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[bookmark: _Toc239014896]Introduction

This assignment examines the workplace problem of low customer numbers and its impact on revenue and profitability. The problem will be defined and analysed using brainstorming, mind mapping, the Five Whys and Ishikawa Fishbone analysis to identify possible root causes. Alternative solutions will then be evaluated using Grid Analysis, Cost Benefit Analysis and financial ratios. The preferred solution will be supported by Action Plan, Gantt Chart and stakeholder communication plan. Finally, monitoring measures will be identified to assess progress and determine whether the solution improves customer numbers, revenue and profitability.
[bookmark: _Toc239014897]2. Define the Complex Workplace Problem
[bookmark: _Toc239014898]2.1 Definition of the problem:
The workplace problem identified is low customer numbers affecting the revenue and profitability of ELR Petite Patisserie & Coffee.
The business plan forecasts annual turnover of £100,000, based on approximately 64 customers per trading day with an average spend of £6.50. The cash breakeven analysis also identified that approximately 42 customers per day would be required for the business to cover its fixed and variable cash expenditure. Therefore, customer numbers are directly linked to financial sustainability of the business.
If the business consistently attracts fewer than the planned 64 customers per day, sales revenue may fall below forecast. More significantly, if customer numbers regularly fall below approximately 42 per day, the business may struggle to generate enough contribution to cover costs. 
The problem can be considered complex because there may not be one single cause. (Dorner & Funke, 2017). Low customer numbers could result from a combination of factors, including limited brand awareness, ineffective advertising, unsuitable trading locations, competition, product pricing, product choice, opening times, weather conditions and changes in customer spending. These factors may also influence one another, meaning that a structured problem-solving process is required before deciding on the most appropriate solution.
[bookmark: _Toc239014899]2.2 Scope of the Problem:
The scope of the problem identifies who may be affected by low customer numbers and which areas of the business could be influenced. 

	Stakeholder
	How they are connected to the problem

	Emma and Lexie
	Responsible for operating the business, meeting financial commitments and achieving sales targets

	Customers
	May be affected by location, availability, opening times, prices, product choice and awareness of where the van is trading.

	Suppliers
	Lower sales may result in smaller or less frequent stock orders.

	Business parks and local businesses
	May be affected if the business is unable to maintain regular trading at their location because customer demand is low.

	Event organisers
	Depend on reliable traders and catering providers to support successful events.

	Lender
	Has an interest in the business generating sufficient cash flow to meet loan repayments.



The problem could also affect several areas of the business, including marketing, stock management, purchasing, cash flow, supplier relationships and future growth. Weekday trading is particularly important because the original business plan forecasts £40,000 of annual income from business parks and office locations.

[bookmark: _Toc239014900]2.3 Impact of the Problem:
Low customer numbers would reduce daily sales revenue. At the planned average spend of £6.50, 64 customers would generate approximately £416 per day. If customer numbers fell to 50, revenue would reduce to £325, while 40 customers would generate £260, below the estimated break-even level of 42 customers per day.
This could result in lower turnover and cash flow, increased food waste, difficulty meeting regular costs and slower recovery of the £32,000 start up investment. It could also create operational inefficiencies if time and fuel are spent travelling to poorly performing location. The underlying cause therefore needs to be identified before a solution Is selected.
[bookmark: _Toc239014901]3. Analysis of Information and Root Causes 
[bookmark: _Toc239014902]3.1 Information and Data Collected:
Before selecting a solution, it is important to understand why customer numbers may be lower than expected. Effective problem solving requires relevant information to be collected and analysed so that the decisions are based on evidence rather than assumptions (Proctor, 2005). 
For ELR Petite Patisserie & Coffee, relevant information would include daily customer numbers, sales revenue, average customer spends, trading location, time of day, product sales, food waste, customer feedback and social media engagement.
The original business plan provides useful benchmarks against which actual performance can be compared. The business aims to serve approximately 64 customers per day, with an average spend of £6.50. The cash break-even point was estimated at approximately 42 customers per trading day. These figures provide measurable targets that can be used to identify whether performance is below expectation.
Other useful information would include which business parks generate the highest footfall, whether customers are aware of the van’s location, which products are most popular and whether days or times are consistently quieter. Social media data such as post reach, engagement and follower growth could also help determine whether low customer awareness is contributing to the problem.
A structured approach can help managers distinguish between symptoms, causes and possible solutions (Kepner & Tregoe, 1967).
[bookmark: _Toc239014903]3.2 Brainstorming:
Brainstorming was used as an initial technique to generate a wider range of possible reasons for low customer numbers. (Osborn, 1963). The aim at this stage was to encourage quantity and flexibility of ideas rather than immediately deciding whether each suggestion was correct.
A brainstorming session involving the business partners could be carried out within a set time. Ideas would initially be generated without criticism, allowing participants to build on and develop each other’s suggestions. The idea could then be reviewed and categorised into those considered relevant, less relevant or requiring further investigation. (Proctor, 2005).


[bookmark: _Toc239014904]3.3 Mind Map:
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The problem could also affect several areas of the business, including marketing, stock management, purchasing, cash flow, supplier relationships and future growth. Weekday trading is particularly important because the original business plan forecasts £40,000 of annual income from business parks and office locations.

[bookmark: _Toc239014905]3.4 The 5 Whys:
The Five Whys technique was used to investigate one possible cause in greater depth by repeatedly questioning why the problem occurred (Institute for Healthcare Improvement, n.d).
	Stage
	Question and finding 

	Problem
	Weekday sales and customer numbers are lower than expected.

	Why 1?
	Not enough customers are visiting the van.

	Why 2?
	Potential customers may not know where the van is trading

	Why 3?
	Location and opening-times information may not be communicated consistently.

	Why 4?
	There is no structured location-based marketing schedule.

	Why 5?
	Management time is focused mainly on daily operations, leaving limited time for planned marketing activity



The Five Whys analysis identifies a possible root cause as a lack of consistent and planned marketing, leading to limited customer awareness.
This is particularly relevant to a mobile business because customers cannot rely on the business being in one permanent place. Regular communication about locations, opening times and promotions is therefore important.
However, the Five Whys focuses on one cause in depth and does not consider every possible factor. A wider cause and effect analysis is therefore required.

[bookmark: _Toc239014906]3.5 Ishikawa Fishbone Analysis:
An Ishikawa Fishbone analysis was used to examine a broader range of possible causes of low weekday customer numbers. (Tague, 2024).
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The Ishikawa Fishbone analysis identifies a range of possible causes contributing to low weekday customer numbers. These causes were grouped into six categories. The diagram shows that the problem is likely to be influenced by several interconnected factors rather than one single cause. Although some factors, such as weather, seasonal demand and competition are outside the direct control of business, other causes can be influenced through management decisions. Limited marketing activity, poor customer awareness, low foot-fall locations and insufficient sales monitoring appear to be important areas for further consideration. These findings will help inform the development of alternative solutions in the next stage of the problem-solving process.

[bookmark: _Toc239014907]4. Alternative Solutions

The analysis identified several controllable causes that may contribute to low weekday customer numbers. These include inconsistent marketing, limited customer awareness, unsuitable or low-footfall trading locations, limited incentives for repeat customers and insufficient partnerships with local businesses. Based on these findings, four potential solutions have been identified.
Considering several alternative solutions is an important part of creative problem solving because it avoids prematurely selecting the first available option (Higgins, 1994).

	Option
	Proposed solution
	How it could address the problem

	1
	Increase social media advertising
	Improve awareness of the van, trading locations and promotions

	2
	Introduce a loyalty card and referral scheme
	Encourage repeat custom and word-of-mouth recommendations

	3
	Secure additional weekday business-park pitches
	Increase access to higher footfall and more consistent weekday customers

	4
	Partner with local businesses to offer employee discounts
	Build regular custom through relationships with nearby employers and staff



[bookmark: _Toc239014908]4.1 Increased Social Media Advertising:
Digital marketing can support customer awareness and engagement by allowing businesses to communicate directly with their target market (Armstrong & Kotler, 2024).
A more structured social media strategy could be introduced using Facebook and Instagram. This could include regular location updates, opening times, product photographs, promotional offers and targeted local advertising.
This solution directly addresses the root cause identified in the Five Whys analysis, which suggested that inconsistent marketing may contribute to customers being unaware of where and when the van is trading. A planned posting schedule could improve consistency and allow customers to locate the business more easily.
The main advantage is that social media can reach a large local audience at a relatively low cost. However, increased online activity does not guarantee that customers will visit.

[bookmark: _Toc239014909]4.2 Loyalty Card and Referral Schemes:
A loyalty scheme could reward repeat customers, for example by offering a free drink after a set number of purchases. A referral incentive could also encourage existing customers to recommend the business to friends, colleagues or family.
However, a loyalty scheme is more effective once customers have already visited the business. Therefore, it may have limited impact on the initial problem of attracting new customers.
[bookmark: _Toc239014910]4.3 Additional Weekday Business Park Pitches:
The business could research and secure additional weekday pitches at locations with stronger footfall, such as larger business parks or office sites.
This solution directly addresses the location related causes identified through the mind map and Fishbone analysis, including low footfall, poor visibility and limited regular pitches. 
The advantage is that higher footfall locations could provide access to a larger and more predictable customer base. However, securing suitable pitches may require additional time, travel, permission and pitch fees.

[bookmark: _Toc239014911]4.4 Local Business Partnership and Employee Discounts:
ELR Petite Patisserie & Coffee could form partnerships with nearby employers and offer their staff a small discount or promotional deal.
This approach could increase awareness while also creating a more regular weekday customer base. Businesses could promote the van internally through staff emails, noticeboards or workplace communication channels.
The main advantage is that this solution combines marketing with customer access. However, the success of the approach would depend on businesses being willing to participate and the discount being affordable without significantly reducing profit margins.

[bookmark: _Toc239014912]4.5 Initial Comparison and Options:
Each solution has potential benefits, but none should be selected solely because it is the cheapest or easiest to implement. The next stage will therefore use a recognised decision-making technique to compare the options against criteria such as cost, potential impact on customer numbers, speed of implementation, long-term benefit and available resources.

[bookmark: _Toc239014913]5. Evaluation of Alternative Solutions 

[bookmark: _Toc239014914]5.1 Grid Analysis:
Grid Analysis compares alternatives against weighted criteria, reducing reliance on personal judgement (Kepner & Tregoe, 1965). Criteria were weighted from 1 to 5, with 5 representing greatest importance.
	Criteria
	Weight

	Potential to increase customer numbers 
	5

	Long-term benefit
	5

	Cost 
	4

	Ease of implementation
	3

	Speed of implementation
	3

	Ability to measure results
	4

	Resources required
	3




	Criteria
	Weight
	Social Media 
	Loyalty & Referral
	Business-Park Pitches
	Business Partnerships 

	Increase customer numbers
	5
	4 x 5 =20
	3 x 5 = 15
	5 x 5 = 25
	
4 x 5 = 20

	Long-term benefit
	5
	3 x 5 = 15
	4 x 5 = 20
	5 x 5 = 25
	4 x 5 = 20

	Cost
	4
	4 x 4 = 16
	5 x 4 = 20
	4 x 4 = 16
	4 x 4 = 16

	Ease of implementation
	3
	5 x 3 = 15
	5 x 3 = 15
	3 x 3 = 9
	4 x 3 = 12

	Speed
	3
	5 x 3 = 15
	4 x 3 = 12
	3 x 3 = 9
	4 x 3 = 12

	Measurability
	4
	5 x 4 = 20
	4 x 4 = 16
	5 x 4 = 20
	4 x 4 = 16

	Resources required
	3
	4 x 3 = 12
	5 x 3 = 15
	3 x 3 = 9
	4 x 4 = 16

	Total after weights
	
	113
	113
	113
	108



The Grid Analysis shows that social-media advertising, the loyalty and referral scheme and additional business-park pitches each achieved the highest weighted score of 113. Local business partnerships achieved a slightly lower score of 108. As three options achieved the same highest score, the Grid Analysis does not identify one clear preferred solution. Therefore, further evaluation using Cost-Benefit Analysis and financial ratios is required to compare the financial viability of the options before selecting the most appropriate solution.

[bookmark: _Toc239014915]5.2 Cost Benefit Analysis:
Cost-benefit analysis supports decision making by comparing the expected costs and benefits of alternative options (HM Treasury, 2026).

	Option
	Estimated Cost 
	Estimated Additional Customers per year
	Estimated Additional Revenue

	Social Media Advertising
	£600
	1,200
	£7,800

	Loyalty & Referral Scheme
	£300
	700
	£4,550

	Additional Business-Park Pitches
	£400
	1,600
	£10,400

	Business Partnerships
	£350
	1,300
	£8,450



The additional revenue is based on the average spend of £6.50 per customer.
The estimates suggest that additional business-park pitches could generate the highest additional revenue, while the loyalty and referral scheme would require the lowest initial cost. However, revenue alone does not show which option provides the best return relative to cost. Financial ratios are therefore required.
[bookmark: _Toc239014916]5.3 Benefit Cost Ratio:

	Option
	Benefit-Cost Ratio

	Social Media Advertising
	13:1

	Loyalty & Referral Scheme
	15.17:1

	Additional Business-Park Pitches
	26:1

	Business Partnerships
	24.14:1



The Benefit-Cost Ratio shows that additional business-park pitches provide the strongest estimated return at £26 for every £1 invested. Business partnerships also perform strongly at approximately £24.14 for every £1 invested.

[bookmark: _Toc239014917]5.4 Return on Investment:

	Option
	Estimated ROI

	Social Media Advertising
	1,200%

	Loyalty & Referral Scheme
	1,416.7%

	Additional Business-Park Pitches
	2,500%

	Business Partnerships
	2,314.3%



Additional business-park pitches again produce the strongest estimated results, with projected ROI of approximately 2,500%. This is higher than the other options and indicates that the potential financial return is strong compared with the level of investment required.

[bookmark: _Toc239014918]5.5 Evaluation of the Options:
The Cost-Benefit Analysis and financial ratios distinguish between the options more clearly than the Grid Analysis. Additional business-park pitches produced the strongest estimated financial return and directly address the location-related causes identified earlier. However, the figures are projections and may be affected by factors such as footfall, weather, competition and customer demand.

[bookmark: _Toc239014919]5.6 Selected Solution:
Based on the Grid Analysis, Cost-Benefit Analysis and financial ratios, additional weekday business park-pitches are the strongest individual solution. To also address limited customer awareness identified through the Five Whys, these pitches should be supported by consistent social media promotion. This combined approach addresses both location and awareness.

[bookmark: _Toc239014920]6. Action Plan 
The selected solution will be implemented using an Action Plan and Gantt Chart to allocate responsibilities, deadlines and success measures.
	Task
	Responsible
	Deadline
	Success Measure
	

	Identify suitable business parks
	Emma
	Week 1
	10 locations identified
	

	Contact business parks
	Emma
	Week 2 
	3 positive responses
	

	Confirm new pitches
	Both
	Week 3
	3 regular pitches secured
	

	Promote location online
	Emma
	Week 3
	Campaign launched
	

	Begin trading
	Both
	Week 4
	New schedule operating
	

	Review performance
	Both
	Week 6 
	Customer numbers assessed
	

	
	
	
	
	



A Gantt chart provides a visual way of displaying planned activities against a timescale and can assist with tracking implementation progress (American Society for Quality, n.d.).

	Task
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 5
	Week 6

	Identify suitable parks
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contact business parks
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Confirm new pitches
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Promote locations online
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Begin trading at new pitches
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Monitor customer numbers
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Review performance
	
	
	
	
	
	




[bookmark: _Toc239014921]7. Stakeholders and Communication Plan

Identifying relevant Stakeholders is important because different groups may have different interests, expectations and levels of influence over a decision (Mitchell et al., 1997).

	Stakeholder
	Why they need to be informed
	Method
	Frequency

	Emma and Lexie
	Monitor progress, sales and responsibilities
	Weekly meeting
	Weekly

	Business-park managers
	Confirm pitches, dates and requirements
	Email/Phone
	As required

	Customers
	Know locations, times and promotions
	Facebook/Instagram
	Several times weekly

	Suppliers
	Ensure appropriate stock levels
	Email/order system
	Weekly

	Local business partners
	Communicate discounts and promotions
	Email/meetings
	Monthly/as required



Effective communication will ensure that stakeholders receive relevant information throughout implementation and can respond quickly to any change or issues.

[bookmark: _Toc239014922]8. Monitoring and Review 

Monitoring allows actual progress to be compared with planned activities so that delays or performance issues can be identified and corrective action taken (Kerzner, 2018).

	Measure
	Target/Milestone
	Action if behind target

	New pitches secured
	3 by week 3
	Contact additional locations

	Campaign launched
	Week 3
	Reallocate time/resources

	New trading begins
	Week 4
	Resolve pitch or operational delays

	Daily customers
	Progress towards 64
	Review location, timing and promotion

	Break-even customers
	At least 42 per day
	Investigate poor-performing locations

	Performance review
	Week 6
	Adjust strategy where required



Progress will be monitored by comparing actual results against the Action-Plan and Gantt Chart. Customer numbers, sales and implementation milestones will be reviewed regularly. Where targets are not achieved, corrective action will be taken promptly to keep the plan on schedule.

[bookmark: _Toc239014923]9. Conclusion

The structured problem-solving process identified marketing, customer awareness and location as key causes of low customer numbers. Grid-Analysis and financial evaluation supported additional business-park pitches, combined with consistent social-media promotion as the preferred solution. Ongoing monitoring will determine whether the approach improves customer numbers, revenue and profitability.
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