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Problem definition

Rock on Pops is a small creative business specialising in handmade resin-based items such as bespoke coasters, key chains, jewellery and decorative pieces. These products are sold through a Facebook shop, which provides visibility to local and wider audiences, but also relies heavily on customer reviews and ratings to maintain reputation (Facebook for Business, 2023). As a sole trader, the owner is responsible for all aspects of the business, from designing and producing items to packaging and customer service.

[bookmark: _Int_2cgGyx2t]A recurring problem arises during peak shopping seasons, especially around Christmas when order volumes can triple compared to normal months. Unlike mass manufactured goods, resin crafts are made individually, requiring careful preparation, pouring and curing time, which can range from 12 to 48 hours depending on the product and environmental conditions (Craft Resin, 2022). This handmade process limits the number of items that can be produced in a given time frame. When combined with the additional workload of managing communication and packaging, it becomes increasingly difficult to meet demand without risking mistakes or delays.

Small creative businesses often struggle with this balance between customization and scalability, particularly when operating as a one-person business (Etsy, 2021; Cowell, 2020). For Rocks on Pops, the challenge lies not only in producing enough stock, but also in maintaining quality and providing clear communication with customers. Failing to do so risks undermining the trust that is essential for sustaining sales in small online craft markets.

Scope
The scope of the problem extends to both internal and external stakeholders:
· Internal:
 The owner, who handles all tasks - creation, packaging and communication.

· External: 
1. Customers: Often purchasing resin items as personalised gifts during the festive season, they expect timely delivery and high-quality products.
2. Suppliers: Resin, pigments, moulds and packaging suppliers must deliver stock reliably and quickly. Any delay has a knock-on effect on production.
3. Facebook platform: The business depends on visibility, reviews and ratings. Negative reviews due to delays or poor communication can significantly reduce customer confidence.
Impact
The consequences of this seasonal surge affect multiple stakeholders:
· Customers: Delayed or cancelled orders reduce satisfaction and may discourage repeat business. Customer trust is especially fragile in the online handmade goods market, where personal recommendations and reviews strongly influence buying decisions (Chu, et al., 2011).
· Owner: The sole operator experiences increased stress, physical strain and the risk of burnout, which further reduces efficiency and accuracy (WHO, 2019).
· Suppliers: Suppliers may face urgent or last-minute orders, potentially causing disruptions or strained business relationships.

· Reputation: Negative reviews on Facebook and word-of-mouth criticism could harm visibility and damage long term growth opportunities (Chevalier, et al., 2006).

Overall, the problem is complex because it combines production limitations, customer expectations, supply chain dependencies, and the visibility of customer feedback on the sales platform. Without addressing these factors, the business risks losing both immediate sales and long-term credibility.
[bookmark: _Toc1416919110]Analysing the Problem

To understand the challenges facing Rocks on Pops, several recognised problem-solving techniques were applied. Each method offers a different way of breaking down complex situations into manageable parts, ensuring the analysis is not biased towards one perspective. Using a combination of approaches also increases the reliability of the conclusions (Tidd, et al, 2021)
Brainstorming
Brainstorming is a structured creativity technique used to generate as many ideas as possible in a short time without initial criticism or filtering (Osborn, 1953). It is widely applied in business settings to explore potential causes or solutions, as it allows both obvious and less conventional ideas to surface (Paulus, et al, 2019). Even when working alone, brainstorming can be effective by quickly writing down all possible factors influencing a problem and later categorising them.
For Rocks on Pops, brainstorming identified:
· Overload of custom orders during peak seasons.
· Limited curing space for resin.
· Customers often requesting last-minute personalised gifts.
· Reliance on a single worker for all business functions.
· Lack of premade stock available for quicker dispatch.
This exercise revealed that the issue was not caused by just one factor, but rather the interaction of several.

Mind mapping
Mind mapping is a visual thinking tool that presents related ideas in a branching, nonlinear format. Developed and popularised by Buzan (2010), it helps people see relationships between elements of a problem. Research shows that mind mapping can improve problem understanding and recall because it mirrors the way the brain naturally organises information (Al-Jarf, 2009).
In this case, a mind map was drawn with “Christmas Order Surge” in the centre and branches for Customers, Production, Suppliers, and Platform. Sub-branches included:
· Customers: “High demand”, “Gift deadlines”, “Customization”.
· Production: “Limited curing space”, “Single worker”.
· Suppliers: “Resin shortages”, “Late packaging deliveries”.
· Platform: “Facebook Reviews”, “Response time rating”.
The mind map demonstrated how challenges are interconnected, especially how production limits link directly to customer expectations and external supplier performance.

5 Whys Analysis
The 5 Whys technique was first developed within the Toyota Production System and is now a core lean management tool (Ohno, 1988). Its aim is to repeatedly ask why until the underlying cause of a problem is identified, rather than stopping at surface level symptoms (ASQ, n.d.). It is simple but effective in root cause analysis across both manufacturing and service contexts (Serrat, 2017).
Application to Rocks on Pops:
1. Why are orders delayed?  Too many come in at once.
2. Why at once?  Seasonal demand spike.
3. Why can't they all be completed? Handmade process and curing time.
4. Why not increase production? Only one person and limited equipment.
5. Why wasn't this addressed earlier? Lack of forward planning for seasonal peaks.

Root cause: insufficient preparation and capacity planning for seasonal surges.

Fishbone (Ishikawa) Diagram
The Fishbone Diagram, also known as the Ishikawa or cause and effect diagram, is a tool for systematically categorising possible causes of a problem. It was originally developed by Kaoru Ishikawa in the 1960s as part of quality management and remains a key diagnostic technique (Ishikawa, 1986). The method encourages a broad look at categories such as people, process, materials, equipment and environment (ASQ, n.d.).
For Rocks on Pops, the Fishbone analysis reveals the following categories of causes.:
· People: Only one person responsible for all activities.
· Process: handmade items with long curing times, no automation.
· Materials: Resin and pigments may run low at peak demand.
· Equipment: limited curing capacity restricts production speed.
· External: Courier delays and supplier shortages add further uncertainty.

This technique highlighted that the problem is multifaceted, with no single cause but several reinforcing factors.

[bookmark: _Toc899445845]Proposing Alternative Solutions

The results of the analysis make it clear that the seasonal surge at Rocks on Pops is caused by a combination of internal and external factors, rather than one single issue. The Brainstorming exercise showed that production space, order volume, and reliance on one worker were central concerns. The Mind map highlighted how these factors connect directly with customers' expectations and supplier performance. The 5 Whys confirmed that the underlying root cause was the absence of forward planning for peak demand. Finally, the Fishbone diagram demonstrated how multiple categories - people, process, materials, equipment, and external - contribute to the same pressure point.
Based on this combined analysis, several alternative solutions have been identified:
1. Limit orders by setting an early Christmas cut-off date.
This addresses the “people” and “process” issues by controlling the workload, reducing the risk of burnout and mistakes. Customers are given clear expectations, though the trade-off is fewer potential sales.

2. Batch production by making premade stock in advance.
The solution tackles the “process” and “time” constraints identified in the Fishbone. By preparing a stock of popular seasonal items before dim and peaks. The business reduces pressure during December and speeds up delivery times.

3. Increased capacity by buying equipment or hiring temporary help.
This addresses “equipment” and “people” issues by physically boosting production ability. Additional curing equipment or an extra set of hands could make it possible to handle more custom orders without compromising quality.

4. Plan supplier orders earlier to avoid material shortages.
The solution responds directly to the “materials” and “external” categories from the Fishbone analysis. By ordering resin, pigments, and packaging well ahead of the holiday season, the business reduces the chance of production delays due to shortages or delivery problems.

These alternatives each reflect different aspects of the causes uncovered in the analysis. The next stage will compare these solutions systematically using decision-making tools to identify which option or combination is more suitable for the business.
[bookmark: _Toc409415323]Evaluating Solutions

When several possible solutions are available, it is important to apply structured decision-making techniques rather than relying on guesswork or intuition. Tools such as Grid Analysis and Cost Benefit Analysis provide systematic ways of comparing options based on defined criteria. This ensures that the decision is both rational and justifiably (Tidd, et al, 2021).
Grid Analysis
Grid Analysis, sometimes called a decision matrix, is a technique that scores each possible option against a set of weighted criteria. It allows decision makers to rank alternatives in a clear, quantitative way (MindTools, n.d.). This method is particularly useful for complex problems where trade-offs between cost, time, and quality need to be considered.
For Rocks on Pops, four evaluation criteria were chosen based on the earlier analysis:
· Cost efficiency: Can the solution be implemented affordably?
· Time effectiveness: Will it save or free up time?
· Customer satisfaction: Will it improve the experience for customers?
· Business growth potential: Does it help the shop expand sustainably?

Each item was weighted according to importance (20 to 30%), and each solution was scored on a 1-5 scale.
(1 = very poor, 5 = excellent)
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Result of Grid Analysis:
Batch production of premade stock scores the highest (4.6), followed by Increasing capacity (4.1). Supplier Planning (3.8) also performs well, while Limiting orders scores the lowest (3.1) because it reduces growth opportunities.

Cost benefit analysis
[bookmark: _Int_jkp9RXgC]Cost Benefit Analysis is a method that compares the estimated financial or resource costs of a solution with the expected benefits, often expressed as a ratio or net gain (Boardman, et al, 2018). It helps determine whether a solution's benefits outweigh its costs and by how much. For small businesses, this is crucial because resources are limited, and every investment must show a clear return.

Applied to Rocks on Pops:
· Limit orders: Very low cost but significant loss revenue potential. Benefits (reduced stress) do not outweigh opportunity costs.

· Batch production: Moderate cost in time and materials upfront, but strong benefits in customer satisfaction, delivery speed, and reduced December stress.

· Increased capacity: High cost (new equipment, possible labour) with potential long term growth benefits, but risk of over investing for short seasonal spikes.

· Supplier planning: Low to moderate cost (bulk orders, storage space required) with clear benefits in preventing production delays and ensuring material availability.

Result of Cost Benefit Analysis: 
Batch production and supplier planning both provide strong net benefits. Increasing capacity may pay off in the long term, but it involves greater risk and upfront expense. Limiting orders is cost efficient but has the weakest benefit for growth.

Decision
Taken together, the Grid Analysis and Cost Benefit Analysis suggests that the best approach is a combination of batch production and early supplier planning. Batch production directly addresses time and process limitations by smoothing out workload in advance, while supplier planning ensures materials are available without last minute disruptions. This hybrid option balances cost, customer satisfaction, and growth potential, making it the most practical and sustainable solution for Rocks on Pops.
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Once a solution has been chosen, it is essential to create a detailed plan for putting it into practice. An implementation plan sets out who will do what, by when and how progress will be measured. For businesses of any size, it provides clarity, accountability and a road map to success (Bryson, 2018). For a sole trader like Rocks and Pops, this means organising time and resources in a realistic way to avoid last minute panic during the holiday period.

Gantt Chart as a Planning Tool.
A Gantt Chart is one of the most widely used project management tools. First developed by Henry Gantt in the early 20th century, it visually represents activities against a timeline showing start and end dates, sequencing, and responsibilities (Wilson, 2003). Gantt charts are particularly useful because they:
· Break large projects into smaller, manageable tasks.
· Show dependencies between tasks (what must be done before the next step).
· Provide a clear way to monitor progress against deadlines.
In small businesses, Gantt charts are often used to plan production schedules, marketing campaigns, or product launches. For Rocks and Pops, the chart ensures seasonal stock is ready in advance, suppliers are contacted on time and customers are informed clearly about cut off dates.
Action Plan for Rocks on Pops
Based on the chosen solution (batch production + supplier planning) the implementation steps are:
1. Forecast seasonal demand by reviewing last year's Christmas sales and engagement trends on the Facebook shop (October).
2. Order bulk materials (resin, pigments, moulds, packaging) early to avoid shortages (October - early November).
3. Produce premade seasonal stock in batches focusing on popular designs (November).
4. Set and communicate cut off dates for custom orders on the Facebook Shop (late November).
5. Dispatch premade and custom orders early to allow for courier delays (December).
[image: ]
Indicators of success
To judge whether the plan works effectively, the following indicators will be used:
· Premade stock completed before December (reducing last minute pressure).
· At least 95% of orders dispatched on time.
· Positive customer feedback regarding timelines and communication.
· Reduced stress and errors compared to previous years.
By breaking the solution into clear steps and setting measurable indicators, the business can ensure that the seasonal surge is managed more effectively and sustainably.
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Clear communication is a critical part of successful implementation. A communication plan outlines who needs to do what, when, and how during a project or change. It ensures that stakeholders are informed, expectations are managed, and accountability is maintained (Barrett, 2006). Without a structured plan, misunderstandings can arise that lead to missed deadlines, poor customer satisfaction, or damaged relationships.
For small businesses, communication plans are especially important because resources are limited and every interaction with suppliers, customers or platforms can significantly impact the company's reputation (Cornelissen, 2020).

[bookmark: _Int_wIkWLPYZ]Stakeholders vs Shareholders

In business, stakeholders are individuals or groups affected by or interested in the business's activities. This includes customers, employees, suppliers, platforms, and even the local community (Freeman, 2010). Shareholders, on the other hand, are individuals or organisations that own shares in the company and are primarily concerned with financial returns.
As Rocks and Pops is a sole trader craft business without external investors, there are no shareholders. However, there are several key stakeholders whose interests must be managed through communication:
· Customers (want updates and on time orders).
· Suppliers (need early notice of material orders).
· Facebook platform (reviews and ratings impact visibility).

Communication Strategy for Rocks on Pops
1. Customers:
· What to communicate: Order cut off dates; Estimated delivery times; Stock updates; delays if they occur.
· How? Facebook Shop posts; automated Messenger responses; Personal follow-ups for custom orders.
· When: November - Announce cut-off dates for Christmas orders. December - provide weekly stock and dispatch updates. Ongoing - reply to customer queries within 24 hours.
2. Suppliers:
· What to communicate: Bulk order requirements for resin and packaging; Lead times; delivery deadlines.
· How? E-mail and telephone confirmation. 
· When: October - place advance orders for busy season. Early November - confirm delivery schedules.
3. Facebook platform:
· What to communicate: Indirect communication occurs through performance. Fast responses and transparent posts demonstrate professionalism.
· How? Maintainer response time under 24 hours and engage actively with customer comments.
· When: Continuous throughout the season.

Indicators of successful communication:
· Customers demonstrate awareness of cutoff dates measured by fewer late orders placed after deadlines.
· Suppliers confirm bulk orders in advance and deliver materials on time.
· Facebook page maintains a strong response time badge. Very responsive and positive customer reviews.
By ensuring consistent communication with all stakeholders, Rocks on Pops can reduce misunderstandings, build trust and protect its reputation during peak periods.
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Monitoring and review are essential to ensure that an implementation plan is carried out effectively. Monitoring refers to the regular tracking of activities against the plan to confirm whether progress is on schedule, while review involves assessing outcomes to see whether objectives have been met and identifying lessons for the future (Kerzner, 2017). Together, these practices ensure accountability and allow problems to be corrected early rather than after they have escalated. 
For small businesses like Rocks and Pops, monitoring is particularly important because resources are limited, and mistakes such as delayed stock orders or late dispatches can have immediate consequences for customer satisfaction and reputation.

Techniques for monitoring
1. Gantt chart milestones:
The Gantt chart developed in the implementation plan provides clear checkpoints each milestone. Can be tracked against actual progress. If milestones are not met, corrective action can be taken quickly.

2. Weekly progress checks:
Regular self-assessment is vital for one person business weekly checks could include:
· Reviewing how many pre-made items have been produced. 
· Confirming whether suppliers delivered materials on time.
· Checking customer response times and feedback on Facebook.

3. Customer feedback monitoring
Online platforms like Facebook provide immediate customer feedback through comments and reviews.

4. Supplier communication logs
Recording when bulk orders are placed and when materials are received helps track whether suppliers are meeting agreed schedules.

Reviewing implementation
At the end of the Christmas season, a formal review should be conducted. This involves asking:
· Were orders dispatched on time and in line with cut off dates?
· Did premade stock reduce workload during December?
· Was customer satisfaction higher compared to previous years?
· Were there still bottlenecks or stress points in production?
This reflection stage is important for continuous improvement (Deming, 1986). If problems are identified, the business can adjust its strategy for the following year, for example by increasing premade stock, ordering from suppliers early or revising customer communication.

Indicators of success
Success of the monitoring and review process will be evident if:
· All milestones on the Gantt chart were met or closely followed.
· At least 95% of orders were delivered on time.
· Facebook reviews remain positive and reflect satisfaction with timelines.
· The owner reports lower stress and fewer errors compared to previous years.






















[bookmark: _Toc368367970]References

Al-Jarf, R. (2009). Enhancing freshman students’ writing skills with a mind mapping software. International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning, 6(1), 41–58.
APM. (n.d.). What is a Gantt chart? Association for Project Management. https://www.apm.org.uk/resources/find-a-resource/gantt-chart/
ASQ. (n.d.). How to use the five whys technique. American Society for Quality. https://asq.org/quality-resources/five-whys
ASQ. (n.d.). What is a decision matrix? American Society for Quality. https://asq.org/quality-resources/decision-matrix
ASQ. (n.d.). What is a fishbone diagram? American Society for Quality. https://asq.org/quality-resources/fishbone
Barrett, D. J. (2006). Strong communication skills a must for today’s leaders. Handbook of Business Strategy, 7(1), 385–390. https://doi.org/10.1108/10775730610619124
Boardman, A. E., Greenberg, D. H., Vining, A. R., & Weimer, D. L. (2018). Cost–benefit analysis: Concepts and practice (5th ed.). Cambridge University Press.
Bryson, J. M. (2018). Strategic planning for public and nonprofit organizations: A guide to strengthening and sustaining organizational achievement (5th ed.). Wiley.
Buzan, T. (2010). The mind map book: Unlock your creativity, boost your memory, change your life. BBC Active.
Chevalier, J. A., & Mayzlin, D. (2006). The effect of word of mouth on sales: Online book reviews. Journal of Marketing Research, 43(3), 345–354. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.43.3.345
Chu, S., & Kim, Y. (2011). Determinants of consumer engagement in electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) in social networking sites. International Journal of Advertising, 30(1), 47–75. https://doi.org/10.2501/IJA-30-1-047-075
Cornelissen, J. (2020). Corporate communication: A guide to theory and practice (6th ed.). SAGE Publications.
Cowell, B. (2020). Craft entrepreneurship and the challenge of scaling. Craft Council UK. https://www.craftscouncil.org.uk
Craft Resin. (2022). How long does epoxy resin take to cure? Craft Resin. https://craft-resin.com
Deming, W. E. (1986). Out of the crisis. MIT Press.
Etsy. (2021). The resilience of small sellers report. Etsy. https://www.etsy.com/uk/impact/small-business
Facebook for Business. (2023). Sell on Facebook Shops. Meta. https://www.facebook.com/business/shops
Freeman, R. E. (2010). Strategic management: A stakeholder approach. Cambridge University Press.
Ishikawa, K. (1986). Guide to quality control. Asian Productivity Organization.
Kerzner, H. (2017). Project management: A systems approach to planning, scheduling, and controlling (12th ed.). Wiley.
MindTools. (n.d.). Decision Matrix Analysis. MindTools. https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTED_03.htm
Ohno, T. (1988). Toyota production system: Beyond large-scale production. Productivity Press.
Osborn, A. (1953). Applied imagination: Principles and procedures of creative problem solving. Charles Scribner’s Sons.
Paulus, P. B., & Nijstad, B. A. (2019). The Oxford handbook of group creativity and innovation. Oxford University Press.
Serrat, O. (2017). The five whys technique. In Knowledge solutions (pp. 307–310). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-0983-9_32
Tidd, J., & Bessant, J. (2021). Managing innovation: Integrating technological, market and organizational change (7th ed.). Wiley.
Wilson, J. M. (2003). Gantt charts: A centenary appreciation. European Journal of Operational Research, 149(2), 430–437. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0377-2217(02)00769-5
World Health Organization. (2019). Burn-out an “occupational phenomenon”: International Classification of Diseases. World Health Organization. https://www.who.int/news/item/28-05-2019-burn-out-an-occupational-phenomenon-international-classification-of-diseases

image.png
[Criteria Weight Limit orders Batch production Increase capacity ‘Supplier planning
[Cost efficiency 20% 5 7 2 3
[Time effectiveness 30% 3 5 4 4
[Customer satisfaction 30% 3 5 5 4
[Business growth 20% 2 4 5 4
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