the percentage of invoices paid on time, the average payment period and the value of overdue invoices, it cannot accurately determine whether the problem is improving.

Customer circumstances

Customers may experience financial problems or genuine disputes over invoices.

ASQ notes that cause and effect analysis can identify multiple causes and sub causes, which makes it suitable for investigating complex problems.

[bookmark: _Toc239102399]6. Root Cause Conclusion

The analysis identifies three principal root causes:
Inconsistent payment communication.
A lack of a standardised payment and reminder process.
Limited monitoring of overdue invoices and payment performance.

These root causes provide a direct link to the solutions developed below.

This is important because the assignment checklist requires continuity between the analysis and options. The solutions should therefore directly address the identified causes rather than introduce unrelated ideas.
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Three solutions have been developed.

Option 1: Standardised Payment Policy and Reminder System

The first option is to introduce a clear and consistent payment process.

The process would be:

Job completed, invoice issued, payment deadline, friendly reminder, overdue reminder, final notice, further action if required.

Invoices would clearly state:
amount owed
date of invoice
payment deadline
payment methods
business contact details
relevant payment terms.

A reminder would be sent shortly before the payment deadline, followed by an overdue reminder if payment was not received.

Advantages
Low cost.
Easy to implement.
Improves communication.
Creates consistency.
Reduces reliance on memory.
Can be introduced immediately.
Disadvantages
Requires consistency from the business owner.
Some customers may still ignore reminders.
Manual administration may remain.
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The second option is to introduce digital invoicing software.

The software could allow the business to:
create invoices;
record customer information
monitor payment status
identify overdue invoices
send automated reminders
keep financial records
potentially provide convenient digital payment options.

This would reduce manual administration and create a more professional payment process.

Advantages
Reduces administrative time.
Improves monitoring.
Provides better records.
Automated reminders reduce forgotten follow-ups.
More scalable if the business grows.
Disadvantages
Software costs money.
Requires initial setup.
The business owner must learn the system.
Customers may still fail to pay despite receiving reminders.
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The third option would introduce deposits or pre-payment for certain customers or larger jobs.

For example, customers booking larger exterior-cleaning projects could be asked to pay a percentage before work begins. Customers with a history of late payment could also be required to pay before future work.

This reduces the financial exposure of the business.

Advantages
Reduces risk of non payment.
Improves cash flow.
Protects the business against larger unpaid invoices.
Encourages customers to commit financially.

Disadvantages
Some customers may dislike deposits.
Could damage customer relationships.
May make the business less competitive.
Requires clear terms and communication.

For business to business transactions, UK Government guidance states that businesses can potentially claim interest and recovery costs when another business pays late, subject to the applicable rules and payment terms.

The Small Business Commissioner also explains that contractual payment terms should establish when payment is expected.
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A weighted decision matrix is used to evaluate the three solutions.

HM Treasury's Green Book provides a structured approach to assessing the costs, benefits and risks of different options and stresses the importance of evidence-based appraisal.

Five criteria have been selected.

	Criterion
	Weight

	Effectiveness
	30%

	Cost/value for money
	20%

	Ease of implementation
	15%

	Customer relationship impact
	15%

	Long-term sustainability
	20%

	Total
	100%



Each option is scored from 1 to 5.

	Option
	Effectiveness
	Cost
	Implementation
	Customer impact
	Sustainability
	Overall

	Option 1
	4
	5
	5
	4
	4
	4.35

	Option 2
	5
	3
	4
	4
	5
	4.25

	Option 3
	4
	4
	3
	3
	4
	3.75


Interpretation

Option 1 achieves the highest overall score of 4.35/5.

Its main strength is that it directly addresses the identified root causes without creating significant financial or customer relations risks.

Option 2 scores slightly lower because of its additional cost and implementation requirements. However, it may become the preferred solution as LR Elite Window Cleaning Services grows.

Option 3 scores lowest because although it protects cash flow, deposits and pre payment could negatively affect some customer relationships.

[bookmark: _Toc239102404]11. Cost Benefit Analysis

The following figures are illustrative assumptions because actual financial records for LR Elite Window Cleaning Services have not been provided. For the final university submission, actual business figures should be substituted where possible.

Option 1

Estimated cost:
Invoice and reminder templates: £50
Administrative setup: £50
Tracking system: £50

Total cost = £150

Estimated annual benefit from reduced administration and faster payment:
£1,000

Net benefit:
£1,000 − £150 = £850

Benefit-cost ratio:
£1,000 ÷ £150 = 6.67

Option 2
Estimated cost:
Digital software: £300
Setup: £150
Training/administration: £100

Total = £550

Estimated annual benefit:
£1,400

Net benefit:
£1,400 − £550 = £850

Benefit-cost ratio:
£1,400 ÷ £550 = 2.55

Option 3
Estimated cost:
New terms and documentation: £100
Administration: £100
Customer communication: £100

Total = £300

Estimated annual benefit:
£1,200

Net benefit:
£1,200 − £300 = £900

Benefit-cost ratio:
£1,200 ÷ £300 = 4.00

Although Option 3 has the highest estimated net benefit, the decision should not be based solely on financial figures. The Green Book recommends considering costs, benefits, risks and uncertainties when appraising options.

The weighted matrix therefore remains important. Option 1 provides the best overall balance.

[bookmark: _Toc239102405]12. Recommended Solution
The recommended solution is Option 1: a standardised payment policy and reminder system.

The solution is recommended because it directly addresses all three identified root causes.

First, it improves communication by making payment expectations clear.

Second, it creates a standard process, meaning the business does not need to decide what to do every time a customer fails to pay.

Third, it creates measurable stages that can be monitored.

The system should remain professional and customer focused.

A proposed process is before work

Confirm the price and payment terms.

Immediately after work

Send the invoice

Before the due date

Send a friendly reminder.

After the due date

Send an overdue payment reminder.

Further overdue

Contact the customer directly.

Final stage

Send a final payment request and consider appropriate recovery action.

For qualifying business to business debts, UK Government guidance states that statutory interest may be available at 8% above the Bank of England base rate, subject to the relevant conditions and contractual arrangements.

However, this should not be the first response. The primary objective should be to prevent late payment through effective communication and process management.
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The implementation will take place over six weeks.

	Week
	Activity
	Owner
	Resources

	1
	Review existing payment process
	Business owner
	Existing invoices

	1
	Establish payment terms
	Business owner
	Business records

	2
	Create standard invoice
	Business owner
	Computer/software

	2
	Create reminder messages
	Business owner
	Email/text

	3
	Create overdue-payment tracker
	Business owner
	Spreadsheet

	3
	Test the process
	Business owner
	Selected customers

	4
	Launch system
	Business owner
	New process

	5
	Review results
	Business owner
	Payment data

	6
	Make improvements
	Business owner
	Review findings



The plan follows the principle that implementation should be monitored and adapted when evidence indicates that changes are required. HM Treasury's current Green Book also emphasises monitoring progress and performance after an intervention has been implemented.
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	Activity
	W1
	W2
	W3
	W4
	W5
	W6
	Responsible Person
	Outcome

	Review current system
	✓
	
	
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Identify weaknesses

	Establish payment terms
	✓
	✓
	
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Clear payment expectations

	Create invoice
	
	✓
	
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Standard invoice template

	Create reminders
	
	✓
	
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Automated/standard reminders

	Create tracker
	
	
	✓
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Payment tracking system

	Test process
	
	
	✓
	
	
	
	Project owner
	Identify and resolve issues

	Launch
	
	
	
	✓
	
	
	Project owner
	New system implemented

	Monitor
	
	
	
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Project owner
	Monitor effectiveness

	Review/improve
	
	
	
	
	✓
	✓
	Project owner
	Make improvements



The Gantt chart provides a visual representation of when each activity will take place. ASQ identifies Gantt charts as a useful quality and planning tool for displaying planned tasks and progress over time.

[bookmark: _Toc239102408]15. Stakeholder Communication

The key stakeholders are the business owner, customers and, where applicable, employees or subcontractors involved in the service process.
	

	Stakeholder	Purpose	Message	Method	Frequency	Owner

	Customers	Explain payment terms	Payment deadline and methods	Invoice/email/text	Every job	Business owner

	Late customers	Recover payment	Friendly overdue reminder	Text/email/phone	As required	Business owner

	Business owner	Monitor performance	Payment results	Spreadsheet	Weekly	Business owner

	Employees/subcontractors	Understand process	New payment procedure	Briefing	At launch	Business owner



Communication should be professional and consistent. Customers should not feel that they are being accused of deliberately avoiding payment when the first reminder is sent.

The communication strategy should therefore progress gradually from a friendly reminder to stronger action.

This approach supports customer relationships while still protecting the financial interests of the business.

[bookmark: _Toc239102409]16. Monitoring

The solution needs clear performance measures.

	Measure
	Baseline
	Target
	Frequency
	Evidence
	Corrective Action

	Invoices paid on time
	Week 1 data
	90%+
	Monthly
	Invoice records
	Review reminders

	Average payment time
	Week 1 data
	Reduce by 20%
	Monthly
	Payment dates
	Contact repeat late payers

	Number of overdue invoices
	Week 1 data
	Reduce by 30%
	Weekly
	Invoice tracker
	Escalate overdue accounts

	Time spent chasing payments
	Week 1 data
	Reduce by 50%
	Monthly
	Admin records
	Improve process

	Customer complaints
	Week 1 data
	No increase
	Monthly
	Feedback
	Review communication



The first month should establish the baseline. Every invoice should be recorded with:
customer
invoice date
invoice value
due date
actual payment date
number of reminders
whether a dispute occurred

After three months, the results should be compared with the baseline.

If the percentage of invoices paid on time does not reach the 90% target, the business should investigate the reasons. If customers say that invoices are unclear, the invoice should be redesigned. If reminders are being ignored, the escalation procedure should be strengthened.

Monitoring therefore becomes a continuous improvement process.

[bookmark: _Toc239102410]17. Risks and Contingency

Several risks must be considered.

Customer resistance
Some customers may dislike stricter payment terms.

Contingency: Explain that the new process is applied consistently to all customers and is designed to keep administration efficient.

Administrative workload

The new system could initially increase administration.

Contingency: Use templates and gradually introduce digital automation.

Customer disputes

Some unpaid invoices may involve genuine complaints.

Contingency: Investigate legitimate disputes separately and avoid treating every unpaid invoice as deliberate non payment.

The Small Business Commissioner notes that interest or compensation cannot simply be treated as automatically applicable where an invoice is genuinely disputed.

Legal risk

Incorrectly applying late payment charges could create problems.

Contingency: Ensure payment terms and any interest or recovery charges comply with applicable legislation and contractual arrangements. GOV.UK provides specific guidance on late commercial payments and recovery costs.

Solution becomes ineffective

Customers may initially respond to reminders but gradually return to old behaviour.

Contingency: Monitor performance monthly and revise the process when required.
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Customer non payment is a significant complex workplace problem for LR Elite Window Cleaning Services because it affects cash flow, administration, customer relationships and business planning. The problem cannot be explained simply by saying that customers do not want to pay. Different customers may have different reasons for late payment, meaning that the business requires a structured approach.

The Five Whys analysis identified inconsistent payment communication, a lack of a standardised payment process and limited monitoring as the main root causes. Fishbone analysis supported these findings by demonstrating that people, processes, technology, communication, measurement and customer circumstances can all contribute to late payment.

Three solutions were developed. The first was a standardised payment policy and reminder system. The second was digital invoicing and automated reminders. The third was deposits and pre payment for selected customers.

The weighted decision matrix identified the standardised payment policy and reminder system as the preferred solution, with a score of 4.35/5. Although the cost-benefit analysis demonstrated that the deposit option could produce a slightly higher assumed net benefit, the standardised system provides the best overall balance between cost, effectiveness, implementation, sustainability and customer relationships.

The recommended solution should therefore introduce clear payment terms, consistent invoices, reminder stages, an overdue payment tracker and appropriate escalation procedures.

The six week implementation plan provides a realistic route for introducing the change. The stakeholder communication plan ensures that customers understand the new expectations, while the monitoring framework provides measurable targets.

The success of the solution should ultimately be judged using evidence. The business should establish a baseline and then measure on time payment rates, average payment time, overdue invoices, administrative time and customer complaints.

The key conclusion is that LR Elite Window Cleaning Services should not rely solely on chasing customers after they fail to pay. Instead, the business should create a structured payment process that makes expectations clear, makes payment easier and identifies overdue accounts early. This approach addresses the root causes identified in the analysis and provides a sustainable method of improving cash flow and protecting the future growth of the business.
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