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A note to the reader
A business can be busy and still be uncertain about its customers. The till may ring, the queue may move,
and the WhatsApp phone may buzz all day. Yet when the owner asks, “Who bought from us last month,

who has returned, and who has quietly stopped coming?”, the answer may depend on somebody’s memory.
That is not a character flaw. It is a systems problem. Many Zimbabwean businesses grew by being alert,

resourceful and personal. The owner remembers faces. A barber remembers a preferred cut. A shop
assistant knows which customer usually asks for a particular brand. A restaurant worker recognises the
people who arrive for lunch. Those relationships are valuable. But memory has limits, staff change jobs,

phone numbers change, and more transactions arrive than any one person can keep in mind.
This book is about moving from isolated sales to dependable customer relationships without making a

small business feel like a call centre. It is written for the grocery that has a till but no customer list, the
salon taking bookings through WhatsApp, the boutique selling through Status, the hardware shop that
relies on one experienced assistant, the café serving familiar lunch customers, and the service business
trying to follow up consistently. It also applies to pharmacies, butcheries, lodges, electronics shops, beauty

businesses, and other enterprises where a good experience can lead to another visit.
The central idea is simple: a receipt records a transaction; it does not, by itself, establish a relationship.

Knowing who comes back gives a business better questions to ask. It can help an owner notice a customer
going quiet, make a useful follow-up, recognise a regular, adjust an offer, or fix a recurring service problem.
None of that requires an expensive system at the beginning. A well-kept notebook or spreadsheet, clear
staff habits, and respectful use of WhatsApp can be a sound starting point. Technology should strengthen

the human relationship, not replace it.
The examples in these chapters are teaching scenarios, not claims about named real businesses. No

statistics are invented to make an argument sound impressive. Your own customer patterns, margins,
capacity, and service promises are the evidence that should guide your decisions. Start small, write down

what you are testing, and review what actually happens.
You do not need to read the book in one sitting. If your records are scattered, begin with Parts I and II. If you

already have a customer list, use Part III to make it useful. If customers are not returning as often as you
expect, Parts IV and V offer practical retention and loyalty methods. Part VI helps you create ownership,
routines, measurement and responsible data practices. Part VII turns the ideas into a ninety-day plan and

a business audit.
The goal is not to message every customer, collect every possible detail, or discount every purchase. The

goal is to recognise meaningful patterns and respond with relevance, care and discipline. A customer
should be able to see why you asked for their details, choose whether to hear from you, and receive
communication that respects their time. Staff should know what to do, not just be told that customer
service matters. The owner should be able to see whether the work is improving repeat visits, customer

experience, or the reliability of the business.
Your customer database might be sitting inside WhatsApp. Your staff may know your customers. But does

your business know them? This book will help you answer that question—and then do something useful

with the answer.

How to use the practical sections

At the end of every chapter, the “Reflect and act” prompts are intended to be used, not merely read. Choose
one action that can be completed within the next week. Give it an owner and a date. If the action involves

staff, explain why it matters and demonstrate the expected behaviour. If it involves collecting information,



collect only what you can use, explain the purpose, and protect access to it. If it involves a reward or
message, test it on a manageable scale before making a promise to every customer.

Keep a simple learning log. Record the date, the change you made, who was responsible, what you
expected, and what you observed. A small business may not have enough clean data to calculate
sophisticated measures immediately. That is not a reason to delay. Begin with a consistent definition and
reliable recording. Even a weekly count of identifiable repeat buyers, unanswered complaints, completed
follow-ups, or customers who opted out can expose a process that needs attention.

Do not treat every example as a universal prescription. A salon appointment cycle is different from a
grocery shopping cycle. A hardware purchase may be occasional but high-value; a lunch customer may
return several times a week. Your business should define “regular” and “inactive” in a way that makes
sense for its own products, services, and normal buying rhythm. Test before you assume.

Acknowledgement

This book was developed with the customer-retention principles behind Kin, a customer loyalty and
intelligence platform that helps businesses understand, engage, reward and retain their customers. Kin
is a product of JayK Communications. JayK Communications is also acknowledged for its broader work
helping businesses acquire, engage and retain customers. The educational purpose of this book is primary;
the ideas should be applied according to each business’s circumstances and customer commitments.



PARTI — THE CUSTOMER PROBLEM IN ZIMBABWE

1. Zimbabwe Has Businesses With Sales, Not Always Customers

A business can be busy and still know very little about the people who keep it open. The till rings. Cash
changes hands. EcoCash payments arrive. A card slips through the POS machine. Someone collects an
order at the counter, another person calls to ask whether an item is available, and a delivery rider leaves
with a parcel. At the end of the day, the owner sees sales. But can the business say who bought, whether
that person has bought before, or what might make them return?

This is not a criticism of hard-working owners. In a small business, the work of serving people often takes
priority over recording what is learned from each encounter. The difficulty is that sales and customer
relationships are not the same thing. A sale is an exchange: a customer gives money and receives a product
or service. A relationship is a pattern of experience and trust that gives the customer a reason to choose
the business again. One transaction may begin that relationship, but it does not prove one exists.

Imagine a grocery in Harare called Mavambo Foods. Its shelves are stocked, the queue moves, and people
pay in cash, by EcoCash or with cards. At closing, the POS report shows the day’s transactions and totals.
The report helps the owner check that sales were recorded. But if the till did not attach purchases to
customer identities, it cannot tell whether a hundred transactions came from a hundred different people
or whether some neighbours visited more than once. The report does not reveal who usually buys cooking
oil on a particular week, who switched to another shop, or which regular customer has not been seen
recently. It records the sale, not the whole story around it.

A customer base is the group of people a business can recognise well enough to serve and communicate
with in a useful, responsible way. It does not mean a pile of phone numbers. It is not merely the crowd
that has passed through the door. A useful customer base connects a person, with appropriate permission,
to enough reliable information to help the business remember the relationship: perhaps a name, a contact
method, purchase or service history, preferences, and the date of a last visit. The information should be
accurate enough to act on, and kept with care.

The phrase “customer data” can sound technical. Here it simply means recorded facts about customers and
their interactions with the business. A note that Tariro prefers a phone call before a delivery is customer
data. A dated record that a customer bought a school uniform is customer data. Used sensibly, these
facts help a business serve with less guesswork. They do not replace human judgement, and they are not
valuable just because they are stored in a computer.

This distinction matters especially where daily trading is demanding. Prices and availability can change.
Customers may move between cash, EcoCash and POS payments. A business may take walk-ins, phone
orders and WhatsApp messages at once. A person may order from a different number when a handset or
SIM changes. These realities make service flexible, but they also make it easy for a business to treat every
transaction as separate. The person who bought in the shop on Monday and ordered on WhatsApp on
Friday may appear as two unrelated customers.

A business can begin building relationships without buying new software. It can ask a customer if they
would like a receipt sent to a number, record delivery details in a protected notebook, or add a customer’s
name and preferred contact method to a simple spreadsheet. The important step is to make the record
useful and consistent. A phone number without a name may be hard to recognise later. A name with no
indication of why the business has it may lead to irrelevant messages. A carefully kept note can be more
helpful than a large, messy list.
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The goal is not to collect every possible detail. A small business should collect only what it has a clear
reason to use. If a salon needs to confirm appointments, a contact number and appointment time may
be enough. If a hardware shop arranges deliveries, a location and a way to reach the customer may be
needed for that order. If the business wants to tell customers about a new service, it should ask whether
they want those updates and respect the answer. Asking for information should feel connected to helping
the customer, not like an unexplained demand.

A relationship also depends on what the business does with what it learns. If a customer takes the trouble
to provide a number and the business never uses it to improve service, the record is decoration. If the
business sends a message about a product that the customer has never shown interest in, it may become an
irritation. Information is only valuable when it changes what the business does: when it helps staff prepare
an order, remember a preference, resolve a problem, or send a relevant update at an appropriate time.

Owners sometimes assume that regular customers will always return because they know the staff or have
shopped there for years. Familiarity is valuable, but it is not a guarantee. A customer can find a product
elsewhere, face a change in income or routine, move to another neighbourhood, or simply be disappointed
once too often. Often there is no dramatic farewell. The customer just stops appearing. Customers do not
always complain before they leave.

The practical change begins with a better question at the end of a busy day. Do not ask only, “How much
did we sell?” Ask also, “What did we learn about the people who bought?” The answer might be modest:
a few customers placed orders for later collection; two first-time customers asked about delivery; one
regular reported that a product was unavailable. Those observations can guide tomorrow’s stock, service
and follow-up. Over time, the business builds a clearer picture than the sales total alone can provide.

Start with one customer journey. Follow what happens from the first enquiry to payment and any later
service. Where is the customer’s name recorded? If the sale occurs by phone, who writes down the details?
If payment is by POS, does that connect to any customer record? If the order is delivered, where is the
address kept, and who can find it next time? The gaps are not reasons for embarrassment. They are places
where a small process can make the business more dependable.

Sales keep the business moving today. Knowing customers helps the business make better decisions about
tomorrow. The two belong together. A healthy customer base is not a claim that every buyer is loyal; it
is the ability to recognise patterns, learn from them, and make it easier for the right people to choose
you again.

Before changing how the business records customers, explain the reason to the team. A cashier may fear
that a new step will slow the queue; a driver may worry that an address will be recorded incorrectly.
Invite staff to identify where the process can fit naturally, then test it during a normal trading period. Ask
whether the record saved time, prevented a repeat question or helped fulfil a promise. If it adds effort
without helping service, simplify it. This keeps customer information connected to a real business outcome
rather than turning it into paperwork for its own sake.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« At the end of a trading day, what can you learn from the sales report, and what remains unknown about

the people behind those sales?
« Where might one person appear as several separate customers—in the shop, on a phone order, through

WhatsApp or at another branch?
Act
« Trace one common customer journey and note where a useful detail is lost or duplicated.
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« Choose one simple customer fact that would improve service, explain why you need it, and begin
recording it consistently.

2. The Walk-In Problem

A walk-in customer is visible for a moment and then gone. They enter the shop, ask a question, browse,
buy or decide not to buy, and leave. The business may serve them well. The customer may even return.
Yet unless something helps the business recognise them, each visit can look like a first visit.

Walk-ins are essential to many Zimbabwean businesses. A person may pass a grocery on the way home,
step into a salon after work, compare hardware prices while travelling through town, or choose a café
because it is near the office. The owner cannot reasonably insist that every visitor register before being
served. Nor should a business turn a simple purchase into an interrogation. The challenge is different: how
can a business make recognition possible without slowing service or making customers uncomfortable?

Consider a salon in Chitungwiza called Rudo Hair Studio. Customers arrive between appointments,
some book by phone, and some ask on WhatsApp whether a stylist is available. On a crowded day, the
receptionist writes names on a page and calls customers as spaces open. A stylist remembers one person’s
preferred treatment, another customer’s allergy information, and a third customer’s usual appointment
time. Those memories improve the experience. But if the receptionist is away, the page is misplaced, or the
customer arrives on a different day, the business may ask the same questions again. A walk-in has become
a familiar face to one staff member, but not yet a reliably known customer to the studio.

The phrase “walk-in problem” does not mean walk-ins are bad customers. It describes a business
information problem: a visit can produce revenue without producing a record that supports the next visit.
The owner sees the customer at the counter, but the organisation may not know them afterwards. The
customer may experience friendly attention while still having to start from the beginning each time.

Recognition can be very light. At a salon, a staff member might ask, “Would it help if we recorded your
preferred style and a number for appointment reminders?” At a café, the server might ask whether the
customer would like to hear when a lunch special returns, and record a preferred contact channel only if
they agree. In a boutique, a cashier can offer to send a receipt or check availability in a chosen size later.
The invitation is specific: it explains the benefit and lets the customer decline without changing the quality
of service.

The moment of asking matters. A customer who is hurrying, upset, or waiting behind a long queue may
not welcome a lengthy form. The business can make a brief invitation at a natural point: after confirming
an order, while a customer waits for a fitting, or when arranging delivery. The staff member should ask
only for the information needed for that benefit. If the customer declines, say thank you and continue
serving them. A good relationship begins with respect, not pressure.

There are practical ways to connect walk-in service with records. A business can use a small, numbered
customer card, a secure spreadsheet, a booking book with consistent fields, or a POS feature designed to
attach a sale to a customer. The method matters less than the routine around it. Staff need to know when
to create a record, how to search before creating a new one, where to store it, and who corrects mistakes.

A system that is used only when the owner is present is not yet a business process.

»

One challenge is that names and numbers can be recorded inconsistently. “Tari,” “Tariro M.” and “Tariro
Moyo” might refer to the same person—or to three different people. A phone number may have a missing
digit. A customer may share a family number. Staff may write “regular” without anything that lets another
team member identify the person. A short, consistent way of asking and recording details reduces these

WKin



problems. For example: “What name should we use when we contact you?” and “Which number is best
for appointment updates?” If there are two numbers, mark which one the customer prefers.

Another challenge is assuming a customer identity from a payment method. A POS transaction shows
that a card or payment was used; it does not automatically tell the business who the shopper is. Cash
and EcoCash transactions also do not identify the purchaser in a useful customer record by themselves.
Staff should not try to infer identity from a payment receipt or hold more payment details than they need.
Instead, make a clear, voluntary link between the sale and a customer when there is a sensible reason to
do so.

The business should also notice non-purchase visits. A customer may ask about a product that is out
of stock, inquire about a service the business does not yet offer, or leave because the wait is too long.
If the person wants a follow-up, record the request and who will respond. Do not treat every enquiry
as permission for future promotions. “Can I let you know when that size arrives?” is a specific service
question. A separate choice should be offered for broader updates. Keeping those purposes clear protects
trust and helps staff know what kind of message is appropriate.

A walk-in record should never become a substitute for good service. If the queue is moving slowly, a
customer does not need to be told that the database is important. Fix the queue. If a customer is unsure
which product suits them, listen. If a booking is delayed, communicate. Records support human service;
they cannot make an inattentive business attentive by themselves.

A useful first measure is not the total number of walk-ins. It is whether the business is increasingly able
to recognise returning customers in a way that helps them. The owner might review a sample of recent
transactions and ask: can staff connect this visit to a person, if appropriate? Does the record include a
usable contact method? Can the next employee understand what was promised? This small review reveals
whether the process works at the counter, not just in the owner’s intention.

For Rudo Hair Studio, the first improvement might be a standard booking entry with name, preferred
number, appointment time, stylist and a short service note. Walk-ins who want future reminders can be
added with their permission. At the next visit, staff can confirm that the details are still right rather than
assume they are. The customer receives continuity; the business does not rely on one person’s memory.
The same principle applies to a shop, a restaurant, a hardware counter or a delivery service: make it easy
to be recognised, without making recognition a condition of being served.

A business does not need to capture every person who crosses the threshold. It needs a sensible way to
recognise the customers who want an ongoing connection and to learn from the encounters that matter.
When that becomes part of ordinary service, a walk-in is no longer automatically invisible after leaving.

The business can make recognition useful even before it has a full history. A short note that a customer is
waiting for a size, a repair estimate or a booking confirmation is enough to make the next contact more
coherent. When the customer returns, staff can ask whether the earlier request was resolved. That question
shows attention without pretending to know more than the record contains. If the note is old, confirm that
it is still relevant. The customer remains the authority on their own preferences; the record only helps the
team remember what to ask.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« When a returning walk-in visits, what does the customer have to explain again?

« Is there a natural, low-pressure moment when a useful detail could be recorded?
Act
« Agree on one brief invitation staff can use to explain a customer record or follow-up benefit.
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« Review one week of bookings or walk-in records for missing names, unclear numbers and uncompleted
promises.

3. Your Business Has 5,000 Receipts — But How Many Customers?

A receipt is evidence that a transaction took place. It is not, on its own, evidence that the business knows
who made the purchase. The distinction is easy to miss because receipts are concrete: they have a date,
an amount, and often a list of items. A stack of receipts can feel like a detailed history of the business.
But unless transactions can be connected to customers, the history may describe sales without describing
relationships.

The question “Your business has 5,000 receipts. How many customers does it actually know?” is not a trick,
and the number is not a claim about any particular business. It invites the owner to examine what the
records can truly answer. A receipt may show that a customer bought two items using cash. Another may
show a card payment. A POS report may summarise the transactions and totals. Yet the business might
not know whether those receipts belong to different people, to regular customers, or to a mixture of both.

Take a hardware shop in Mutare called Muchengeti Hardware. It processes many small and large
purchases: screws and paint, plumbing fittings, tools, and materials ordered for delivery. Its POS helps the
owner reconcile payments and check daily sales. A contractor may buy weekly and a household customer
may come once for a repair. At the till, both purchases look like items sold. If the POS has no customer
attached, the business cannot easily tell which customers make recurring purchases or which orders need
a follow-up. The shop knows what it sold, but not necessarily to whom.

A POS, or point-of-sale system, is the equipment or software a business uses to record a sale and
take payment. Some systems can also store customer profiles, purchase histories, bookings or stock
information; others mainly record transactions. The mere presence of a POS does not guarantee customer
knowledge. The owner should ask what the system captures, what it can report, and whether staff actually
enter the information. “Your POS knows the sale. Does it know the customer?” is a question about the
process as much as the technology.

It helps to distinguish three things. First, a transaction: a purchase or service appointment. Second, a
customer identity: a reliable way to connect the transaction to the person or organisation involved. Third,
customer understanding: an interpretation of repeated interactions that helps the business decide what to
do. A system may contain many transactions but few linked identities. It may contain many names but
too little reliable history to guide any decision. Counting records is not the same as learning from them.

For example, if the shop sees three receipts with the name “T. Dube,” it should not immediately assume
they belong to one person. The name may be common, abbreviated, or entered by different staff. A phone
number or another agreed identifier may help the business match the records, but it should be recorded
accurately and handled carefully. The goal is not to build a perfect portrait of every buyer. It is to connect
information only when the business can do so with reasonable confidence and a useful purpose.

A common temptation is to infer a customer from a payment. An EcoCash confirmation, card receipt
or cash transaction may show that payment was made. That does not automatically provide a reliable
customer profile, and payment details should not be repurposed casually. The business can invite the
customer to connect a purchase to a customer record, for example when arranging a delivery, warranty
support or a repeat order. Make clear what information is being recorded and why. If the customer does
not want to be identified for future contact, the sale can still proceed.

A practical test for the shop is to choose a small set of recent orders and see what can be answered
without guesswork. Which products were purchased? Who should be contacted if an item is ready for
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collection? Was a delivery completed? Was a special order promised? If the answers depend on one cashier
remembering the conversation, the receipt has not preserved the whole business record. A short order
reference, customer name, chosen contact method and status can fill the gap.

Be careful with the idea that more data is always better. The shop does not need to attach a personal profile
to every purchase if there is no service reason, nor does it need to ask for unnecessary personal details. It
needs to know what questions matter. A hardware business may need to distinguish a collection from a
delivery and retain the delivery instructions for that order. A salon may need appointment history and a
service preference. A grocery may want to identify customers who have opted in to receive updates. The
right fields depend on the business and the service it provides.

A simple spreadsheet can help when a POS lacks customer features. Use one row per customer or order,
not a new format for every employee. Define fields in plain language: date, customer name, best contact,
order or service, payment status if necessary for operations, fulfilment status, and next action. Do not
place card details, PINs, or other sensitive payment credentials in the sheet. Limit access to people who
need it, keep the file protected, and decide who updates it. If the business keeps both a paper copy and a
digital copy, specify which one is the master record so that changes do not conflict.

The process at the till can be simple. Before creating a duplicate record, search the agreed identifier.
Confirm the name with the customer. Attach the sale only when the connection is clear and the customer
understands the purpose. If the customer is in a queue, avoid making the process cumbersome. A
staff member may record an order for later completion or ask permission to follow up after the rush.
Convenience for the business should not turn into pressure on the customer.

The number that matters is not “how many names are in the file?” but “how many useful questions can
the business answer reliably?” Can it identify customers who have requested delivery? Can it tell whether
an item was collected? Can it see that one service is commonly booked again, without assuming every
customer behaves the same way? Can it contact the right person about a specific request? These answers
support decisions about stock, staffing and service. They can also expose weak processes: duplicate records,
unfulfilled promises, or customers who need a response.

For Muchengeti Hardware, a customer-linked record could help staff distinguish a walk-in purchase from
a contractor’s recurring supply order. It could tell a colleague that an order is awaiting collection or
that the customer asked to be called after a supplier delivery. It should not label every high-value buyer
“loyal” without context. One large transaction may be a one-time project. A sequence of purchases may
be more informative, but even then, the business must interpret the pattern rather than treat a report as
an automatic answer.

Receipts are worth keeping for accounting, reconciliation and customer service, but they cannot do all the
work of customer records. Begin by asking what your sales system can actually tell you. Then identify
one recurring question it cannot answer and decide whether a simple, respectful record could help. The
purpose is not to turn every sale into surveillance. It is to make a transaction useful beyond the moment
it is paid for.
Reflect and act

Reflect
« If you reviewed recent receipts, which would you be able to connect to a known customer with

confidence?
« What recurring business question does your POS answer well, and what question does it leave

unanswered?
Act

11
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« Test your current POS or record book against one real task, such as locating an order awaiting collection.
« Add one customer-linked field only where it helps a clear service or business purpose, and train staff to
record it consistently.

4. Why Zimbabwean Businesses Depend Too Much on Memory

Memory is one of the most valuable tools in a small business. An owner remembers a customer’s name,
a supplier’s delivery pattern, the way a regular likes a product prepared, and the promise made during a
busy afternoon. Staff knowledge makes service feel personal. In a close-knit team, a familiar face can be
welcomed without any screen or form.

The risk begins when memory carries responsibilities that only a shared process can carry reliably. A
person can remember a preference today and forget it next week. The staff member who knows the
customer may be off shift, working at another branch, or no longer employed by the business. A phone
number may change. A busy team may misremember the date of a booking or whether payment was
received. No one is careless by nature; people have limits, and a busy shop creates interruptions.

Consider a bakery and café in Gweru called Tsvimbo Kitchen. Its manager, Farai, knows many morning
customers. He remembers who usually collects bread before work, who asks for a certain cake, and which
regular office orders lunch for collection. The team depends on him to translate those memories into action.
When Farai is present, service flows. When he takes a day away to meet suppliers, a colleague cannot
always tell which orders are confirmed, what the customer requested, or whether someone promised to
call back. The business’s knowledge has become concentrated in one person’s head.

This dependence can feel efficient at first. There is no form to fill, no spreadsheet to update, no process to
teach. But “T will remember” creates an invisible queue of future tasks. A staff member may intend to call
when a cake is ready, respond to a complaint, or save a customer’s usual order. Then the next rush begins.

If a promise is missed, the business may only learn when the customer calls again—or does not.

A record is not a sign of distrust in staff. It is a support for good staff. A shared notebook or simple digital
list allows colleagues to continue a conversation that began on another shift. It gives an employee a way to
confirm a fact rather than rely on memory. It protects the customer’s experience when a team changes. The
record can be brief. A date, name, agreed contact, request and responsible staff member may be enough to
preserve a promise.

The business should separate personal knowledge from organisational knowledge. Personal knowledge
lives with an individual. Organisational knowledge is recorded in a place and format that authorised
colleagues can use to serve the customer. The aim is not to erase personal warmth; it is to make the warmth
repeatable. “We remember you” should not depend on one employee being present. A colleague should be
able to say, ‘I can see you asked us to call when the order was ready.”

Memory also leads to uneven treatment. One staff member may make a note for a customer they recognise
and skip the same step for a stranger. Another may recall a complaint and offer a solution, while a colleague
has no idea a problem happened before. The result is not necessarily deliberate favouritism; it is a process in
which service quality depends on who happens to be working. Clear records make service more consistent
while still allowing staff to respond to individual circumstances.

Start by recording commitments rather than trying to record everything. A commitment is something the
business has said it will do: call back, prepare an order, check stock, hold an item, confirm a booking or
resolve a service issue. Each commitment should have an owner and a due point. “Call Tariro” is weaker
than “Munashe to call Tariro on the number she confirmed after supplier checks stock, by Wednesday
afternoon.” The second note may sound formal, but even a shortened version keeps the promise visible.
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A record must also be maintained. Handwriting can be hard to read; entries can be incomplete; pages can
go missing. Agree a location for the book, a consistent layout, and a daily check of open commitments.
If using Excel, protect access and set a clear file name and storage location. Avoid separate personal
notebooks that only one employee can interpret. If a customer detail changes, update the shared record
and make clear which version is current.

For Tsvimbo Kitchen, a simple order board might show the order reference, customer name, collection
time, contact method, what was requested, payment or deposit status where relevant to the order, and
who is preparing it. This is not an invitation to write more personal information than necessary. It is a
way to prevent a cake order being confused with another, or a collection promise from disappearing in a
conversation. Staff can check the board before responding instead of asking Farai to remember every detail.

Business owners should be wary of the phrase “everybody knows.” When someone says it, ask: where
is that knowledge written down? Does the new cashier know? Can the next shift see it? Could another
branch locate it? If the answer is no, the business does not yet know it as a business. It may be known by
one or two people, which is valuable, but fragile.

The move from memory to record should be proportionate. A small salon may not need a complex
customer database. It may need a properly maintained appointment book and a process for confirming
changes. A grocery may need a list of delivery orders and the customers who asked for updates. A repair
business may need a history of the work performed and any follow-up date. Choose records that fit real
work, not impressive-looking systems that nobody uses.

Finally, let customers correct the record. If staff call someone by the wrong name, ask rather than defend
the note. If the customer has a new number, confirm whether it is the preferred one. If a preference no
longer applies, update it. A record is a working aid, not a verdict about a person. When maintained with
humility, it helps the team combine the speed of familiarity with the dependability of a process.

A brief handover routine is often enough to reduce dependence on memory. At the end of a shift, the
person leaving can review the open list with the next person: what is complete, what is delayed, and which
customer needs an update. The incoming colleague can repeat back the next step, especially for a time-
sensitive order. This is not a meeting for every small task; it is a short check that prevents the work from
vanishing between shifts. When the team is small, a shared board can make the handover visible. As the
business grows, the same habit can be supported by a shared digital record.

There is also a discipline in deciding what not to remember. A customer preference that is not relevant
to the service need not be written down. A casual conversation should not become a permanent personal
profile. Record the operational fact that helps serve the customer, and leave out details that are private,
speculative or unrelated. This boundary makes staff more comfortable using a shared record and reassures
customers that information is collected for a purpose. If a note would embarrass the customer if they saw
it, reconsider whether it belongs in the record at all. Review the list at a predictable point each day, not
only when something goes wrong. A steady routine lets staff catch overdue commitments while there is
still time to put them right.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Which customer promises currently depend on one person’s memory?

« What would happen to a customer’s service if the staff member who knows them were away tomorrow?
Act
« Begin a shared list of open customer commitments with a named owner and due point.
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« Choose one recurring service interaction and create a brief record format that the next shift can
understand.

5. WhatsApp Is Running Your Customer Relationships

For many small businesses, WhatsApp has become more than a messaging tool. Customers use it to ask
about prices, send photographs, place orders, share location pins, confirm deliveries and follow a business’s
Status updates. Staff use it to coordinate, answer enquiries and send proof that an order is ready. It is
fast, familiar and available on the phones people already use. That convenience can make WhatsApp
the place where customer relationships happen—even when the business has not deliberately designed a
relationship process.

The risk is not that WhatsApp is unsuitable. The risk is that the business may treat a personal or shared
chat history as if it were a reliable customer system. Messages can be buried. A conversation may live
on one employee’s handset. A SIM or phone may change. One person may use WhatsApp Business while
another replies from a different number. A customer may message a staff member directly and assume the
whole business knows the request. When that employee is away, the context can disappear.

A boutique in Bulawayo, Umkhombe Boutique, illustrates both the opportunity and the problem. The
owner posts new clothing on WhatsApp Status. Customers reply to ask whether an item is available in a
certain size, request a price, or arrange collection. Some orders are paid in cash at pickup, others through
EcoCash or card at the shop. The owner manages messages between supplier visits and serving people in
person. She knows that Status is bringing enquiries, but the important details are spread across individual
chats. She may not know who asked to be notified about a restock, which customer is waiting for a delivery,
or which phone number belongs to a previous buyer.

Status can create attention, but a view is not the same as a relationship. A customer may see a post and
never buy; a buyer may never view Status. A response to one item is not automatically permission to
receive frequent promotions. Businesses should distinguish customer service conversations, order updates
and marketing messages. If a person asks, “Please tell me when the blue one arrives,” that gives a clear
reason to send a specific update about that item. It does not necessarily mean they want every future
promotion. Ask in plain language what kind of updates the customer wants, and honour the answer.

A sensible WhatsApp process begins by making the business identity clear. Use an account controlled by
the business where possible, with the correct business name, hours, address or service area, and a number
customers can recognise. WhatsApp Business offers features such as business details, labels, quick replies
and a catalogue, though available functions can change and the business should check what is currently
supported in its app. These features help organise work, but they do not replace a consistent way to
preserve customer information and commitments.

Labels can help staff sort chats by practical status: new enquiry, awaiting payment confirmation, preparing
order, ready for collection, delivery arranged, or follow-up required. The exact labels should match the
business. Avoid creating so many categories that staff stop using them. A label is most useful when
everyone knows what it means and removes or updates it when the task is done. A chat marked “awaiting
collection” that remains there months later undermines trust in the system.

Quick replies can save time for repeated questions such as opening hours, location or delivery areas. They
should be reviewed for accuracy and written in a human voice. A quick reply is not a licence to send
a generic answer to every situation. If a customer describes a specific problem, respond to the problem.
Automation, where available, can acknowledge receipt or provide basic information, but a person should
take responsibility for complex questions and complaints.
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The business should distinguish the chat record from a customer record. A conversation may contain a
name, number and requests, but it may not be arranged so that someone else can find the key facts. A
simple order list can preserve what matters: order reference, customer name, preferred contact, items or
service, agreed amount if operationally necessary, collection or delivery plan, status and next action. Link
the record to the chat carefully, using an order number or label rather than copying a whole conversation
into a spreadsheet. Keep only information needed for the work.

WhatsApp numbers can change, be shared or be used on several devices. Do not assume every message
comes from the person named in an old record. When a customer places an order, confirm the name and
best number for that order. If they tell you a number has changed, update it after confirming the preferred
contact. If a staff member leaves, the business should have a planned way to transfer or close business
conversations, subject to the appropriate account controls. The customer should not lose an order history
simply because one employee’s phone is no longer available.

There is also a boundary between helpful contact and unwanted contact. Send information that is relevant
to the customer’s request or preference, at a reasonable time. Avoid repeatedly messaging a customer who
has not responded. Give customers an easy way to say they do not want updates. Do not add people to
broadcast lists or groups without a clear basis and appropriate permission; group messages can expose
phone numbers to other participants. Before using any contact for wider marketing, make the purpose
clear and offer a choice. Trust is more valuable than a large address book.

A useful principle for messages is: “Relevant message + right customer + right time.” A restock update to
the person who asked for that item is useful. A generic string of sales messages to everyone in the phone
is not. A reminder shortly before an appointment may help; a message at an inconvenient hour may not.
Relevance requires the business to remember not only the number, but why that person is being contacted.

For Umkhombe Boutique, a small daily routine could prevent many missed conversations. Before closing,
the owner reviews chats marked for follow-up, enters confirmed orders into the shared order list, and
checks whether any promised restock messages were sent. At opening, a staff member reviews orders due
that day and any customer awaiting a reply. Each person who helps with WhatsApp knows which number
is official and who is responsible for unresolved chats. The routine is simple, but it turns messages into
work that can be completed rather than a stream that must be remembered.

WhatsApp can help a business feel accessible and personal. It can also hide unfinished work in an endless
conversation history. Use it as a channel for customer relationships, but make sure the business owns the
process: define the account, record the promises, protect customer information, and contact people for
reasons they have agreed to. Your customer database might be sitting inside WhatsApp—but it still needs
thoughtful organisation before it can reliably help you keep customers coming back.

For a team that shares an account, access and responsibility should be agreed before there is a problem.
Decide who may use the business device or linked account, how a staff member signs out when their
role ends, and where customers should be directed if a usual contact is unavailable. Use device locks and
account security settings available in the app, and do not circulate verification codes casually. If the phone
is lost, the owner should know how to secure the account and tell customers which number or channel is
valid. A little preparation protects both the customer’s information and the business’s reputation.
Reflect and act

Reflect
« If the person who currently answers WhatsApp were unavailable, could a colleague find every open

order and promised follow-up?
+ Do customers know which messages are order service and which are promotional updates?
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Act
« Agree on one official business contact route and a small set of chat labels for real work stages.

« At the end of each day, transfer confirmed orders and open promises into a shared, access-controlled
record.

6. Why Customer Information Gets Lost

Customer information rarely disappears in one dramatic event. More often it erodes in small steps. A phone
number is written on the back of a receipt, then the receipt is thrown away. An order is discussed in a call,
but nobody writes down who must respond. A staff member saves a name in a personal phone. Someone
copies a spreadsheet, changes a few columns and sends the new version to a colleague. One branch keeps
its own list. Another writes customer details in a notebook that is locked in a drawer. A month later, no
one knows which record is current.

These problems are common wherever the business uses several channels at once. A customer may visit
in person, order over WhatsApp, pay by EcoCash and request delivery by phone. Each channel captures a
different fragment of the interaction. Unless the business has a simple way to bring the relevant fragments
together, the customer’s story is divided across systems and people.

At a restaurant in Kwekwe called The Copper Pot, customers come for lunch, make telephone orders for
collection, and sometimes request delivery to nearby offices. A waiter writes an order on a docket. The
phone order goes into a notebook. A WhatsApp enquiry is answered by the manager. Payment could be
cash, EcoCash or POS at collection. If food arrives late or the wrong side dish is packed, the business may
not know whether the customer has experienced the same issue before. The complaint is heard, perhaps
apologised for, but not recorded with enough context to guide a lasting correction.

Information is lost when there is no clear owner. If “everyone” can update a file, people may assume
someone else has done it. If no one can edit it, the record becomes stale. A simple rule is to assign
responsibility at the point the task arises. The person who accepts the order records it. A named employee
checks the fulfilment status. The manager reviews unresolved items at a set time. The process does not
mean one person must do everything; it means every important record has a defined next step.

Information is also lost when the business uses inconsistent formats. One employee writes full names and
dates, another writes initials, and another uses a nickname. One notebook records numbers with country
codes, another without. Staff may use an old customer list with missing or duplicated entries. When records
cannot be searched consistently, people stop trusting them and return to asking the owner. This is why a
small number of standard fields is often better than a complicated form. Decide what the business needs,
give each field a clear meaning, and show staff how to enter it.

A field is a place for one kind of information: customer name, best contact, order date, delivery address, or
status. Mixing several facts into a single “notes” box can make a record hard to use. A note saying “called,
maybe deliver tomorrow, paid?” is not useful enough for the next shift. Better to record an agreed status
and an explicit question for follow-up. If the order is uncertain, state what must be confirmed rather than
burying the uncertainty in a sentence.

Another source of loss is having no clear master record. A business may have a notebook, an Excel file,
WhatsApp chats and a POS export. Each one is partially correct. When a phone number changes, it is
updated in one place but not another. Staff do not know whether a printed list is current. The owner should
define which record is authoritative for each task. For example, the POS may be the source of truth for
transactions; the order sheet may be the source of truth for fulfilment; the customer list may be the source
for contact preferences. Not every system has to hold everything.
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Customer information becomes unreliable when it is gathered without a purpose. Staff may copy names
from old records or keep numbers “in case.” Months later, nobody knows whether a customer asked for
messages, whether the number is still current, or why it was collected. The business should record context:
the customer agreed to receive a specific type of update, requested a call about an order, or provided a
delivery number for fulfilment. That context helps the business avoid confusing service with marketing
and helps future staff contact customers appropriately.

A customer’s details may change. People move, use a replacement handset, switch SIMs, or prefer another
number. A record should not be treated as permanent. When the business is about to rely on a contact
detail, it can confirm it: “Ts this still the best number for your order update?” If a message bounces or a call
reaches someone else, do not keep trying indefinitely. Mark the detail as unverified and ask again at the
next suitable interaction. Avoid exposing the customer’s information by sending details to an unconfirmed
number.

Physical records need care too. A notebook left beside a public till can be seen by people who have no
reason to read it. A page can be misplaced or damaged. Store it in a known, protected place and limit access.
Digital records need care as well: passwords should not be shared casually, files should not be placed on an
open device, and old copies should be removed when no longer needed. The aim is reasonable protection,
not elaborate security that overwhelms a small team. Keep customer details available to those who need
them, and away from those who do not.

Backups matter because phones fail, computers break and people change roles. A business should decide
how it will recover essential records if a device is lost. This can be a secure copy of an order sheet or a
supported backup process for a business account. A backup is useful only if someone knows where it is
and can restore it. Test the process occasionally with a non-sensitive sample. Do not assume that a file
saved on one phone is safe merely because it is digital.

At The Copper Pot, the first fix does not have to be a full customer database. The restaurant could
standardise its takeaway and delivery order record: order reference, name, confirmed contact, items,
destination where needed, promised time, payment or collection status, and staff owner. Complaints and
corrections can be recorded separately with date, issue, response and whether the customer was contacted.
The manager can then see repeated operational issues without depending on whoever happened to take
the original call. A weekly check can identify missing contact details or orders still marked open.

When a record is wrong, staff should correct it rather than quietly create another copy. They should know
whom to tell if they cannot safely resolve a mismatch. If a customer says, “That is not my number,” the
team can apologise, correct the record and check whether the wrong number has received information.
Mistakes are inevitable; a process for noticing and fixing them is what makes the system trustworthy.

The real test is whether the next person can pick up the work. Can a colleague answer where an order is,
who is waiting, what was promised, and what happens next? If not, information has been captured but
not preserved in a usable form. Better customer records are less about gathering more and more about
making the information the business already has dependable, findable and safe.

A useful maintenance habit is to review records for a small, manageable sample rather than trying to
clean everything at once. Check whether names and contact details are readable, whether status reflects
reality, and whether the stated next action was completed. Correct clear errors, flag uncertain details for
confirmation, and remove information the business no longer needs. A regular review prevents a file from
becoming a museum of outdated numbers and unfinished promises.

Reflect and act
Reflect
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« Which channels currently hold pieces of the same customer’s order or service history?

« Is there a clear, current source of truth for customer contact details and open commitments?
Act
« Map where one recent order was recorded from first contact to fulfilment, and identify where

information went missing.
« Assign an owner, standard fields and a protected storage place for one high-value customer record.

7. The Cost of Not Knowing Who Comes Back

Not knowing who returns can seem like an information problem, but its costs show up in ordinary business
decisions. The owner may reorder stock without knowing which products regular customers request. A
team may spend time answering the same questions because customer preferences were never recorded. A
business may send promotions to everyone because it cannot identify who is interested in what. Staft may
miss an opportunity to thank a loyal customer or to resolve a problem before the person quietly chooses
somewhere else.

These costs do not always appear as a separate line on a cashbook. They may appear as wasted effort,
missed service, unsold stock, repeated errors or decisions made on incomplete evidence. That does
not mean every problem can be solved by customer records. Prices, supply, location, competition and
household budgets all influence choices. Knowing more about customers will not make every customer
return. It can help the business understand what it controls and respond more thoughtfully.

Consider a small lodge outside Masvingo called Mupfumi Lodge. It welcomes travellers, families visiting
the area, and people attending local events. Some bookings arrive by phone, some through WhatsApp, and
others through referrals. Staff record guest details for the booking and make sure rooms are ready. After
checkout, the information may remain in a paper ledger or an inbox. The manager knows the lodge is
busy on certain weekends, but may not know which guests have returned, which enquiries did not become
bookings, or whether past guests would like an update when a service improves. The business can see
occupancy for a period without understanding the pattern of returning customers.

The first cost is missed continuity. If the same customer has already explained a preference, a returning
visit that starts from zero wastes the customer’s time and the staft’s. The business may fail to honour a
request for a quiet room or a particular appointment time—not because staff do not care, but because the
information is no longer at hand. The customer may conclude that the business is disorganised.

The second cost is poor use of communication. Without a clear customer record, the business may send a
broad message to every number it has, or may stay silent even when a customer asked for a specific update.
Both choices have a cost. A message that is irrelevant can feel intrusive and weaken trust. Silence after a
promised follow-up can make the customer feel forgotten. The quality of contact depends on connecting
the right message to the right person and timing it appropriately.

The third cost is distorted interpretation. Suppose a café has quieter weekday afternoons. The owner might
decide that customers are not interested and reduce staff hours. But perhaps regular office customers have
shifted their lunch break, or a delivery option is not visible, or a product they used to buy is often out of
stock. If the business has no customer feedback or repeat-visit record, it can confuse a change in behaviour
with a lack of interest. A small amount of structured information may not reveal the entire answer, but it
can suggest what to investigate.

The fourth cost is failing to distinguish customer groups. “Segmentation” simply means organising
customers into useful groups based on a meaningful difference. A lodge might distinguish guests who
requested family accommodation from people booking a meeting space, if those records are relevant
and customers have agreed to the necessary contact. A salon may separate customers with upcoming
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appointments from those who asked to be contacted when a product is available. The purpose is not to
stereotype people or create elaborate profiles. It is to make service and communication more relevant.

The fifth cost is being unable to notice inactivity. Inactivity means a customer who used to buy or visit
has not returned within a period that makes sense for that business. There is no universal time interval.
A customer may visit a grocery frequently, book a salon service every few weeks, or stay at a lodge only
when travelling. A business must decide what “usual” means for its own service before calling someone
inactive. A quiet period is a signal to investigate, not proof that the customer has been lost or wants
a message.

Mupfumi Lodge could begin by reviewing bookings and enquiries by date, channel and outcome. It might
record whether a guest is new or returning when the information is available, and note whether the guest
chose to receive relevant future updates. It could look for practical patterns: which enquiries become
bookings, what guests commonly ask before confirming, and whether a change in the booking process is
followed by fewer unanswered questions. These observations may help improve responses. They do not
justify assuming why an individual did not return.

There is a further cost when the owner cannot tell which effort is working. Perhaps the business offers a
returning-customer benefit, posts on WhatsApp Status, improves its delivery service, or follows up after
a complaint. If no one records what action occurred and what happened next, the owner cannot compare
the result with the effort. “Measurement” means choosing a clear way to observe whether an action is
helping. It need not involve complicated mathematics. The business could count how many customers
who requested a restock notice were contacted, or how many enquiries received a same-day response. The
measure should be close to the action and within the team’s control.

It is important not to treat repeat visits as the only sign of a good customer relationship. Some products are
bought infrequently. A customer may recommend the business to a friend but not need another purchase.
Another may return often because the product is convenient while still being unhappy with a particular
experience. Numbers need interpretation and, sometimes, a conversation. Ask for feedback in a simple
way: “Was everything ready when you arrived?” or “What should we improve before your next visit?”
Make it easy to answer honestly, and do not argue with the response.

A useful first review can begin with questions rather than a large analytics project. How many customers
have a reliable name and contact where the business has a valid reason to keep one? How many orders
or bookings are still awaiting action? What complaints repeat? Which customer requests are often not
fulfilled? How many customers asked for an update and actually received it? These questions connect
records to service. If a number cannot yet be answered, that tells the owner what to improve next.

Be careful when estimating the financial value of retention. It is tempting to claim that a small increase in
repeat customers guarantees a particular rise in profit. Without reliable evidence from that business, such
a claim is not responsible. Instead, calculate using the business’s own figures and clear assumptions. If a
customer segment placed a certain number of orders last month, the owner can monitor the same segment
over time. If the business changes a reminder process, compare follow-up completion and subsequent
bookings in a fair way. Do not assume every difference was caused by the change; other factors may
be involved.

A practical retention routine combines observation and action. Each week, someone reviews open
commitments, customer feedback, returning or inactive patterns that are meaningful for the business, and
the messages sent. They record one finding and choose one manageable adjustment. Perhaps staff need
a clearer delivery-status label. Perhaps customers are confused about opening hours. Perhaps an order
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confirmation should include a collection time. Small improvements become valuable when the business
checks whether they were implemented and whether customers experience a difference.

The cost of not knowing is ultimately the cost of avoidable guesswork. A business cannot control every
reason a customer chooses another provider, changes routine or stops buying. It can control whether
it listens, remembers, responds and learns. The purpose of knowing who comes back is not to claim
ownership over a customer. It is to understand enough to earn the next choice.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Which business decision is currently being made without knowing whether customers return or what
they value?
« What would count as a normal return interval for your main service, and how could you tell when a

pattern changes?
Act

« Choose one customer-related question to review weekly, such as unresolved promises, repeat bookings
or requested follow-ups completed.

« Ask a small number of customers one specific service question, record the answers responsibly, and
make one improvement you can check.
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Part II — Building a Real Customer Base

8. What a Customer Base Actually Is

A business can be busy and still know very little about the people buying from it. The till rings, cash
changes hands, an EcoCash payment arrives, and a receipt is printed. The customer leaves. If the next visit
happens weeks later, the business may not recognise the person or know what they bought last time. That
is a sale, but it is not yet a useful customer relationship.

A customer base is the group of people or organisations your business can recognise well enough to serve
them more consistently. It is not simply everyone who has ever walked through the door. It is not the
number of receipts in a POS report, the contacts saved on one salesperson’s phone, or the members of a
WhatsApp group. It is an organised, usable record that helps the business connect a person to relevant
interactions over time.

The word “usable” matters. A list of names with no reliable way to tell one person from another is of
limited use. So is a spreadsheet full of numbers that nobody checks or updates. A real base helps answer
practical questions: Who bought from us before? How can we contact them in a way they welcome? What
have they asked us to remember? When did they last interact with us? Which branch or service did they
use? What would make the next interaction more helpful?

This does not mean every business needs a large software system. A small, well-kept Excel sheet may be a
better starting point than an expensive platform that nobody uses. The foundation is a consistent way to
identify customers and record the useful details of the relationship. Technology can make the work easier
later, but it cannot decide what the business needs to know or persuade staff to record it carefully.

A customer base is also different from a marketing audience. A person who views a WhatsApp Status may
be interested, but the business may not know who that person is. A person who calls to ask whether a
particular item is in stock has made contact, but may not have bought anything yet. A person who buys
once can be a customer even if the business does not have enough information to contact them again.
These are all valuable distinctions. Do not label people as regular customers simply because they are visible
online, or assume that a past transaction gives permission for every kind of future message.

A useful way to think about a customer base is as three connected records. First, there is an identity:
enough information to distinguish one customer from another. Second, there are interactions: purchases,
enquiries, appointments, deliveries, service visits, complaints or feedback. Third, there are preferences and
permissions: how the person prefers to be contacted, what they have asked the business to remember, and
whether they want particular updates. A business does not need to collect every possible detail in all three
areas. It needs enough to serve its customers and make sensible decisions.

The quality of the base comes from the quality of its links. Suppose a grocery has a customer called Tariro
who pays by cash every Friday. If the business records each transaction as “cash sale”, it cannot tell whether
those five sales came from Tariro or five different people. The till knows that money was received. It does
not know the customer. If Tariro chooses to share a phone number or a customer reference, and the staff
reliably attach that identifier to her purchases, the business can begin to understand a repeat pattern. The
customer can still buy anonymously when she prefers. A customer base should improve service, not make
an ordinary purchase feel like a test of compliance.

Consider a Harare neighbourhood grocery called Mbare Fresh Foods. Its daily POS report shows many
transactions, and its owner can see which products move. But there is no customer identifier attached to
most sales. The owner cannot tell whether a household that regularly buys cooking oil, mealie-meal and
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vegetables is returning, or whether the totals come from many one-off shoppers. The shop is not failing;
it is simply collecting transaction information rather than relationship information.

The manager starts small. When shoppers ask for delivery, she records their name, phone number, delivery
suburb and the requested items. At the till, staff offer an optional customer record for people who want
receipts sent by WhatsApp or want to ask about stock. The record includes the date, how the person
prefers to be contacted, and any permission they have given for updates. The grocery does not try to
identify every cash customer in one week. It begins with interactions where knowing the person clearly
improves service. Over time, the owner can see returning delivery customers and recognise questions
about a product that is often unavailable. The records are useful because they change what the business
can do: plan a delivery, confirm an order or follow up when a requested product arrives.

This example illustrates a key principle: information is only valuable when it changes what the business
does. A customer’s birthday is not inherently useful. It may be relevant to a business that has a respectful,
optional birthday offer and a clear reason to ask. Otherwise, collecting it adds work and responsibility
without improving service. A phone number may be useful for confirming an order, but not if it is copied
inaccurately or used to send messages the customer never wanted.

The business should decide what counts as a customer in its own context. A salon might count someone
as a customer after an appointment, while someone who asks about prices is an enquiry. A hardware shop
may serve both individuals and building contractors; the contractor’s company may place the order while
a site supervisor receives the delivery. A lodge may need to recognise the person who booked, the person
who pays and the guest who stays. It is possible for these roles to belong to different people. Record the
distinction when it matters rather than forcing every situation into a single “customer name” box.

If there are several branches, define whether a customer record is shared across them. A customer who buys
at the Borrowdale branch today and the Chitungwiza branch next month should not become two unrelated
records simply because the till systems differ. At the same time, staff should know which branch handled
a transaction. A common customer identifier and clear branch information can make both things possible.

A practical first definition for a small business is this: a customer is a person or organisation that has
bought from us or received our service, and a customer record is the minimum reliable information we
need to recognise and serve them appropriately. A business may also keep a separate record of enquiries
and prospects, clearly marked as such. This prevents inflated customer lists and helps staff understand
what stage the relationship has reached.

Do not confuse the size of the database with the strength of the customer base. A thousand incomplete
contacts may be less valuable than a smaller group of customers whose orders, preferences and contact
choices are recorded accurately. The goal is not to collect as many details as possible. The goal is to become
less forgetful, more relevant and more dependable.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« If you removed the till totals from your reports, could you recognise the people who return?

« Which customer interactions would be improved if your team could identify the person and recall the
previous conversation?

« Are you treating enquiries, social media viewers and actual customers as if they were the same group?
Act
« Write a one-sentence definition of a customer for your business, including how you will distinguish a

customer from an enquiry.
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« Choose one interaction where identifying the customer clearly improves service, and begin recording
the information needed for that interaction.

« Review one existing customer list. Mark which records identify a person reliably and which need
checking.

9. What Customer Information Should You Collect?

Once you know what a customer base is for, the next question is what belongs in it. The tempting answer
is “as much as possible”. That is usually the wrong answer. Every detail takes time to collect, needs to be
kept accurate and creates an expectation that the business will use it responsibly. A good customer record
is not the fullest record. It is the smallest record that helps the business do its work well.

Start with a purpose, not a form. Ask what the business needs to do. A salon may need to confirm
appointments, remember a stylist or service preference, and send an appointment change. A butcher may
need a reliable number and delivery location for orders. A restaurant may want to tell regular lunch
customers when a set menu changes. A hardware shop might need to know whether an enquiry concerns
a household repair or a contractor’s larger order. Each purpose calls for different details.

For many small businesses, a basic record can include a customer’s preferred name, a reliable phone
number or other agreed contact route, the date the record was created, the source of the information, the
customer’s contact preference, and a simple record of relevant interactions. If the business takes orders,
it may also need delivery or collection instructions. If the person represents a company, capture the
organisation and the person to contact separately. A note such as “prefers calls after 3 pm” can be more
useful than a long profile of personal information.

Think in four groups. Identity details help staff tell one customer from another. Contact details help them
reach the customer appropriately. Service details help them fulfil a request, such as an appointment time
or delivery location. Relationship details record what happened: an order, a repair, a booking, a complaint,
or an agreed follow-up. Do not mix essential details with optional ones. If a phone number is needed to
confirm a delivery, explain why. If a preference is optional, make that clear.

A business should be cautious about information that does not serve a clear purpose. National identity
numbers, detailed family information, health information, precise personal financial information and
copies of identity documents are not ordinary loyalty-programme details. Do not collect them casually
because a form has a space for them or because another business appears to ask. If a specific service
genuinely requires sensitive information, pause and establish why it is needed, who can see it, how it will
be protected and whether there is a safer alternative. This book does not replace advice on applicable legal
requirements; businesses should check reliable local guidance where a legal question arises. As a practical
standard, collect less and explain more.

A phone number should not be treated as proof that the customer wants every message the business
might send. A person may provide a number to receive an order confirmation, but not to receive frequent
promotions. Record the reason the number was collected and the kind of messages the customer has agreed
to receive. Keep the customer’s preference easy to find. If the person asks to stop promotional messages,
staff should know how to record and respect that request.

Consider a pharmacy in Masvingo. A customer may ask the pharmacist to call when a requested product
is available. The relevant record may be the customer’s name, number, product enquiry and preferred
way to receive that one update. It is not necessary to add unrelated personal detail. In a health-related
setting, discretion matters especially. The shop should not casually reveal a customer’s enquiry in a public
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message or share it with staff who do not need it to fulfil the request. The purpose is to close the loop on
the enquiry, not build an intrusive profile.

For a boutique, clothing size or preferred colours could improve recommendations, but these details should
be voluntary and recorded only if there is a useful way to apply them. “Usually asks for size 12 dresses;
confirm fit each time” may help a sales assistant. It should not become an assumption that the customer
will always want the same style. Preferences change. The customer should be able to correct the note
without argument.

A useful record also distinguishes what the customer said from what the staff member inferred. “Customer
requested a call before dispatch” is a fact. “Customer is difficult” is an opinion, and an unfairly sticky
one. Staff notes should be neutral, specific and relevant. For example: “Delivery address not confirmed;
call before dispatch” is actionable. Avoid labels about character, income or personal circumstances. Notes
travel further than the conversation in which they were written, and can shape how a customer is treated.

Choose a consistent format. Store phone numbers in one agreed form, names in separate fields if the
system allows it, dates in an unambiguous format, and contact preferences using a short list such as call,
WhatsApp message or email where relevant. The business should record a suburb or town only when
useful for delivery, service coverage or branch planning. Do not add a location field merely to make the
record look sophisticated.

It helps to define required and optional information. A restaurant reservation might require a booking
name, date, time and a way to contact the customer if plans change. It does not necessarily require the
customer’s date of birth. A delivery order may require an address or a clear delivery point, but a shop
visit may not. If staff know what is essential for each type of interaction, they will ask fewer irrelevant
questions and customers will see why they are being asked.

Also decide how long a piece of information remains useful. An old delivery address may no longer
be correct. A preferred stylist may have changed jobs. A customer’s number may have changed.
Build in simple review questions: “Is this still the best number?” or “Would you like us to keep this
delivery instruction for next time?” Updating information should feel like a normal service step, not an
interrogation.

A practical information map can be made on one page. For each field, write down: what it is, why it is
needed, whether it is required or optional, who may see it, and how it will be corrected. If the team cannot
explain the purpose of a field in plain language, remove it or postpone it. This exercise often makes forms
shorter and conversations easier.

The best customer information is information the business can keep accurate, protect and use for a clear
benefit. A smaller record, captured honestly and used well, can produce better service than a detailed
profile built without thought. The customer should be able to understand why the business is asking and
what will happen next.

A simple test for a field is whether it changes a decision. Suppose the business records a customer’s
favourite colour but no one has permission or time to send product suggestions. That detail is taking space
without helping anyone. By contrast, a delivery note that says “use the side entrance; main gate is locked
during the day” can prevent a failed delivery. Review fields with the people who use them, not only the
person who designed the form. Ask a cashier, receptionist or driver which detail saves a return call and
which detail they never look at.

It is also useful to distinguish a customer’s preference from a guarantee. A note saying “prefers a call”
should guide the next suitable contact, not promise that a call will always be possible. Staff can confirm
whether the preference still applies, especially when the customer is booking a different service or placing
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an order from a different number. This keeps the record helpful without making it rigid. A business that
can explain, correct and update a small set of fields will usually serve people better than one that quietly
accumulates details it does not understand.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« What specific customer service will improve if you collect each item on your current form?

« Which details do you collect out of habit rather than need?

« Can your staft distinguish a customer’s stated preference from their own assumption?
Act
« Make a one-page list of the fields your business currently collects and write the purpose beside each one.

« Remove or make optional any field without a clear practical reason.
« Create a short script explaining why you ask for a phone number and how the customer can choose the
contact method.

10. How to Ask Zimbabwean Customers for Their Details

Collecting useful customer information is not mainly a technology problem. It is a conversation. The way
a staff member asks can make the difference between a customer feeling helped and feeling watched,
pressured or delayed. Customers should know why the business is asking, what the information will be
used for and whether they can decline.

The strongest request is short and specific. “Can I have your details?” is vague. It gives the customer
no reason to trust the request. “Would you like us to save your number so we can confirm your next
appointment on WhatsApp?” is clearer. “May I take a contact number in case the delivery driver needs
directions?” tells the customer why the detail is relevant. The explanation should match the real purpose.
Do not promise a benefit the business cannot deliver.

Ask at a natural moment. A customer choosing a service or product may not want to stop and fill in a form.
A customer who has just placed a phone order is already discussing contact and delivery, so confirming
a number can be part of completing the order. At a busy till, asking a long set of questions can create a
queue. The right timing depends on the interaction. Staff should not make a customer repeat information
that is already available and current.

Be direct about choice. “It is optional” should mean optional in practice. If a person can buy the same
item or receive the same service without joining a list, staff should not imply otherwise. If information
is necessary to complete a specific order, explain that necessity separately from promotional messages. A
customer can reasonably share a phone number to arrange delivery and still decline promotional updates.

A useful structure has four parts: ask permission, give the reason, say what will happen next, and offer
a simple choice. For example: “Would you like us to save your number? We can message when the shoes
you asked about arrive. We will only use it for that update unless you ask for other messages. Is WhatsApp
the best way to reach you?” The exact wording should sound natural in the business and in the customer’s
preferred language. The principle stays the same: be truthful, concise and respectful.

A customer may ask, “Why do you need my number?” Staff need a calm answer, not a defensive one. “Only
to confirm the order and delivery time. We do not need it if you are collecting in person” is better than
“It is company policy” when it is not. If the business does send marketing messages, explain that clearly
and ask whether the customer wants them. If staff are unsure, they should pause rather than improvise
a promise.

A customer may decline. The right response is simple: “No problem.” Do not ask repeatedly, make jokes
about secrecy, or signal that the customer is causing trouble. A refusal can be recorded as “not interested
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in joining” only if that record helps prevent another awkward request, and staff should avoid making a
spectacle of it. The purchase or service should continue normally.

Some customers may be cautious because they receive unwanted messages, have changed phone numbers
or share a phone with family. Respect those realities. Ask whether the number is personal or shared only
if that distinction is needed to send the requested communication. Offer a receipt, written collection time
or other alternative where practical. Do not assume that a WhatsApp account on a number means the
person wants business broadcasts.

In Gweru, a salon called Nyaradzo Hair Studio has many clients who book through WhatsApp. Before, an

assistant would add every person who messaged to the owner’s phone contacts, then send promotions to

the whole list. Some customers had only asked for a price; others had booked once; some were regulars. The
salon changed the conversation. When a client books, the assistant confirms the service, time and contact
number. At the end of the appointment, the stylist asks whether the customer would like a reminder before
the next visit. If the customer says yes, the assistant records the preferred timing and channel. Separately,
the salon asks whether the client wants occasional updates about openings or new services. The client can
accept one and decline the other. The result is not merely a longer contact list; it is a clearer understanding

of what each person expects.

This approach is particularly important when the owner and staff know customers personally. Familiarity
can make a request feel easier, but it can also tempt staff to assume permission. A customer who is friendly
at the counter has not necessarily agreed to be added to a group. Ask, even when you know the person. A
customer should not need to object to prevent a message they never requested.

Language matters. Use the language the customer is comfortable using, and avoid technical terms such as
“CRM” or “data capture”. Explain what you will do in ordinary business English or the customer’s chosen
local language. If the business serves people who prefer different languages, prepare a simple, accurate
version of the request in the languages staff can use confidently. Do not use a translation that says messages
are optional if the business plans to send them regardless.

Staff need to understand the difference between collecting information for a transaction and asking
permission for continuing contact. “What number should we use to call when your order is ready?” is
transactional. “Would you like to receive updates about new products?” is a separate choice. Keeping the
two questions separate prevents a customer from feeling that a purchase depends on joining a marketing
list.

A respectful request also reduces errors. Rather than asking a customer to recite a number while staff type
quickly, repeat it back: “T have 077... Is that correct?” Confirm spelling of a name if it matters. Ask whether
WhatsApp is available on that number instead of assuming. When customers provide their own details on
a form, check that they understand what they are signing up for and that the writing is legible.

Owners should listen to real customer reactions. If several people hesitate at the same point, the script
may be unclear or the request may be poorly timed. Ask staff which words feel awkward. Test a shorter
explanation. A process that works at a quiet salon may fail at a busy supermarket till. There is no single
perfect sentence for every sector. There is, however, a consistent standard: customers deserve a clear reason
and a genuine choice.

Owners can make the conversation easier by choosing a benefit that is real in the daily operation. If staff
cannot reliably notify customers when stock arrives, do not use that promise as the reason for collecting
a number. If appointment reminders are sent only when the salon is quiet, describe them as occasional
rather than guaranteed. A truthful, modest promise is stronger than an impressive promise that is broken.
It also gives staff confidence: they can explain a process they have actually seen work.
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Where a customer is in a hurry, keep the interaction brief and offer a later route. “No problem. If you
would like to save your number another time, we can do that when you book” respects the customer’s
immediate need. Do not hold a receipt or delay the goods while waiting for an answer about marketing.
When a customer asks to change their preference, thank them and update it promptly. The person should
not have to repeat a request to several employees. A short, dependable exchange builds more trust than a
long pitch about the business’s intentions.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Could a customer easily understand why your business wants each detail?

« Do staff ever confuse a number needed for an order with permission to send promotions?

« How does your team respond when a customer says no?

Act

« Write and practise one short, truthful request for your most common customer interaction.
« Add a separate, clear question for optional ongoing updates if your business sends them.

« Ask staff to note customer questions or concerns for one week, then revise the wording and timing.

11. Collecting Customer Information at the Till

The till is one of the most useful places to build customer recognition and one of the easiest places to create
frustration. A cashier is balancing payments, scanning items, answering questions and keeping the queue
moving. Customers may be paying with cash, EcoCash or a card through a POS terminal. If a customer-
information process slows the line or makes a routine purchase feel complicated, staft will avoid it and
customers will resist it.

Start by designing around the actual till, not around an idealised customer database. Observe a normal
busy period. How many staff are serving? Where does the customer stand? Is the POS screen visible?
Does the shop issue printed receipts? Does the cashier have a clear moment to ask a question? Is there
a supervisor who can help when the system freezes? These practical details decide whether the process
will work.

The simplest till process is often a short invitation with one clear benefit. For example: “Would you like
us to save your number so we can send your receipt or let you know when this item is back?” If the
answer is yes, the cashier captures the agreed information. If the customer says no, the cashier completes
the sale without fuss. Do not ask every person a list of questions. A first record might need only a name
or preferred identifier, phone number, contact preference and the reason for contact. More detail can be
added later when the customer has a relevant interaction.

A POS system may support a customer profile, loyalty number or phone-number lookup. If so, learn how
it handles duplicates and what happens when a number is mistyped. Test whether the POS can attach an
existing profile to a sale, whether branch staff can find it, and whether cashiers can correct an error. If
the software cannot support customer records, the business can still use a separate, controlled form or
spreadsheet, but staff need a reliable routine for linking the record to the transaction. Avoid writing phone
numbers on loose till slips with no safe process for transferring or disposing of them.

Your POS knows the sale. Does it know the customer? This question is not an accusation against the
system. Many POS setups are designed mainly to record products, prices and payments. The owner should
understand what the system does and does not capture. A receipt with a phone number printed on it is not
automatically a customer database. A contact field that is rarely filled correctly is not useful intelligence.
The system must fit the customer-facing process.
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There are several sensible ways to make the request. A cashier can ask verbally, a small card or screen can
invite the customer to opt in, or the customer can enter their own number on a customer-facing device.
A QR code may be useful for customers comfortable with it, but it should not be the only route. Some
people prefer a spoken conversation; others may not have mobile data at that moment. Make the choice
accessible without adding unnecessary steps.

Think carefully about privacy in a queue. Asking a customer to say a phone number loudly may reveal it to
people nearby. If that is a concern, the customer can write the number on a form or type it into a terminal.
If the till is in a small shop and customers are close together, staff can lower their voice or ask whether the
customer would prefer to enter the number themselves. Staff should not read out other customer names
or numbers while searching for a profile.

In Chitungwiza, a neighbourhood supermarket called Tanyaradzwa Foods wanted to identify repeat
customers, but its first attempt required cashiers to ask for name, number, suburb, birthday and product
preferences on every purchase. At peak times, the line slowed and cashiers skipped the questions.
Customers asked why the shop needed a birthday. The owner watched the process and reduced it. Now
cashiers ask one brief question about an optional receipt or stock update. If the customer agrees, they
capture a name and number and ask whether WhatsApp is suitable for the stated purpose. The supervisor
can help with existing profiles and number corrections. The till prints ordinary receipts for everyone. The
owner reviews the records at the end of each week and follows up only on customer requests the shop has
promised to fulfil. The change feels small, but it is more reliable because staff can actually do it.

A till process needs clear responsibilities. Decide who creates a new profile, who checks whether one
already exists, who corrects wrong details and who handles a customer asking to stop messages. At a small
shop, one experienced cashier may also be the supervisor. In a larger business, assign these tasks by role
and write them down. If nobody owns data correction, the same mistakes will remain for months.

Do not reward staff only for the number of contacts captured. A high target can encourage them to enter
false details, reuse one number for several people or pressure customers. Instead, observe whether the
request is being offered appropriately, whether information is accurate, and whether customers are being
treated well. A small sample check by a manager can reveal whether records are genuine. Praise good
explanations and correct use of the process, not merely a growing total.

Decide when a customer can buy without joining a customer list. In many businesses, the answer should be:
always, except where a particular service genuinely requires contact details to fulfil the order. If a service
requires a delivery address, that does not automatically mean the customer should receive advertising.
Make the distinction obvious to staff and customers.

A short shift checklist can help:
The till device or form is available and working.

Staff know the one-sentence reason for asking.

Existing records are checked before creating new ones.

Optional updates are explained separately from order-related contact.

+ A customer can decline without losing normal service.

« Errors and requests to change or stop contact are passed to the named person.

« Paper notes are secured and transferred or disposed of safely.
Try the process on one till or during one shift before rolling it out everywhere. Watch the queue, ask

cashiers what is difficult, and listen for customer questions. If it fails, simplify it. The best till process is
not the one with the most fields. It is the one that works during a real trading day, respects the customer
and produces information the business can use.
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The manager should consider what happens when connectivity or electricity interrupts the process. If the
POS is offline, staff may need to complete sales using the shop’s normal backup method. They should not
write down customer numbers on scraps of paper and hope to remember them later. Decide whether the
customer-information step can wait until the system is available, or whether a secure, numbered form
is appropriate. The backup should include only the information required for the immediate purpose, be
stored out of public view and be entered into the main record by an assigned person. Once transferred and
checked, the paper should be handled according to the business’s document process.

It is equally important to handle corrections without embarrassing the customer. If the till finds two
similar profiles, the cashier should ask a neutral question such as “Have you used this number with us
before?” rather than reading out someone else’s details. If the customer is unsure, complete the sale and
let a supervisor investigate later. A sale should not become a public data-cleaning exercise. Give staff an
escalation route so a difficult case can be resolved away from the queue.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What happens to the queue when staff ask for customer information today?
« Does your POS create and update one customer record reliably, or do staff work around it?

« Can a customer buy without receiving messages they did not request?
Act
« Observe one busy till period and map the steps staff actually take.

« Reduce the till request to one clear purpose and the minimum information needed.
« Test the revised process on one shift, including how staff will correct errors and record a customer’s
preference.

12. Customer Data From WhatsApp, Deliveries and Online Orders

Many Zimbabwean small businesses already hold valuable customer information, but it may be scattered
across WhatsApp chats, staff phones, delivery books, social media messages and order forms. The phrase
“Your customer database might be sitting inside WhatsApp” is often true in a practical sense: customers
have asked questions, placed orders, sent locations, confirmed bookings and raised problems there. But a
chat history is not yet a well-organised customer base.

WhatsApp conversations are built for exchange, not for business-wide memory. A customer’s order may
be on the owner’s personal phone. A delivery address may be in a voice note. A colleague may have
replied from a different device. When a staff member leaves, the business may lose access to conversations
that customers assumed the business would remember. The aim is not to copy every message into a
spreadsheet. It is to capture the few important facts and commitments in a consistent place the authorised
team can access.

Use a business-controlled account where practical, with a clear owner and a plan for staff access. WhatsApp
Business features such as business profile details, labels, quick replies and catalogues can help organise
communication, but they do not replace a customer record or a careful process. A label such as “awaiting
collection” should describe a current service step, not become a permanent judgement about a person.
Review labels and remove them when they no longer apply.

A useful order record might include an order reference, customer name, contact number, items or service
requested, date, payment status where relevant, delivery or collection details, promised time and current
status. Record only what is needed to complete the order. If the order is paid by cash or EcoCash, record
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the payment confirmation in the business’s normal accounting process; do not treat a customer’s payment
method as a character trait. Keep financial records separate from promotional preferences where possible.

A WhatsApp conversation gives the business a natural chance to confirm information. “I have your order
for two black size 8 shoes, for collection tomorrow. Is this the right number for the collection message?”
The customer can correct an error before staff prepare the order. For delivery, confirm the location in a
form the driver can use, such as the suburb, nearby landmark and any agreed directions. Avoid leaving
the only address inside a voice note that nobody can find during dispatch.

Be careful with WhatsApp groups and broadcast messages. Adding a customer to a group exposes
information about group membership and may lead to unwanted conversation. Ask before adding anyone,
and offer another way to receive updates. Broadcast tools are not a substitute for asking whether a
customer wants promotional messages. Use direct messages only in ways that respect the customer’s
preference and the original purpose of the conversation.

A boutique in Mutare illustrates the opportunity. Tendai’s Threads sells clothes through WhatsApp Status
and receives orders by direct message. Customers ask about sizes, reserve an item and arrange either
collection or delivery. At first, the owner relied on the chat search and memory. If a customer called,
the owner might not remember which dress had been reserved or whether EcoCash had been received.

The business introduced a simple order sheet linked to a unique order reference. The record shows the
customer’s preferred name, the number used for the order, item and size, agreed payment status, delivery
or collection plan and the customer’s preference about future stock updates. When an item is unavailable,
the owner asks whether to message the customer if it returns. Some say yes; others simply want the current
order. The Status remains a public-facing shop window, while direct updates are sent only to people who
asked for them.

Delivery records deserve particular attention because they connect business operations to a customer’s
home or workplace. A driver needs clear instructions, but not necessarily access to the full customer list.
Share only what is needed for the delivery and ensure that delivery notes return to the business or are
handled according to a defined process. Do not leave order sheets visible to other customers or carry them
around indefinitely. Where the business uses an independent courier, confirm what information needs to
be shared to complete the service and what should remain with the business.

Online orders need a similar discipline. A website form may collect details automatically, but staff still
need to know where submissions go, who monitors them and how the customer will receive confirmation.
Test the form yourself. Check that the phone number is recorded correctly, that order details are not cut
off, and that the customer gets a clear next step. A form that accepts an order but sends no notification to
staff is a broken service process, not a customer database.

Phone orders can be overlooked because they leave little digital trace. The staff member should write the
agreed details into the same order system as WhatsApp and online orders. Record who took the order and
when. Read back the main details, especially quantities, collection times and addresses. If the person calls
from a changing number or a shared phone, ask which number is suitable for the specific confirmation.

Do not assume that caller identification is accurate or permanent.

If customers contact the business through several channels, use one consistent identifier where possible,
such as a phone number they confirm. Still, do not assume that two people using the same number are
necessarily one person. A family may share a phone. A receptionist may place orders for different staft
members. Add a note explaining the relationship only when it helps fulfil service. If the business cannot
tell whether two chat accounts belong to the same person, keep them separate until the customer confirms.
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At the close of each day, review open orders and promised follow-ups. Did the delivery happen? Was the
customer told about a delay? Did somebody ask for a callback? A WhatsApp conversation can create an
expectation, and an unanswered message is easy to miss among status views and new enquiries. Assign
a named person to review outstanding requests. A simple “open, in progress, complete” status is often

enough for a small team.

The key is to turn channels into a dependable workflow. WhatsApp, deliveries and online orders are ways
customers reach you. The business’s record should preserve the commitments and relevant preferences
that need to survive beyond one phone, one shift or one conversation. That is how a chat becomes part of
a customer relationship rather than a message that disappears in a crowded inbox.

A message history can feel personal, but a business account should still be treated as a business record.
Decide who can reply, whether more than one device is in use and what happens to access when a
staff member changes roles or leaves. Use a consistent greeting or signature so customers know they
are speaking to the business rather than a personal account. Staff should avoid forwarding customer
screenshots into unrelated chats. When a handover is needed, move only the relevant order details into
the shared record and keep the original conversation available only to people who need it for the service.

Separate an open order from a future sales opportunity. Someone who asked about an item may want a
single answer, not indefinite follow-up. When the question is resolved, close the task. If the customer wants
to hear about future stock, record that choice distinctly and make it possible to honour a later change. This
small discipline keeps the inbox manageable and stops an enquiry list from silently becoming a marketing
list. A weekly review of unresolved chats can identify forgotten promises before they become complaints.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Which customer commitments are trapped in a staff member’s personal WhatsApp or memory?

« Can every open delivery or phone order be found and checked by another authorised staff member?

« Do customers know whether they are agreeing to an order update, future promotions or both?
Act
« Choose one shared order record for WhatsApp, phone and online orders, and define the minimum fields

it needs.
« Create a daily check for open orders, promised callbacks and delivery issues.
« Ask before adding customers to groups or sending ongoing updates; record their stated preference.

13. Turning Notebooks, Excel Sheets and Old Records Into a
Database

A business does not need to start from nothing. Years of useful knowledge may already sit in a delivery
book, a salon appointment diary, a contractor’s contact list, a POS export, an old Excel file or the owner’s
phone. The challenge is to bring that information together without turning old errors into new, permanent
records.

A database, in plain English, is an organised collection of records that can be searched, updated and used
consistently. A notebook can hold records, but it is difficult to search, share and analyse across many pages.
An Excel sheet can be a perfectly suitable database for a small operation if it has one row per customer,
clear column headings, controlled access and someone responsible for maintaining it. Dedicated software
may become useful as the business grows, but moving to a new tool does not automatically make the
data accurate.
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Begin with an inventory. List every place where customer details might be stored: notebooks, appointment
diaries, invoice files, POS exports, email, WhatsApp Business, delivery books, supplier-like lists of regular
contractors, archived phones and old spreadsheets. For each source, record who owns it, what period
it covers, what type of information it contains and whether the business can safely access it. Do not
immediately combine everything. Some lists may contain enquiries rather than customers; some may be
outdated; some may be private contacts that should not be transferred without a clear business purpose.

Before copying records, agree on the structure of the new master list. Decide what one row represents.
Usually, one row should represent one identifiable person or organisation, while transactions and orders
belong in a separate table or log. If every order is stored as a separate customer row, the same person will
appear repeatedly. If a business has no tool for multiple linked tables, it can keep a customer sheet and a
separate order sheet connected by a customer reference number.

Set standard column names before importing. For example: customer reference, preferred name, phone,
town or delivery area if needed, source, record date, contact preference, permission or purpose note, and
last verified date. The exact fields depend on the business. Decide how phone numbers, dates, names and
branches will be entered. One staff member might type “WhatsApp”, another “WA”, and another “Wapp”.
Agree on one label. A database works best when different people follow the same rules.

In Bulawayo, Ncube Hardware has an old exercise book where a senior salesperson noted contractors
who ordered materials on account, a POS export of product sales and an Excel file of customers who
asked for delivery. The owner wants one customer list. The team first discovers that the sources describe
different things. The exercise book includes company names and site supervisors. The POS export has
anonymous purchases. The delivery sheet lists destinations, some of which are construction sites rather
than customer homes. They do not simply copy everything into a “name” column. They create a record
for each contractor or household customer, keep the relevant contact person separately, and store delivery
locations with the orders that used them. POS transactions without a reliable customer identifier remain
anonymous transactions. They are useful sales data, but they cannot honestly be attached to a person.

That distinction prevents a common mistake: guessing who made an old purchase. A receipt may contain a
payment reference or an employee’s initials, but that does not necessarily identify the customer. A contact
name in a book might refer to a supplier, a staff member or a buyer. If the team cannot establish the
connection, leave the customer unknown or mark the record as unverified. A clean-looking spreadsheet
filled with assumptions is worse than an honest record of what is not known.

Use a staged migration. First, choose one source and a small sample. Map its fields to the new structure.
Check a few records against the original to see whether the process loses important information. Second,
import the rest of that source. Third, review errors and duplicates. Only then add the next source. This
approach is safer than scanning every notebook and trying to resolve years of inconsistencies in one
session.

For handwritten books, consider whether every record merits transcription. A notebook may contain
one-time enquiries from years ago, incomplete numbers and personal comments that have no continuing
service purpose. Transcribe records that are recent, reliable and useful. If a customer relationship is old
or uncertain, a respectful confirmation may be needed before treating the information as current. Do not
send a bulk message simply to discover whether an old number still works.

Excel deserves some care. Keep a single header row; do not merge cells; avoid using colour alone to
communicate status; and do not put multiple phone numbers or names into one cell if the information
needs to be searched separately. Use a consistent date format. Prevent unauthorised staff from editing the
master sheet, and retain a backup that can be restored if the file is overwritten. If several people need
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to edit the same records, define who is allowed to change key details and how changes are reviewed. A
shared spreadsheet without ownership can produce conflicting copies and accidental deletions.

Record where each item came from. A source column might say “delivery book, checked with customer”
or “WhatsApp order, date recorded”. This helps staff judge how much confidence to place in a detail. It
also makes it easier to correct mistakes. If a customer says the old delivery address is no longer valid, staff
can change the active address while retaining an order-specific history where it is needed for accounting
or service. Do not overwrite history in a way that makes it impossible to understand what happened, but
do not keep irrelevant personal detail indefinitely just because it was once written down.

Make a migration plan with named responsibilities: who gathers the sources, who decides what is relevant,
who enters the data, who checks a sample, who approves access and who owns the list after launch. For a
small business, these roles may belong to two people rather than six. What matters is that responsibility
is explicit. If the owner is the only person who knows where the latest file is, the system remains fragile.

Finally, start using the new list for a real task. Confirm an upcoming delivery, recognise a returning
appointment, identify customers who asked for a stock update, or check which branch handled a booking.
If staff cannot use the structure to answer a practical question, simplify it. A migration is not complete
when the rows have been copied. It is complete when the business can maintain and use the records more
reliably than before.

A migration is also a good time to decide what not to bring forward. An old list may contain former staft
members’ personal comments, customer details gathered for an unrelated purpose, or numbers that have
never been checked. Copying every column simply because it exists transfers old habits into a new system.
The owner or manager should approve the categories to be retained and give staff a clear route for securely
disposing of working copies that are no longer needed. Keep essential financial and transaction records in
the systems used for those purposes; a customer contact sheet should not become a substitute archive for
every business document.

If the master list is stored in Excel, use a neutral filename, restrict sharing to authorised people and
avoid emailing uncontrolled copies among staff. A password-protected file is not automatically safe if
it is saved on several personal devices with no owner. Decide where the current version lives, who can
edit it and how often a backup is made. Put the date of the latest update where users can see it. These
simple controls prevent an employee from spending an afternoon updating a version that everyone else
has already replaced.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Where are customer records currently held, and who can access each source?

« Which older details are reliable enough to transfer, and which would require a guess?

« Does your spreadsheet contain one customer per row, or does it mix customers and transactions?
Act
« Make a source inventory and appoint one person to coordinate the migration.

« Define the master-list fields and entry rules before copying records.
« Pilot one source with a small sample; verify it against the original before continuing.

14. Cleaning Messy Customer Data

When customer information is collected over time, it becomes untidy. A person may appear twice under
slightly different names. One phone number may be written with spaces in one place and without them in
another. A number may have changed. A delivery address may be incomplete. A cashier may have typed
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a digit incorrectly. This is normal. The danger is not that records are imperfect; it is that a business acts
confidently on information it has not checked.

Data cleaning means reviewing and correcting records so that they are consistent, reliable enough for
their intended use and clear about what remains uncertain. It is not a cosmetic exercise. If a business sends
a message to the wrong person, dispatches to an old address or mistakes two family members for one
customer, the customer experiences the error directly.

Start by making a copy of the file. Never begin a cleanup by editing the only version of an important list.
Save a dated working copy and keep the original unchanged until the new version has been checked. If
the business uses a system with audit history or backups, confirm that it is available before making bulk
changes. A spreadsheet mistake can be difficult to reverse if sorting or deleting rows breaks the alignment
between names and numbers.

Agree on basic formats. Phone numbers should be stored in a consistent, searchable form. Zimbabwean
numbers may appear with a leading zero or with the country code, spaces or punctuation. Choose a
standard that the tools can use and document it. For example, the team can decide to store numbers in
international form with the country code when appropriate, while checking the number with the customer
before messaging. Do not automatically add digits or country codes to numbers whose origin is unclear.

A formatting rule is not a substitute for confirmation.

Names also need consistent handling. “Rudo M.” and “Rudo Moyo” could be the same person, or not. Do
not merge records just because the first name matches. A business might use a second identifier, such as
a confirmed phone number or a customer reference, to decide whether records belong together. Where
confidence is low, flag the records for human review. The cost of a false merge can be higher than the
inconvenience of retaining two possible records temporarily.

Duplicate records are common. Look for exact matches in phone numbers, email addresses, customer
references or invoice accounts. Then review possible matches with small spelling differences. Before
merging, check whether the records represent one person, two members of the same household, or a
company and its contact person. Preserve useful information from both records, such as a confirmed
preference or a recent interaction, and note which source was most reliable. Do not let an automated
spreadsheet rule delete one record simply because two entries share a number; shared family or office
phones exist.

A restaurant in Kwekwe, Riverside Café, has three lists: a reservation notebook, a delivery-order sheet and

a contact file from a previous manager. “Mrs Dube” appears with one number in the notebook, “T. Dube”
appears in the delivery file, and “Dube, Tariro” appears in the old file. It would be tempting to combine
them. The team checks recent order references and asks the customer to confirm the preferred name and
number during the next booking. It turns out that one record is Tariro and another belongs to a relative
who sometimes places orders from the same phone. The café keeps the records separate but adds a note
to confirm the person placing each order. The review prevents the business from sending someone else’s
meal update or birthday offer to the wrong person.

Check for missing information, but do not fill blanks with guesses. A missing phone number is not a
reason to invent one from a payment record. A blank customer name should remain blank until verified.
Create clear labels such as “not provided”, “not applicable” and “needs confirmation” only when they
have a defined meaning. A blank field can otherwise mean forgotten, unknown, deliberately withheld or
not relevant.

Standardise categories as well as formats. If staff record contact preferences, use a short list such as “call”,
“WhatsApp” or “no promotional messages” rather than free-form variations. If branches are recorded, use
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their approved names. If the system tracks customer status, define what “active”, “inactive” or “prospect”
means before assigning the labels. A label without a shared definition creates false precision.

Outdated information requires judgement. If a number has failed once, it may be a temporary network
problem rather than a changed number. If a message shows as delivered, that does not prove the right
person is reading it. If a customer reports a new number, ask whether the old number should be replaced
and whether any previous preferences still apply. Mark uncertain information as needing confirmation.
Do not keep messaging the old contact merely because it remains in the file.

Keep a correction trail where practical. A simple “last checked” date and “source of update” can help. If
someone changes the preferred contact channel, record when and who updated it. A small business may
not need complex version tracking, but it should be able to explain why a record changed. This is especially
helpful when two staff members remember different conversations.

Prioritise cleanup by business risk and use. Start with records you plan to contact soon, open orders,
delivery details and customer preferences that affect service. Then work through the rest in manageable
batches. There is no need to perfect every historical record before the team can begin using the good ones.
Segment uncertain or incomplete records so staff do not accidentally treat them as verified.

After cleaning, test the results. Search for a sample of customers staff know well. Confirm that the correct
person appears, the current contact detail is easy to find and no unrelated notes have been joined to the
profile. Try a common task: find a customer who asked to be called about a product or retrieve a delivery
instruction. Ask another staff member to perform the same task. If different people get different answers,
the rules or records need more work.

A clean database is not a one-time achievement. Numbers change, staff make errors and customers update
their preferences. Add a small verification habit to normal interactions: “Is this still the best number for
your order?” Review duplicates when they appear. Keep a route for customers to correct information. The
goal is not perfection. The goal is to know which records can be trusted, which need confirmation and
what to do next.

A cleanup decision should be reversible where possible. Instead of deleting a suspected duplicate
immediately, mark it “review” and retain both records until someone checks them. Keep a short note of
the merge decision, particularly if the records had different contact preferences or order histories. This
does not require a complicated technical tool. Even a date and initials in a review column can help the next
person understand what happened. When customer records affect payments, account balances or disputes,
do not resolve a conflict by guessing; check the original business record or ask the customer through an
appropriate channel.

Be careful with bulk messaging during cleanup. Sending the same “please confirm your number” message
to every old contact can create annoyance, expose the business as disorganised and reach people who did
not expect further contact. Prioritise records connected to a current service need. When a customer next
books, orders or visits, verify the detail naturally. For older contacts with no current relationship or clear
contact preference, it may be better not to use the record for outreach. Cleaning data includes deciding
that some information should no longer be used.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Where could a duplicate or outdated detail cause a delivery, service or messaging mistake?

« Are staff making assumptions when information is missing or ambiguous?

« Can you restore the original data if a cleanup edit goes wrong?
Act
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« Make a protected copy of one customer list before editing it.

« Agree on standard formats for phone numbers, names, branches and contact preferences.

« Review a small set of duplicates and uncertain records; merge only when the evidence is strong, and flag
the rest for confirmation.

15. Getting Staff to Collect Customer Information Consistently

A customer-information process succeeds only when the people serving customers can use it during a real
working day. A form can be well designed and a POS system can be capable, yet the records will remain
incomplete if staff do not understand the purpose, do not have time, or believe management cares only
about the number of contacts collected.

Consistency does not mean asking every customer the same questions regardless of context. It means
staff follow the same respectful principles and capture the information needed for the interaction. One
customer may need to share a number for a delivery; another may decline a promotional update; a third
may already have an accurate profile. The routine should account for those differences without leaving
staff to invent their own rules.

Begin by explaining why the process matters to the business and to the customer. “Management wants
more contacts” is not enough. Staff need to see how information supports their work: fewer repeated
questions, clearer collection arrangements, accurate appointment reminders, better handling of product
requests, and continuity when a colleague is absent. If the business never uses the information to improve
service, staff will reasonably treat data collection as an extra task with little value.

Make the expected action small and specific. At a salon, the receptionist might confirm the customer’s
preferred number when booking and record the appointment outcome after the visit. At a restaurant, the
host might record a phone number only when needed for a reservation change, and ask separately about
ongoing menu updates. At a hardware store, the salesperson might record the contractor’s name, company
and delivery contact on an order, rather than trying to memorise the details. The staff member should
know exactly when to ask and where to record the answer.

Training should include practice, not just instructions. Demonstrate the request, then let staff role-play
common situations: a customer who asks why the number is needed, someone who declines, someone
who gives an unclear number, a customer who wants only an order update, and a person whose record
already exists. Practice should include what not to say. Staff should not promise “we will never message
you” if the business does not control all communication, and should not say “you must join” unless joining
is genuinely necessary to provide the requested service.

In a small lodge near Nyanga, the owner, bookings assistant and reception team all receive enquiries
through calls and WhatsApp. Guests may book rooms, request directions, change arrival times or ask about
meals. When the business relied on one receptionist’s phone, information was often unavailable on another
shift. The owner introduces a shared booking log with a clear process. Whoever takes a booking enters the
guest’s name, confirmed contact number, dates, room request, payment or deposit status as appropriate,
arrival notes and the source of the booking. The team distinguishes service messages from optional future
offers. At handover, staff review open questions and promised callbacks. The receptionist is not judged by
how many guests agree to marketing. She is recognised for accurate records, prompt follow-through and
clear handovers. When a guest’s plans change, any colleague can see the latest agreed arrangement.

This example shows that data collection is partly a handover practice. Customers should not have to repeat
the same details every time because one staff member went off duty. A manager can create short handover
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notes for open requests, but should keep the record factual and limited. “Guest requested confirmation of
late arrival; call after 4 pm” is useful. “Guest is troublesome” is not.

Set minimum standards that staff can remember. A simple standard might be: check whether a record
already exists; explain why you need any new information; ask separately about ongoing messages;
confirm details that affect service; enter the information before the end of the interaction; and pass
unresolved requests to a named colleague. Put the steps near the till, booking desk or dispatch area. A long
policy stored in a drawer is unlikely to shape a busy shift.

Managers must provide the tools and time. If a cashier has no customer field in the POS, no safe form and no
clear alternative, an instruction to “capture every customer” is not a process. If a receptionist cannot access
the shared booking log, the handover will fail. Check that staff have the right device, permissions, paper
backup where needed and a way to get help when a system stops working. Avoid collecting information
on personal phones unless the business has established an appropriate, controlled arrangement and staff
understand how to protect and transfer business records.

Measure quality, not just volume. Useful checks include: are staff making the request at the agreed
moment; are contact details legible and verified; are customer preferences recorded accurately; can a
colleague retrieve an order; are customer refusals respected; and are open promises completed? Managers
can review a small sample of records and observe a shift. Ask staff what the numbers represent before
drawing conclusions. A low number of new records may mean customers already have profiles, the day
was quiet, or the process was poorly offered. A high number may include duplicates or mistakes. Numbers
require context.

Give staff feedback privately and specifically. “You collected only three records” does not teach much. “I
noticed the delivery requests were entered correctly, but the promotional question was asked before the
customer understood the reason for saving the number. Let us practise a clearer explanation” is actionable.
Recognise careful work, including a staff member who correctly declines to send an unrequested message.
This signals that customer trust matters as much as a target.

Invite staff to improve the system. Cashiers know where queues build. Drivers know which delivery details
are missing. Reception staff know why customers call back. Ask them to bring examples of confusion
without exposing unnecessary customer details. Review the process after a few weeks: which fields are
often left blank, which requests are frequently missed, and which questions make customers hesitate?
Make changes deliberately and tell the team what changed.

Turnover and new staff require attention. Add customer-record handling to induction, not as an optional
topic. Show a new employee how to search before creating a profile, how to update a contact preference,
how to handle a correction and whom to notify if a customer requests no further promotional contact.
When a staff member leaves, ensure business records remain with the business and access is updated. A
customer relationship should not disappear with one employee’s phone.

Finally, leaders must model the behaviour. If the owner asks for details carelessly, shares customer numbers
casually or ignores a customer’s request to stop messages, staff will learn that the written process is only
decoration. If the owner checks whether promises are fulfilled, keeps the list secure and accepts that
customers may decline, the team sees the real standard.

Consistency is built through clear purpose, simple steps, useful tools, practice and fair supervision. Staff
should not be expected to transform the business by remembering a slogan. Give them a process that fits
the work, listen when it does not, and use the information to make customer service noticeably better.

A simple weekly team huddle can keep the routine alive. Take a few minutes to review one process
issue, such as missed appointment updates or unclear delivery directions, without naming and shaming
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an employee. Agree on one adjustment and check the following week whether it helped. This creates a
learning loop: staff see that their observations lead to improvements, while managers can correct shortcuts
before they spread. If the business has several branches, invite each branch to share a practical example
and compare how the same standard works under different conditions.

Reflect and act
Reflect

+ Could a new staff member explain when to collect information and when to ask separately about future
messages?
« Are employees measured on accurate, respectful work or only on the number of records entered?

« What customer promises are being lost at shift changes or when a particular employee is absent?
Act

« Write a short customer-information standard for one role and practise it through realistic role-play.

« Check the tools, access and time staff need to record information safely and consistently.

« Review a small sample of records and one shift’s workflow; give specific feedback and ask staff what
would make the process easier.
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PART III — UNDERSTANDING THE CUSTOMERS YOU
ALREADY HAVE

16. Not Every Customer Is the Same

A till can make customers look remarkably similar. One person buys cooking oil and mealie meal; another
buys a birthday cake; a third pays for a repair. The receipt records what was sold and when. It usually does
not tell you why the person chose your business, whether they have visited before, or whether they are
likely to return. Your best customers and once-oft buyers may look exactly the same at the till.

This matters because businesses often treat every sale as if it represents the same kind of relationship. They
send the same WhatsApp Status to everyone, offer the same discount to everyone, and judge performance
by the day’s cash or EcoCash total. Sales are important, but they are not the whole picture. A customer
buying once for an urgent need is different from a customer who deliberately chooses you each month. A
person who wants a quick, low-cost purchase may value something different from one who wants advice,
dependable delivery or a particular brand.

Recognising differences does not mean labelling people as important or unimportant. It means
understanding that customers have different needs, histories and patterns, so the business can serve them
sensibly. A useful way to begin is to ask four questions: What does this person need from us? What have
they bought before? How do they prefer to buy or communicate? What would make the next visit easier
or more worthwhile?

Look for useful differences

Start with behaviour you can observe rather than assumptions about a person’s income, age,

neighbourhood or appearance. Useful differences include:
+ Purchase pattern: Does the person buy frequently, occasionally, seasonally or only once so far?

+ Product need: Do they come for one dependable item, a range of products, a service or a particular
solution?

+ Buying channel: Do they walk in, place phone orders, use WhatsApp Business, or arrange a delivery?

+ Service preference: Do they ask for help and recommendations, or prefer to choose quickly without
interruption?

+ Relationship history: Have they made a complaint, requested a repair, booked repeatedly, or referred
someone?

These are clues, not permanent labels. A regular customer may change jobs, move, have a different
household need or simply try another supplier. A first-time buyer can become a regular. Treat what you
know as a working picture that should be updated, not as the final truth about someone.

The aim is not to collect every possible detail. Record what would help the business serve the person or
make a better decision. For a salon, a customer’s preferred stylist and usual service may help with booking.
For a hardware shop, the product specifications a contractor regularly asks for may be useful. A customer’s
private life or unrelated personal details usually are not.

Segment to make a decision

segment is simply a group of customers who share a relevant feature. For example: “customers who
bought school shoes this term,” “people who booked a wash and set in the last two months,” or “customers
who order lunch for collection.” Segmentation is useful when a group needs a different action. It is not
useful if it creates lists no one uses.
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Keep the first groups simple. You might distinguish new customers from returning ones, frequent from
occasional visitors, and active from inactive customers. You can also group customers by product or
channel. Avoid building too many categories. If a list is difficult to explain to your staff or does not change
what you do, it may be more complicated than the business needs.

For example, a grocery in Harare might identify customers who regularly order household basics by
phone and collect after work. The shop could make sure staff know how to prepare the order and confirm
substitutions before collection. That is a better use of customer knowledge than sending every contact an
identical message about items they do not buy.

A practical example: a Gweru salon

At Tariro’s salon in Gweru, walk-ins and bookings arrive through the phone and WhatsApp Business. Staff
recognise some customers, but the booking notebook only shows names, times and services. A customer
who comes every few weeks for a consistent style is recorded in the same way as someone who visited
once during a family event. When appointments become busy, the team cannot tell whose preferences
have been noted or which customers may need a reminder.

Tariro does not need a complex customer system to start. She adds a customer’s preferred name, contact
number, service, stylist if relevant, and the date of the last visit to a secure spreadsheet. She marks whether
the booking was completed and notes a practical preference the customer has chosen to share, such as a
preferred appointment time. Staff ask permission before sending appointment messages and check that
the number still works.

The distinction between a frequent client and a first-time visitor helps Tariro plan follow-up. A new
customer may appreciate a polite message asking whether the appointment went well. A returning client
may prefer a straightforward booking reminder or a personal note when the stylist is available. Tariro
does not promise a discount to either group. She uses what she knows to make service more dependable.

Make customer differences useful, not intrusive

Customer information can improve the experience when it is handled carefully. A business should be able
to explain why it asks for a detail and how that detail will help. Do not press a customer for information
simply because a form has space for it. Do not assume permission to add a phone number to promotional
broadcasts just because it was given for a delivery. Ask clearly what kind of communication the person
wants, and respect a request to stop.

Avoid letting categories become excuses for poor service. Every customer deserves courtesy, accurate
information and fair treatment. A small buyer today might have a larger need later; a high-spending
customer can still have a complaint that deserves attention. Give employees simple guidance: know what
is relevant, record it consistently, and never discuss customer details where others can hear.

A good test is: “If we knew this about the customer, what would we do differently?” If the honest answer is
“nothing,” it may not be worth recording. If the answer is “we could prepare the right order, avoid repeating
a mistake, offer a useful update or make a booking easier,” the information may have practical value.

There may also be more than one person involved in a purchase. The person who pays may not be the
person who uses the product; a family member may collect an order, or an employee may place an order
for a company. Do not automatically treat the person at the till as the only person who matters. Ask
who should receive order updates and keep that information limited to what is needed. In a business-to-
business sale, record the organisation and the contact person separately where practical, so a staff change
does not erase the relationship with the organisation.

For a small team, agree on a short sequence that fits the sale: serve first, ask only for information that
helps, explain why you are asking, record the answer in the agreed place, and check it before using it. A
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rushed till interaction is not the time to complete a long profile. If the customer declines to share details,
continue serving them normally. This makes the practice respectful and repeatable rather than a contest
to collect the most names.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Which customers currently look identical in your records even though their needs or buying patterns

differ?

« What do customers value most in your business: speed, advice, availability, consistency, delivery or
something else?

« Are you making assumptions about customers that could be checked by asking them or observing their

actual purchases?
Act
« Choose no more than three customer groups that would lead to different, useful actions in your business.

« Add a simple field to your notebook or spreadsheet for one relevant behaviour, such as preferred channel
or last purchase date.

« Ask a few customers how they prefer to receive service or updates, and record only what is useful
and appropriate.

17. New, Regular, Loyal, Occasional and Inactive Customers

Words such as “regular” and “loyal” are used casually in business. One owner may call someone loyal
because they have visited twice. Another may mean a customer who has stayed for years. If your team
uses these words without shared meanings, it becomes difficult to know whom to follow up, how to plan
stock, or whether customer relationships are improving.

A practical customer status is a simple description of where someone appears to be in their relationship
with the business. It is not a judgement of the person. The categories in this chapter—new, regular, loyal,
occasional and inactive—can help you decide what action may be appropriate. They are guides, not boxes
to lock people into.

New customers

A new customer has made a first known purchase or completed a first service with you. “Known” matters: a
walk-in paid in cash and left without sharing any identifying information may be a new customer, but your
records cannot confirm it. Do not confuse a first recorded transaction with a first-ever visit. A customer
may have bought from the shop many times without being recognised or recorded.

For customers you can identify, the early experience matters. Make sure the order is right, explain what
happens next, and offer a clear route for questions or returns in line with your normal business policy.
If you plan a follow-up, ask whether the customer wants one and use an appropriate channel. A new
customer does not need a barrage of messages. They need a reason to trust that dealing with you was a
good choice.

Regular customers

A regular customer returns in a pattern that is meaningful for your type of business. The pattern may be
weekly, monthly, seasonal or tied to a service need. Regular does not necessarily mean frequent in absolute
terms. A person who books a particular service only when it is due may be regular if their visits follow a
dependable cycle.
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Regular customers often know how to buy from you. They may appreciate reliability more than a
promotion. Keep their preferred ordering process simple, make sure staff do not make them repeat basic
details unnecessarily, and remain attentive rather than taking their custom for granted.

Loyal customers

Loyalty is stronger than repeated transactions. A loyal customer prefers your business when there are
reasonable alternatives, trusts you to deliver, and may recommend you to others. No single purchase proves
that loyalty exists. It is built through a pattern of good experiences and the customer’s continued choice.

A regular customer may not be loyal if they return only because your shop is closest or because they
have not yet found another option. A customer might also be loyal while buying modestly. Do not define
loyalty only by how much money someone spends. Notice trust, repeat choice, referrals, willingness to
give constructive feedback and the way a customer responds when a small problem occurs.

Occasional customers

An occasional customer returns, but not often or predictably. This may be entirely normal. They might buy
clothing for special events, visit a restaurant when relatives are in town, or use a service only at particular
times of year. Occasional does not automatically mean dissatisfied. Your task is to understand whether the
pattern fits the product and customer need.

Inactive customers

An inactive customer is someone who has not returned within a period when a return might reasonably
have been expected. Inactivity is not proof that the person has rejected your business. They could have
changed numbers, moved, changed circumstances, purchased elsewhere, or simply not needed the product
again. Use “inactive” as a prompt to check the pattern, not as a reason to blame the customer.

Set definitions that fit your business

The right time periods differ by sector. A café may see the same lunch customer several times in a working
week, while a furniture shop may not expect another purchase from the same household for a long time. A
salon may have recurring service intervals, and a hardware business may serve contractors with variable
project cycles. Do not copy a threshold from another company and treat it as a rule.

Write down a plain definition for each category. For example: “New means a first purchase we can identify.”
“Regular means at least two completed purchases within a pattern we consider normal for this service.”
Then decide how the team will review the definitions. If they lead to confusing or unfair actions, change
them. A category should be based on records, not staff intuition alone.

It can help to include the last known purchase date and channel alongside status. “Regular—last visit in
May—books through WhatsApp” is more useful than a vague tag saying “good customer.” Use a notebook,
Excel or a POS report if those are what you have. The method matters less than whether the information
is accurate, accessible to the right staff and updated after each transaction.

A practical example: a Bulawayo butcher

At Ncube Meats, in Bulawayo, customers buy at the counter, call ahead for larger orders or message
through WhatsApp. The owner knows several customers by face but finds it hard to distinguish steady
household buyers from people who place an order only for a gathering. The team first reviews a few
months of the order book and records, where the customer can be identified.

They agree that “new” means a first recorded order, “regular” means a customer with a repeated pattern
relevant to their household or business, and “occasional” includes customers whose visits are tied to events
or irregular needs. They do not label a customer inactive until their expected buying interval has passed.
A phone number that no longer works is marked “contact needs checking,” not “lost.”
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The butcher uses these categories to improve planning. Regular buyers can be told when an item they

usually ask for is available, if they have agreed to receive such updates. Customers ordering for events

can be asked whether they want a reminder before a date they choose. No one is promised a special price
based on an uncertain status. The labels help the shop serve better, not rank people.

Review status without embarrassment

Customers change. A person who once visited weekly may become occasional. A dormant customer might
return after a long gap. Staff should be able to update the record without feeling that they have failed. A
customer database is a record of what has been observed, not a verdict. When an old label no longer fits,
change it.

Also distinguish between a customer who has become inactive and one whose information is missing. If
records are incomplete, a customer may appear absent because transactions were not linked to their profile.
The business should improve its recording before drawing a strong conclusion. A receipt count cannot
tell you how many individual people returned unless the sales are connected to identifiable customers in
a consistent way.

Statuses can also change across channels. Someone who used to visit a branch might now order by phone,
or a customer recorded under a personal name might start buying for a workplace. If the business has
separate lists for each channel, the same person may look like several customers. Where appropriate, ask
whether the customer wants the records connected; do not merge profiles on a guess. When a previously
inactive customer returns, update the status and welcome the person without telling them they were “on
a lost-customer list.”

Reflect and act

Reflect

« Do you and your staff use “regular” or “loyal” to mean the same thing?

« What return pattern is normal for your most common product or service?

« Which customers might appear inactive because your records are incomplete or their contact details

have changed?
Act
« Write a one-sentence working definition for new, regular, occasional and inactive customers.

« Add a “last known purchase” date to the records you use, and update it consistently.
« Review a small group of customers and check whether each label reflects evidence rather than
assumption.

18. Who Are Your Best Customers?

Every business needs to understand which customer relationships are valuable and why. But “best” can
mean several different things. The customer who spends the most on one visit may not be the customer
who returns most often. The customer who buys frequently may require extensive service or payment
follow-up. Someone who spends less might refer several new customers or provide feedback that prevents
a recurring problem.

If “best customer” means only “the person who spent the most,” the business may miss relationships
that support stable trade in other ways. If it means “a customer we like,” the label may reflect personal
preference rather than business evidence. Define what valuable means for your business before deciding
whom to prioritise.
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Look beyond the biggest receipt

A receipt tells you the value of one transaction. To understand a relationship, consider the pattern across

transactions and service. Useful signals can include:
« repeat purchases over time;

« the range of products or services the customer chooses;

« whether purchases are made at ordinary prices or depend on heavy discounting;
« the time and cost required to serve, deliver or correct an order;

« dependable payment according to agreed terms;

« referrals or recommendations that lead to genuine enquiries;

« feedback that helps you improve.
You do not have to calculate every signal. Start with those relevant to your business and available in your

records. A small shop may compare repeat visits and usual order type. A service company may consider
recurring work, payment reliability and time spent addressing revisions. Do not claim an exact profit per
customer unless you have the cost information to support it.

A very large order can be valuable, but it can also consume stock needed by other customers, require extra
delivery work or involve a special discount. A customer who buys a small item repeatedly might make
a more predictable contribution. The correct interpretation depends on your actual costs, capacity and
goals. When costs are not recorded, say so. Approximate judgement can guide questions, but it should not
be presented as precise financial analysis.

Distinguish value from status

Calling someone a “top customer” can quietly create a service hierarchy. Staff might begin to ignore
other customers or bend rules in ways that confuse the team. Instead, use specific descriptions: “frequent
buyer,” “repeat catering orders,” “refers new clients,” “needs reliable delivery,” or “buys a high-value item
occasionally.” These descriptions suggest actions without implying that one person deserves courtesy and
another does not.

It may be appropriate to offer a dedicated contact or more convenient process to customers whose repeated
business justifies it. But make sure this is practical and fair. Do not promise a level of service the team
cannot reliably provide, and do not let a special arrangement undermine safety, quality or agreed payment
procedures.

Understand the customer you want to keep

Ask what makes your strongest relationships work. Is it consistent stock? A knowledgeable employee?
Clear prices? A convenient WhatsApp order? Honest advice when a product is not suitable? Customers
often stay because the whole experience is dependable, not because they receive a reward each time.

Where possible, talk to customers. A simple question such as “What is the main reason you choose us?”
can reveal the value they experience. Listen without immediately correcting them. If a customer says the
shop is convenient but stock is inconsistent, both parts matter. A compliment should not hide a weakness
that could drive them away.

A practical example: a Masvingo hardware shop

Farai runs a hardware shop in Masvingo. The business serves home renovators, tradespeople and walk-
in customers. His till reports show some large purchases, and staff often identify a few contractors as the
“best” customers. But staff memory is inconsistent: when an employee is away, the owner cannot easily
see who orders which materials, which orders need delivery, or whether a large purchase was a one-
off project.
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Farai reviews invoices, phone orders and delivery notes for a recent period. Instead of ranking customers
by total spend alone, he groups observable behaviours: repeat trade accounts, customers with recurring
maintenance needs, large one-time project orders, and walk-in buyers whose history is not known. He

compares the number of repeat orders and the time involved in delivery and payment follow-up. He does
not call this a profit analysis because he has not allocated all costs by customer.

The review shows that some smaller trade customers place dependable orders and pay promptly, while a
few large orders need extensive coordination. Farai decides to maintain a clear order history for the trade
customers who want it, confirm delivery details in writing, and ask what information would make repeat
orders easier. The shop still serves walk-ins courteously. Its goal is not to create an exclusive club; it is to
protect reliable relationships and reduce avoidable confusion.

Avoid common mistakes

Do not assume the best customers are always the most talkative or familiar. A quiet customer may return
regularly without drawing attention. Do not over-reward purchases that would have happened anyway
if the reward erodes your margin. And do not count referrals merely because a customer says they will
recommend you; distinguish goodwill from an enquiry or sale you can actually trace.

Be careful with customer comparisons when information is missing. If several cash purchases are
unidentifiable, the records might exaggerate the importance of customers whose purchases are easier to
link to a name. A POS profile is useful only if staff attach the correct customer consistently. A notebook
can also help, but only if dates and transactions are recorded clearly.

The most useful outcome is a better decision. Perhaps you focus on keeping customers who rely on
a service you do well. Perhaps you improve payment processes, protect stock availability or contact a
customer whose regular order has paused. If the label “best” leads to no action, replace it with a clearer
question: Which relationships should we understand, protect or improve—and why?

It can help to separate revenue from contribution. Revenue is the money received from sales; contribution
is what remains after the costs directly involved in making and serving those sales are considered. You
may not have enough information to calculate contribution for each customer, especially when shared
expenses and staff time are not allocated. Do not manufacture a precise figure. Instead, note what you can
verify: order value, discounts, delivery effort, payment delays and repeat frequency. Over time, better cost
records can make the comparison more meaningful.

Look at how a customer first found you as well as what happened afterwards. Customers may come
through a referral, a location, a WhatsApp Status, a sign or a phone order. A source that brings many
enquiries but few completed purchases may need a clearer offer or faster response. A source that produces
fewer enquiries but dependable repeat orders may deserve attention. Record the source when it is known,
but never assume a customer came from a particular post merely because they saw it.

The aim is not to spend all your time on a narrow group while neglecting everyone else. Use the review
to make sensible priorities: protect availability for products your repeat customers rely on, simplify a
process used by many people, or give a valued trade account a clear ordering contact. Keep the action
proportionate, and check whether it improves service or merely adds work. A clear reason for prioritising
is easier to explain to staff and easier to revise when circumstances change.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What does “best customer” mean in your business: repeat choice, margin, referrals, payment reliability,
or another factor?
« Could a customer with a large receipt be less valuable over time than a smaller, dependable customer?
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« What do your strongest customer relationships value most about your business?
Act
« Pick three useful signals of customer value that you can observe with your current records.

« Review a handful of repeat customers using those signals; note where information is missing rather
than guessing.

« Ask several customers why they choose you and record their words, including criticism, without
arguing.

19. Who Is Quietly Leaving?

Customers do not always complain before they leave. Some raise a concern clearly, giving the business a
chance to put things right. Others simply stop visiting, stop replying, or buy elsewhere. If the only warning
sign you watch for is a complaint, you may learn that a relationship has weakened only after the customer
has already changed their routine.

A customer who has not returned is not automatically lost. They may not need another purchase yet. They
might have moved, changed jobs, changed a phone number or bought for a one-time event. The question
is not “Why did this customer abandon us?” as if the reason were known. A better question is: “Has the
customer’s usual pattern changed, and is there a respectful way to understand why?”

Define a meaningful change

To spot customers who may be leaving, you need a sense of what normal return looks like for the product
or service. A lunch customer who used to order often and has not appeared for a while may be different
from someone who bought a fridge and has no reason to return soon. Chapter 21 explores return timing
in detail. For now, compare each customer with their own pattern and the normal cycle of the purchase.

Possible signs of change include:
« aregular customer missing an expected visit or order;

« fewer purchases or smaller orders where the customer’s pattern used to be steady;
« a change from repeat bookings to enquiries that are not completed;

recent service complaints followed by silence;

« messages being delivered but not answered, or a number becoming invalid;

« a customer switching to a different product or channel without explanation.
Each sign needs context. A smaller order might reflect the customer’s budget or needs, not dissatisfaction.

A missed appointment might be an isolated event. A phone number that fails may have changed rather
than the customer’s preference. Treat a change as a reason to check, not a conclusion.

Find the likely cause without guessing

Look first at what happened in your own business. Was the customer’s usual item unavailable? Was a
delivery late? Did a booking get moved? Was there a price change, an unresolved complaint or an unclear
payment process? Were messages sent too often? Did a familiar staff member leave? This review can
surface a fixable problem even when the customer does not respond.

Next, check the records. Are transactions being entered under a different name or phone number? Do staff
use different spellings? Was an order recorded in WhatsApp but not in the POS? At a branch, could the
customer be buying at another location? A customer can appear inactive in one system while continuing
to trade with the business elsewhere.

Then, if the customer has given permission for contact, consider one brief, relevant message or call. Identify
yourself and the business. Do not accuse the customer of leaving or demand an explanation. You could
say: “Hello, this is Ruva from the salon. We have not seen you for a while and wanted to check whether
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your last appointment went well. If you prefer not to receive messages from us, please let us know.” The
message should be truthful, personal enough to be recognisable, and easy to ignore or decline.

Do not repeatedly message a person who does not respond. Respect an opt-out immediately. If the phone
number is now used by someone else, stop and correct the record. A quiet customer is not permission to
invade their privacy.

A practical example: a Mutare café

At Green Corner Café in Mutare, a number of customers used to order lunch for collection by phone. Staff
keep order slips, and the owner recognises familiar voices. When some regular names no longer appear, the
owner initially assumes the customers have become busy. A review of the slips reveals a second possibility:
orders were sometimes filed under “office,” sometimes under the caller’s name and sometimes not kept
after collection.

The café improves its records before sending any messages. Staff now ask whether a customer wants the
order recorded under a preferred name and whether they are comfortable receiving an occasional menu
update. The owner compares identifiable order patterns and notices that one customer who used to order
for a team has not placed an order after a delivery arrived late. The café checks the delivery note, confirms
the cause and contacts the customer once to apologise and ask if a correction would be useful.

The customer explains that the team has changed its lunch arrangements. The café does not keep chasing.
The conversation still teaches the owner that reliable delivery matters to office customers and that
recording order issues can reveal a pattern. Other customers whose orders have simply paused are left
alone unless they have asked for an update. The café turns a possible signal into learning without treating
every missing sale as a personal rejection.

Build a small “at risk” review

A weekly or monthly review can help a team notice changes without creating an elaborate project. Select a
manageable group of customers whose previous pattern is clear. Note their last purchase, expected return
range, last interaction, any unresolved issue and whether contact is permitted. Then decide one next step:
investigate the record, fix an operational issue, send one relevant message, or take no action yet.

Prioritise signals you can act on. If a product is repeatedly out of stock, changing a WhatsApp message
will not solve the reason customers are leaving. If a booking process is confusing, staff training may
matter more than a discount. A customer who stopped ordering after several late deliveries needs a service
improvement, not a generic promotion that avoids the real issue.

Separate customer-specific problems from business-wide patterns. One customer’s absence may have a
personal explanation. Several customers showing similar changes around the same time may indicate a
stock, service, price or communication issue worth investigating. Do not announce a pattern until you
have checked the records and considered other explanations.

Make the review useful to the people who serve customers. Invite staff to record brief, factual notes after
a missed delivery, an unresolved request or a repeated stock problem. “Customer asked twice for a size
that was unavailable” is more useful than “customer is difficult.” Avoid judging customers in the record.
The purpose is to preserve relevant facts so the next staff member can respond consistently, not to create
a permanent character assessment.

When several customers show a similar change, map the timing against what the business did. Did a
price, opening hour, delivery route, staff member or ordering process change? Did the change affect one
branch or all of them? If a customer stops visiting one branch but buys from another, the company may
have retained the relationship while a local process still needs attention. Compare like with like and keep
anonymous transactions separate from identified customer histories.
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Decide in advance what a respectful response looks like. If a service failure is confirmed, acknowledge
it plainly, explain what you can do now and avoid arguing about the customer’s account. If you cannot
confirm the cause, say what you are checking. A sincere response may not win the customer back, but it
can prevent a second poor experience and help the team correct a recurring weakness. Record the outcome,
including when the customer does not want further contact.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Which returning customers have changed their behaviour, based on records rather than memory?

« What operational problem could explain a pause in purchases or bookings?

« Are you contacting customers in a way that feels helpful, or merely trying to recover a sale?
Act
« Identify a small group of customers whose normal pattern is known and check whether it has changed.

« Review stock, order, delivery, booking and complaint records before deciding that a customer is inactive.
« Send at most one respectful check-in to an eligible customer, then honour their response or silence.

20. Understanding What Customers Buy

Knowing a customer’s name is useful, but knowing what they buy can help you serve them better. Product
and service history can show what customers return for, which combinations are common, what stock
deserves attention and whether an offer is relevant. It can also help you notice changes in demand before
they become obvious through a shortage or a pile of unsold stock.

A transaction list becomes useful only when the business can interpret it. Product codes, handwritten
descriptions and payment totals may show that a sale happened, but not always what was purchased or
who bought it. A POS system can capture item-level sales, but if every transaction is anonymous, it cannot
reliably connect purchases to repeat customers. “Your POS knows the sale. Does it know the customer?”
is a practical question, not an argument that every sale must be attached to a name.

Start with clear product records

Use product names or codes consistently. If one staff member records “school shirt,” another “uniform top,”
and a third enters a generic code, the records will be hard to compare. Keep a simple reference list and
train staff to use it. For services, record the type of service delivered rather than only the payment amount.

A salon’s “service” entry could mean many different things; useful categories distinguish the work enough
to support decisions without requiring an overly detailed description.

Different questions need different levels of detail. If you want to know which items sell most often, item-
level POS data or a consistent sales notebook may help. If you want to know which customers return for
a service, you need a way to identify those customers across visits—with their agreement and accurate
information. If you only record daily totals, you cannot reconstruct a reliable buying pattern later.

Look for patterns, not certainty

Useful questions include: Which items are most often bought together? What do repeat customers usually
need? Which services lead to another booking? Which items are frequently requested but unavailable? Are
phone orders different from walk-in purchases? Do certain products sell more around particular events or
seasons? What do customers buy after asking for advice?

A pattern in past purchases is evidence about the past, not a promise about the future. A customer who
bought a particular phone accessory once may not need it again. A household’s grocery preferences can
change. A seasonal increase may have been caused by a one-off event. Use history to form a sensible
hypothesis, then check it against stock, customer conversations and current conditions.
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Be careful with averages. A few large orders can make an average order look bigger than a typical one.
If you compare item sales between branches, check whether the branches were open for the same period
and had similar stock. If records are incomplete, say so and avoid drawing a strong conclusion.

Use buying knowledge to improve decisions

Customer buying history can help with stock planning. If a number of identifiable customers regularly
request an item, the business can review whether stock levels or supplier timing need attention. It may
help staff prepare frequently requested bundles or explain alternatives when something is unavailable. It
can also guide cross-selling—suggesting a related item—when that suggestion is genuinely useful.

Cross-selling means offering a related product or service alongside the original purchase. Done well, it
solves a customer’s need. A hardware employee might ask whether a customer buying paint already has
the correct roller or primer. Done badly, it becomes pressure to add items the customer does not need.
Teach staff to make a relevant suggestion, explain why it may help and accept “no” without argument.

Buying patterns may also expose service problems. If customers often start an order but do not complete it,
the pricing, payment or delivery process may be unclear. If a frequently bought item is often unavailable,
customers may be forced to buy elsewhere. Product data and customer feedback should be considered
together; sales figures alone do not explain why people act as they do.

A practical example: a Chitungwiza boutique

Rudo’s boutique in Chitungwiza sells through walk-ins and WhatsApp Status. Customers ask questions
in chats, reserve items and sometimes arrange delivery. At the end of the week, Rudo sees cash and
EcoCash totals but cannot tell which styles attracted repeat interest or whether enquiries turned into sales.
WhatsApp photos are mixed with family conversations, old stock images and current customer orders.

She creates a simple stock list with an item code, description, size or other useful option, price, and whether
the item is available, reserved or sold. When a customer agrees, staff note the customer’s preferred name
and purchase against the item. They also record whether the sale was completed in person, by phone order
or delivery. For WhatsApp enquiries that do not lead to a sale, they note the item and the reason if the
customer volunteers it, such as size unavailable or delivery timing not suitable.

After reviewing the records, Rudo sees that several customers asked about a style that was not available
in their sizes. That is a clearer stock signal than simply noticing that a Status image received replies. She
checks supplier options and asks interested customers whether they want to be told if the size arrives. She
does not add every person who viewed the Status to a list or assume that an enquiry means consent to
ongoing marketing.

Connect product history to people carefully

Customer purchase data should support service, not make people feel watched. Be open about what you
record and why. Do not expose a customer’s purchase history in a public WhatsApp group or casually
share it across staff who do not need it. Avoid using sensitive purchases to target messages in a way that
could embarrass someone. Restrict access to records and keep them accurate.

If a customer changes numbers, has multiple numbers or buys through a family member, do not confidently
merge records without checking. A wrong identity link can create false purchase histories or send private
information to another person. Where certainty is limited, use the record as an anonymous sale rather
than attaching it to the wrong customer.

You can also learn from the mix of items in a basket—the products purchased together in one transaction—
without building a complicated analysis. A shop can review a few receipts and ask whether a combination
points to a helpful service improvement. If customers often buy an appliance and ask about a related
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accessory, keep the information available and train staff to mention it accurately. Do not treat a common
combination as proof that every buyer wants the same add-on. A relevant suggestion should answer a
need, not become a script that pressures every customer.

Keep an eye on the difference between requests, reservations and completed purchases. On WhatsApp,
a customer may ask for a price, reserve an item, then decide not to proceed. If all enquiries are counted
as sales, stock and demand decisions will be distorted. Record a simple status—enquiry, reserved, sold,
cancelled—when it is useful. When a customer gives a reason for not buying, capture it in neutral terms.
“Delivery timing did not work” can inform operations; “not serious” is an unfair interpretation.
Reflect and act

Reflect
« Can you tell which products or services repeat customers actually buy, or do you mainly know daily

sales totals?
« Are product names and service descriptions recorded consistently across staff, notebooks and POS
entries?

« What buying pattern could lead to a better stock, service or communication decision?
Act
« Standardise the names or codes for your most important products and services.

« Choose one question about buying behaviour and review the records that can answer it reliably.
« Test one relevant improvement—such as a stock adjustment or a useful product suggestion—and review
what happens.

21. How Often Should a Customer Normally Return?

“How long since we last saw this customer?” is a useful question only when you understand how often a
return would make sense. A customer who buys lunch every working day and a customer who purchases a
sofa are not comparable. If the business expects everybody to return at the same interval, it will label many
healthy relationships as inactive and may miss customers whose usual pattern has genuinely changed.

There is no universal timetable for customer return. The interval depends on what was bought, how
quickly it is used, the reason for the purchase, the customer’s circumstances and the nature of the service.
Your own business has to learn its normal patterns from experience.

Look at the use or service cycle

Some products are replenished regularly. A café lunch, household groceries or salon service might lead to a
repeat purchase within a recurring period for some customers. Other purchases last a long time or happen
only when something breaks, an event occurs or a project begins. Even within one business, separate
products can have very different return patterns.

For services, consider the natural interval between visits. A customer may book a routine service on a
recurring schedule, but the appropriate timing is individual. Do not assume that every salon customer
needs the same service at the same interval. Ask the customer when they would like a reminder, if
reminders are useful, and record their preference.

For products, consider whether the customer is likely to need a replacement or refill. A bottle of cooking
oil, a school uniform and a power tool have different use cycles. Do not send a refill reminder based on an
invented consumption schedule. You might first ask customers whether they would find such reminders
useful, or simply record observed repeat intervals and avoid presenting them as a rule.
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Use the customer’s own history

If a customer has made several purchases, compare the dates. Is the gap between visits fairly consistent?
Has the most recent gap become notably longer? What else changed: product availability, price, season,
customer location, branch, order channel or phone number? A single gap may not mean much. Repeated
patterns offer a better basis for a conversation.

If you have enough records, you can calculate a typical interval. For instance, take the dates of a customer’s
repeat visits and work out the gap between each pair. The median is the middle value when those gaps
are arranged from shortest to longest. It can describe a typical gap without being pulled as strongly by one
unusually long pause. You do not need the term to make a good decision; in a spreadsheet, the MEDIAN
function can do this calculation. With only one or two purchases, you have too little evidence to predict
confidently.

Compare customers with similar buying needs where possible. A contractor ordering project materials
should not be compared with a household buying occasional repairs. For a customer who moves between
branches or uses different contact details, check for duplicate records before assuming the interval has
changed.

A practical example: a Marondera pharmacy

At a pharmacy in Marondera, staff see customers buying a wide range of items. The owner wants to
encourage return visits but recognises that a single “come back next month” message would not suit
every purchase. Some items are routine household purchases; other purchases are one-off, and some are
private. The owner decides not to use a customer’s purchase history to make personal assumptions or
send unsolicited reminders about sensitive products.

Instead, the pharmacy improves its general records for customers who have agreed to contact. For
recurring, non-sensitive household items, staff can ask whether the customer would like an availability
update or reminder and record the preference. For a service-related follow-up, they explain what the
message will concern and give the person a choice. Customers who prefer no messages are not added to
promotional communications.

The owner also reviews anonymised POS item patterns and stock requests to identify frequently requested
products, without trying to infer an individual’s future needs. If a customer asks the pharmacy to notify
them when an item arrives, staff make a specific, limited note to do so. The customer chooses the timing
and purpose of contact. Return timing becomes a way to improve convenience, not a reason to intrude.

Build a practical return window

refurn window is a working period within which a return would be plausible for a particular type of
purchase or service. It does not mean every customer should return by the end of the window. Establish it
by observing your records, talking to customers and considering the use cycle. Write down the assumptions
so staff know that it is a guide.

One simple process:

Choose a product, service or customer group with a clear repeat pattern.

Review dated transactions or bookings, checking for duplicate names and missing records.

Compare intervals across customers with similar needs; note seasonal or operational factors.
Describe a reasonable range, not a deadline. Record how uncertain the estimate is.

Decide whether any action is useful: no contact, a reminder chosen by the customer, a relevant stock
update or a service check-in.

6. Review the result and adjust the window when evidence changes.

AR
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Be wary of using a return window to create false urgency. A message saying “you are overdue” may sound
accusatory when the business has only a rough estimate. Prefer a helpful tone: “Would you like us to let
you know when your usual item is back in stock?” or “You asked for a booking reminder around this time;
shall we help you find an appointment?”

Plan around seasons without mistaking them for loyalty

Some businesses have seasonal demand linked to school terms, holidays, weather, pay periods, farming
or community events. A customer who shops during one season and not another may still be a returning
customer. The business can compare the same periods over time, but should avoid calling a pattern certain
after a single season. Stock, transport, prices and wider circumstances can change.

Return frequency is also influenced by your ability to serve. If a salon has no appointment availability,
fewer repeat bookings may reflect capacity, not a lack of customer interest. If a grocery runs out of a
regular product, customers may buy it elsewhere. Always consider whether the business itself made the
normal return difficult.

When records are thin, start with a group pattern rather than pretending to predict an individual. For
example, review the dates of all repeat bookings for one service, or the order intervals for customers who
have consented to be identified. Use an approximate range that staft can understand, and write down where
it came from. A customer with only one recorded purchase cannot yet have a personal return pattern; use
general service guidance or ask their preference instead of labelling them overdue.

Remember that a customer can return without being recognised. Cash walk-ins, purchases made by
another household member, and orders under different phone numbers can all hide repeat behaviour. Keep
anote of how many transactions are identifiable when interpreting the pattern. If a branch opened recently
or changed its hours, compare the time periods carefully. The purpose of measuring intervals is to notice
a possible change and improve convenience—not to score customers for failing to follow your timetable.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What is a natural repeat cycle for your main products and services, and how do you know?
« Are you comparing customers with similar needs, or expecting everyone to return at the same pace?

« Could a delay reflect your availability, stock, price or a change in the customer’s circumstances?
Act
« Select one product or service and review dated repeat purchases or bookings, noting limits in the records.

« Describe a return window as a flexible guide, not a deadline or promise.
« Ask customers whether a reminder or availability update would help, and record their preferences before
contacting them.

22. From Customer Data to Useful Business Decisions

Customer information is not valuable simply because it has been collected. A notebook full of names, a
crowded WhatsApp Business account or a spreadsheet with hundreds of rows can still leave the owner
unsure what to do next. Information is only valuable when it changes what the business does.

That does not mean every decision needs a dashboard or advanced software. A small owner-managed
business can use a POS report, an order book, a simple Excel sheet and staft observations. The important
step is to move from data to a specific question, then to a proportionate action and a review of what
happened.

Start with a business question

Begin with a question that affects a real decision. For example:
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« Are customers who place phone orders returning, or are orders mostly one-off?

« Which items do repeat customers ask for when they are unavailable?

« Have appointment cancellations increased after a change to the booking process?

« Do customers who receive a WhatsApp availability update place an order, or merely view the message?

« Is a branch losing repeat business because deliveries are unreliable?
A clear question narrows what information to review. “How are customers doing?” is too broad to answer.

“Have customers with recurring lunch orders stopped buying since delivery times changed?” points to
order dates, customer identities where known and delivery records.

Make the chain explicit

A practical decision chain looks like this:
Question — evidence — interpretation — action — review.
The question determines what you need to inspect. Evidence is the record you can verify. Interpretation

explains what that evidence might mean, including other possible explanations. Action is a small change
in practice. Review checks whether the expected result occurred and whether there were unwanted effects.

For example, suppose a grocery owner asks why fewer repeat phone orders are being collected. The order
book shows several uncollected orders. It may be tempting to conclude that customers are unreliable. But
perhaps staff did not confirm substitutions, collection times were unclear, or some orders were recorded
twice. The owner interviews staff, checks a sample of messages and finds that confirmation is inconsistent.
The shop introduces a standard order confirmation and tracks uncollected orders for a few weeks. It can
then see whether the change helped.

Check the quality of the information

Before acting, ask: Is the information recent? Are the records complete enough? Are customer identities
matched correctly? Could there be duplicate entries? Does the data represent all channels or only POS
sales? Are there cash walk-ins that cannot be identified? Has the branch, product mix or opening schedule

changed?

Be precise in the language you use. “The spreadsheet contains 30 records of repeat purchases” is a
statement about records. “Thirty customers are loyal” is a much stronger conclusion and may not be
supported. If some transactions were anonymous or staff recorded names inconsistently, explain the
limitation. Honest uncertainty is more useful than confident guesswork.

Choose actions the team can carry out

A decision must fit the business’s capacity. If your team is two people, do not introduce a complicated
weekly reporting ritual that depends on hours of data entry. Fix one point where information is lost.
Perhaps staff can ask one consistent question at checkout, add a date to phone orders, record a service
outcome, or update a customer’s preferred contact channel.

Use customer knowledge to improve more than marketing. It can inform stock levels, staffing, opening
procedures, delivery routes, appointment capacity, product descriptions and complaint handling. A useful
action might be to train staff to confirm a phone order, correct a repeated POS coding error, or make
collection instructions clearer. A promotional message is only one possible response, and often not the
best one.

When the issue involves customers, explain the action respectfully. A customer whose delivery was late
may need a corrected delivery process before they need a discount. If you change an operating practice, tell
affected customers when it is relevant and useful. Avoid presenting a small test as a guaranteed solution.
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A practical example: a Harare grocery with POS sales

At Chiedza Grocers in Harare, most purchases are recorded through the POS. The system reports product
sales and payment methods, including cash and EcoCash, but many walk-in sales are anonymous. Phone
orders and deliveries are recorded in a separate notebook, and WhatsApp messages contain another part of
the history. The owner can see sales totals but cannot confidently identify how many customers returned.

The owner and supervisor choose a focused question: “Are customers who request home delivery
receiving the correct order and confirmation?” They review a sample of delivery notes, WhatsApp order
confirmations and customer feedback. They discover that staff sometimes record a substitution in the chat
but not on the paper packed with the order. The issue is not customer loyalty; it is a handoff between
ordering and packing.

The team creates one simple delivery checklist: customer-approved substitutions, payment method,
delivery address, contact number and completed packing check. The owner asks the team to record errors
and compliments for a short review period. They do not collect extra personal information or send a
campaign to every phone number. At the review, they compare delivery issues before and after the checklist
and speak with customers who agreed to follow-up. If errors continue, they examine the next step rather
than declaring success prematurely.

Keep a small decision log

A decision log can be a page in a notebook or a tab in Excel. Record the date, question, evidence reviewed,
action taken, person responsible and date to review. Add what happened and what you learned. This
prevents the business from repeating the same discussion without remembering the result.

A simple entry might read: “Question: Why were pre-orders not ready at collection? Evidence: five recent
order slips lacked collection times; staff confirmed by phone inconsistently. Action: ask every phone-order
customer for a collection time and repeat it back. Review: next month. Owner: till supervisor.” This is
enough to create accountability without making the record burdensome.

Set an appropriate review rhythm. Some operational issues need a quick check each week; broader
customer patterns may need more time to become visible. Avoid changing several things at once if you
want to learn which change helped. But do not delay an obvious correction—such as an incorrect price or
unsafe practice—just to preserve a neat test.

Share learning with staff

Staff often hear customer comments before the owner does. Make it easy to report patterns without blame.
Invite specific observations: customers asked for a product that was out of stock; several people found
the delivery instructions confusing; a new payment method is causing delays. Separate direct customer
feedback from staff interpretation. “Three customers asked whether we deliver to this area” is clearer than
“customers do not like our delivery service.”

Close the loop. If employees provide information but never hear what happened, they may stop
contributing. Tell them what decision was made and why. Thank customers who offer feedback, and
explain changes where appropriate. Do not promise that every suggestion will be implemented, but make
clear that the business has listened.

Keep the review proportionate to the question. A notebook entry and a conversation may be enough for
a small team; a larger branch network may need a shared spreadsheet and a named person to check it.
If numbers disagree, pause to find out whether staff used different definitions before comparing results.
A report that takes hours to maintain but is rarely used is not a sound system. Start with a manageable
rhythm, improve the quality of the records, and add detail only when a decision truly requires it.
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Reflect and act
Reflect
« What is one customer-related decision you need to make in the next month?

« Which records can answer it, and what important information is missing or unreliable?

« How will you know whether your chosen action helped, and who will review the result?

Act
« Write one specific customer question and list the records you need before drawing a conclusion.

« Make one practical change small enough for your team to carry out consistently, and assign a person
responsible.
« Start a decision log and set a date to review the evidence, results and any next step.
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Part IV — Keeping Customers Coming Back
23. Why Customers Stop Coming Back

A customer can leave without making an announcement. There may be no argument, no complaint and
no dramatic moment. One day the person simply buys elsewhere. This is why retention—the ability to
keep customers choosing your business over time—cannot depend on waiting for customers to tell you
that something is wrong. Customers do not always complain before they leave.

People stop returning for many reasons. Sometimes the product or service no longer meets their needs.
Sometimes the price feels too high for the value they receive. They may have had a poor experience with
a staff member, waited too long, received an incomplete order, or found the business closed when they
expected it to be open. A competitor may be closer, easier to contact, more reliable, or more convenient.
A customer may have moved, changed phone numbers, changed jobs, or simply changed their routine.
Not every inactive customer has been lost through a mistake, but every unexplained disappearance is
worth understanding.

It helps to separate the reason a customer leaves from the moment you notice. A grocery might see fewer
visits from a household over several weeks. The cause may have started with a small issue: an item was
repeatedly unavailable, a till queue moved slowly, or a phone order was not ready when promised. If the
business only looks at the final absence, it may conclude that the customer is “not loyal”. If it asks what
happened along the way;, it can identify a fixable problem.

Consider Tinashe, who manages a small hardware shop in Mutare. Regular builders used to ask for him by
name because he remembered what they bought. When Tinashe was away, staff could not find a previous
quotation or recall which fittings had been promised. One customer made a second trip for an item that
should have been set aside. The customer did not complain; he began buying from another supplier who
could confirm stock and keep the order together. The issue was not that customers had stopped valuing
Tinashe’s advice. The business had allowed useful knowledge to remain in one person’s memory.

This points to an important distinction: a customer’s loyalty to an individual is not automatically loyalty to
the business. Personal relationships matter, especially in owner-managed businesses, but the organisation
must be able to deliver a dependable experience when the owner is serving someone else, at another
branch, or away for the day. Record agreed details, keep promises visible to the team, and make sure a
customer does not have to start again with each staff member.

Some reasons for leaving are outside a business’s control. A customer may face a change in income,
transport costs, family circumstances or location. Do not interpret every pause in buying as rejection. Nor
should you assume a customer has left permanently because they have not visited for a short time. The
useful question is: what would a reasonable return pattern look like for this kind of purchase? Someone
buying cooking oil may return often; someone who bought a refrigerator may not need another for years.
Inactivity must be judged against the customer’s normal buying cycle, not a single rule for everyone.

Another common cause is friction: the small effort a customer must make to complete a purchase. Friction
can mean unclear opening hours, unanswered calls, a WhatsApp message left unread, uncertain delivery
charges, an inconvenient payment process, or having to repeat an order several times. A business may
consider each inconvenience minor. A customer comparing alternatives may consider the total. Retention
improves when the business makes the next purchase straightforward: confirm availability, explain the
price, state when an order will be ready, and tell the customer what to do if plans change.

Do not respond to every decline with a discount. If a customer left because a product was poor or an order
was mishandled, a lower price does not solve the cause. It may even teach customers to wait for an offer.
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First establish what might have changed. Look at simple evidence: repeat visits, order records, returned
goods, complaints, missed calls and staff observations. Talk to customers respectfully where there is a
genuine relationship. Ask a short, open question such as, “We have not seen you for a while. Is there
anything we could do better?” Make it easy for the customer not to answer.

A practical way to investigate is to map the customer’s experience from discovery to the next purchase.
How did they hear about you? Could they find the right item or service? Was the price clear? How were
they treated? Did the payment or collection work as expected? Was there a reason to return? This is not a
demand to build a complicated survey. It is a disciplined look at the points where the customer may have
had to wait, guess, chase or repeat themselves.

When a customer becomes inactive, record what you know and what you do not know. “Has not visited
since March” is an observation. “Does not care about our business” is an unsupported conclusion. Staff
notes should distinguish facts from guesses. If the business reaches out, use what is known to make the
contact relevant, then listen. If the customer explains a service problem, take responsibility for checking it.

If they simply no longer need the product, thank them and leave the relationship open without pressure.

A business cannot prevent every customer from leaving. It can reduce avoidable reasons, notice changes
sooner and learn from departures. The purpose of customer information is not to label people or pursue
them indefinitely. It is to make the business more attentive and more reliable. Your best customers and
once-off buyers may look exactly the same at the till. Over time, consistent records and thoughtful
conversations help reveal the difference—and show where the experience needs attention.

It is useful to review departures as a team, but do so without turning the discussion into blame. If a
customer stops buying after a staff member leaves, ask whether that person held important information
that should have been recorded. If several orders are lost after a supplier delay, consider whether the
business communicated the delay early enough or offered a sensible alternative. The aim is to identify
what the business can change. A simple monthly review of a few lost orders can reveal whether a problem
is isolated or part of a pattern.

Also distinguish a customer who has left from one whose need has paused. A contractor may finish a
project and return when the next job begins. A parent may buy school items only at certain times. A
household may switch suppliers because of a temporary cash constraint and return later. Where the
relationship is strong, a respectful question can clarify whether the business should follow up, wait, or
stop contacting the person. When customers explain that their needs have changed, use that information
to adjust the timing and content of future contact rather than repeatedly making the same offer.

For a business with branches, include all locations and channels in the review. A customer who no longer
appears at the Harare shop may still be buying from the branch in Chitungwiza, or may have switched from
walk-ins to phone orders. Separate records can make an active customer look inactive. Before deciding that
someone has disappeared, check whether purchases are being recorded consistently across tills, delivery
notes and staff-held order books.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« What are the most common reasons a customer might stop choosing your business?

« Which important customer promises are known only by the owner or one staff member?

« What buying pattern would count as normal for your main products or services?
Act
« Review recent lost orders, returns, complaints and missed calls for recurring causes.

« Ask a small number of suitable customers what would make buying from you easier.
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« Write down one service promise that must be visible to every staff member, then make a simple record
or checklist for it.

24. Customer Service Is Part of Retention

Customer service is not a separate activity that begins when someone complains. It is the way a business
makes the whole purchase experience dependable: greeting, listening, explaining, taking payment,
fulfilling the order and responding if something goes wrong. A customer who is treated well has a reason
to return. A customer who is treated inconsistently has to decide whether the next visit is worth the
uncertainty.

Good service is not the same as saying yes to every request. It means being clear, respectful and capable.
If an item is out of stock, say so plainly and offer a realistic alternative if one exists. If a delivery cannot
arrive today, do not promise that it will. If a service is outside the business’s ability, explain that rather
than accepting work the team cannot complete. A reliable “I cannot do that today, but I can do this” is
more valuable than a promise that later disappoints.

For a customer, service often consists of several small signals. Was the person acknowledged? Did staff
listen before recommending? Was the price explained before payment? Did the cash, EcoCash or POS
transaction go through correctly? Was the order checked before it left? If a customer called or sent a
WhatsApp message, did someone respond with useful information? A business may have a welcoming
front counter but lose trust through careless handover or poor after-sales response. Retention depends on
the complete experience, not just the first greeting.

Take Farai’s café in Gweru. It has regular lunch customers who order by phone because they have
limited time between work tasks. On busy days, the team sometimes says, “It will be ready soon,” without
confirming the order, quantity or collection time. Customers arrive and find the order incomplete. Farai
changes the routine: the staff member repeats the order, gives a realistic collection time, and marks the
order with the customer’s name and phone number. When an item is unavailable, the caller hears this
before travelling and can choose a substitute. The café has not introduced an expensive system. It has
made communication and handover more dependable.

A helpful standard describes what staff should do, not a script that makes every interaction sound identical.
A small business might agree on these basics: acknowledge a waiting customer; ask what they need;
confirm key details; explain price and timing; check the order; and close by saying how to get help if there
is a problem. The tone can remain natural. The standard exists so a customer receives care even when the
owner is not present or the shop is busy.

Service expectations must also be realistic for the setting. A salon with bookings on WhatsApp needs
to explain how appointments are confirmed, what happens if the client is late, and whether a deposit
is required. A grocery taking phone orders should confirm substitutions and collection arrangements. A
lodge should make its check-in information and contact number easy to understand. These are not merely
operational details. They reduce uncertainty and show customers that the business respects their time.

Convenience is part of service. Keep opening hours accurate on the door and business profile. If the
business closes early for a public holiday or a stock-taking day, update WhatsApp Status and any other
channel customers use. If a number has changed, redirect customers from the old number where possible
and update signs, receipts and online listings. At a second branch, make sure a customer can get a
consistent answer about stock, price and service. Conflicting information forces the customer to do the
business’s coordination work.
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Service also includes how staff handle payment. A customer may pay in cash, by EcoCash, or by card
through a POS terminal, depending on what the business accepts. State the accepted methods clearly,
confirm the amount, and check the transaction before handing over goods or a receipt. If a payment is
delayed or appears unclear, remain calm and follow a consistent process. Embarrassing a customer or
arguing loudly over a till is rarely a good way to preserve trust. Clear procedures protect both sides.

The owner’s behaviour sets the standard. If the owner dismisses questions, blames staff in front of
customers or makes promises that the team cannot keep, employees learn that service is optional when
pressure rises. If the owner listens, fixes errors and communicates realistic limits, staff see what good
judgement looks like. Owners should invite staff to report recurring problems without fear. A worker who
says, “We keep running out of this item on Fridays,” is providing useful information, not making an excuse.

To improve service, look for the repeated point of failure rather than blaming the nearest person. If orders
are frequently incomplete, is there a clear way to record them? If customers wait too long, does the team
know who handles the queue? If a particular question comes up repeatedly, could a sign, price list or
WhatsApp message answer it sooner? Training matters, but training cannot compensate for a confusing
process, missing information or a promise the business is not resourced to deliver.

A service recovery is the way a business puts an experience right after a mistake. It begins with
listening and acknowledging what happened. It may involve correcting an order, arranging a replacement,
refunding where appropriate, or explaining a fair next step. The right response depends on the facts and
the business’s policy. What matters is that staff know whom to involve and that the customer does not
have to chase several people for an answer. A customer who sees a mistake handled honestly may have
more confidence than one who is left uncertain.

Measure service with observations that help action. A manager might note repeated order errors, how
many messages remain unanswered at the end of the day, or what customers mention in feedback. These do
not need to become elaborate targets. Measurement is useful when it prompts a change: adjust a handover,
restock a frequently requested item, explain a policy more clearly, or give a staff member the authority to
resolve a simple issue.

Good service is not theatrical friendliness. It is consistent respect, honest information and follow-through.
It helps customers feel confident that the next visit will not depend on luck. This is why customer service is
part of retention: every interaction either supports the customer’s decision to return or gives them another
reason to reconsider.

Service standards should be practical enough to remember during a rush. A short opening routine might
be: acknowledge the next person, finish the current transaction accurately, and let the waiting customer
know they have been seen. A closing routine might be: confirm that the customer has the right item,
receipt or collection instruction. Managers can observe a few interactions and give staff specific feedback
—“repeat the delivery address before confirming” is more useful than “be better with customers”. Praise
good judgement as well as speed, especially when an employee takes time to prevent a wrong order.

Where several people serve the same customer, the handover is a service moment too. Tell the colleague
what has already been agreed, and make the next step clear to the customer. At branches, a customer
should not be sent away without knowing which location has stock, how to contact it and whether the
item can be held. A small shared stock or order check can save a customer an unnecessary journey. When
the business cannot verify the information immediately, say when and how it will do so instead of asking
the customer to keep trying.

Reflect and act
Reflect
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« At which point in the customer experience do people most often have to wait, guess or repeat
themselves?
« What does good service look like in your business when it is busy, not only when it is quiet?

« Can staff resolve a straightforward customer problem without waiting for the owner?
Act
« Agree on a short set of service basics and explain why each one matters.

« Choose one common failure, such as incomplete orders or unanswered enquiries, and improve the
process behind it.
« Make opening hours, payment options, collection arrangements and contact details clear and consistent.

25. Following Up Without Becoming Annoying

Following up means contacting a customer after an interaction for a clear and relevant reason. It can
be thoughtful service: confirming that an order arrived, checking whether a repair solved the problem,
reminding a customer about an appointment, or asking whether they want to reorder something they
regularly use. It becomes annoying when it is frequent, irrelevant, difficult to stop, or written as if the
customer owes the business a response.

The key is to begin with the customer’s situation, not the business’s desire to send a message. A follow-
up should answer at least one of these questions: Is there something the customer needs to know? Is the
business checking that an agreed service was completed properly? Is the message connected to a likely
need at this time? If the honest answer is only “we want to remind them we exist,” a broadcast is unlikely
to strengthen the relationship.

Think about what the customer has already agreed to. A person who booked a salon appointment may
appreciate a confirmation with the date, time and location. A customer who ordered a cupboard from
a furniture maker may welcome an update when delivery is scheduled. A grocery customer who asked
the shop to notify them when a product returns to stock should receive that message. In each case, the
communication fulfils an expectation created by the conversation.

A practical example comes from Rudo, who runs a salon in Chitungwiza. Clients book through WhatsApp,
and the salon sometimes sends reminders. In the past, a worker forwarded the same general promotion
to every contact several times in a week. Some clients muted or blocked the number, including people
who had asked for appointment updates. Rudo separates service messages from promotions. The booking
confirmation is sent only to the client who has an appointment. A promotional message goes to customers
who have indicated that they want to receive salon updates, and it contains a simple way to say they no
longer want them. Staff record the preference so it is respected next time.

Timing matters, but there is no single interval that suits every business. A reminder a day or two before
an appointment may be useful if it gives enough time to confirm or reschedule. A check-in soon after a
repair may be appropriate because the customer needs the result to work. Replenishment messages should
reflect how the product is normally used, not an arbitrary calendar. A business selling durable goods should
not contact the customer as though the item needs frequent replacement. Let the type of purchase guide
the timing.

Keep each message brief and complete. Identify the business, mention the relevant context, say why you
are contacting the customer and make the next step clear. “Hello, this is Mai’s Salon. We are confirming
your appointment for Thursday at 10 a.m. Please reply if you need to change it” is more useful than “Hi
dear, are you there?” A customer should not have to guess who is writing or why. Use the person’s name
only when it is known and appropriate; a wrong name can make a personal message feel careless.
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A good follow-up gives the customer control. Ask a simple question, offer a clear choice or provide a
straightforward opt-out. Do not make the customer explain repeatedly that they are not interested. If
there is no response, do not treat silence as permission to send more messages. A non-response may mean
the person is busy, has changed numbers, no longer uses the service, or does not want to engage. One
respectful follow-up may be reasonable when the matter is important; repeated nudges about a promotion
are not.

Separate operational messages from marketing. An order confirmation, delivery update or appointment
reminder supports an existing transaction. A message about a new product, offer or event is a marketing
message. They serve different purposes and should be handled differently. Customers may welcome
necessary updates but not promotional content. Make preferences easy to understand and maintain a
simple record of who wants what. If a contact asks to stop receiving promotions, honour that request
promptly and check that the number is not included in the next send.

Use contact lists carefully. A saved phone number does not automatically mean the person expects ongoing
marketing. When collecting details, explain what messages the business might send and ask what the
customer prefers. Some customers may want delivery updates but not offers. Others may prefer to hear
about restocks or appointment openings. Asking at the point of sale can be brief: “May we send you
occasional updates about orders and new stock on WhatsApp? You can ask us to stop at any time.” The
customer’s choice should matter more than increasing the list size.

Before sending a group message, test it with these checks: Is it relevant to this group? Is the information
accurate? Is the offer or next step clear? Is there a suitable time to send it? Can recipients tell who sent
it? Is the message being sent through a channel and method appropriate to the customer’s preferences? A
spreadsheet column can record a customer’s preferred contact channel, interests and date of last contact.
A notebook can do the same on a smaller scale. The method matters less than using it consistently and
respecting the record.

A message that is relevant to one customer may be irrelevant to another. A boutique in Harare might
tell customers who asked about a specific size that it has arrived, rather than broadcast a general
announcement to every contact. A hardware supplier can update a contractor about the quoted items
instead of sending unrelated household promotions. This is the principle of “relevant message + right
customer + right time”. It need not require sophisticated software. It requires the business to remember
why it has the customer’s details and to use them with care.

Track whether follow-up is helping. Note replies, bookings, completed collections, repeat orders and
requests to stop. Do not judge success only by the number of messages sent or the number of contacts
on a list. If messages generate questions that staff cannot answer, fix the response process. If customers
consistently ignore an offer, reconsider its relevance, wording or timing. If people ask to stop, listen rather
than blaming them for not appreciating the message.

Following up is a service when it is timely, expected and useful. It is noise when it serves only the sender.
Customers should leave the interaction feeling informed and free to choose, not watched or pressured.
That balance protects trust and gives each future message a better chance of being welcomed.

Use a contact calendar sparingly. It can show when a customer specifically requested an update, when a
booking reminder is due, or when a service check should happen. It should not become a schedule that
forces every contact into a sales opportunity. Separate “must do” commitments from optional marketing:
an agreed delivery update is a promise, while a product announcement is an invitation. If a small team
is busy, honour the promises first and postpone marketing rather than sending more messages than it
can answer.
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It is also useful to assess a message from the recipient’s position. Would it be clear on a small phone
screen? Does the opening line explain the reason for writing? Is there a number, price, date or location
that should be checked before sending? Does the message assume the customer remembers a conversation
from months ago? If the offer has important conditions, state them simply. A short, accurate message can
prevent confusion; a long message filled with greetings and repeated claims may hide the one detail the
customer needs.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What useful reason would a customer have to hear from your business after a purchase or enquiry?

« Do you distinguish service updates from promotions?

« How does a customer ask you to stop marketing messages, and who records that preference?

Act

« Review the last several messages your business sent and identify which ones genuinely helped
customers.

« Create a short template for one useful follow-up, such as an appointment confirmation or delivery
check-in.

« Add a simple way to record contact preferences and opt-outs, and check it before every promotional
send.

26. Using WhatsApp Properly for Customer Relationships

For many small businesses, WhatsApp is already where customers ask questions, send pictures, place
orders and arrange collection. It may also be where the business keeps its most useful customer
information. Your customer database might be sitting inside WhatsApp. But a conversation history is not
yet a dependable customer system. Important details can be buried under hundreds of messages, attached
to an employee’s personal phone, or lost when a number or device changes.

Using WhatsApp properly begins with deciding what the channel is for. A business account can answer
enquiries, confirm orders, share opening hours, send agreed updates and make it easier for a customer
to reach the right person. WhatsApp Business features such as a business profile, labels, quick replies
and catalogue can support this work where they are available and suitable. The features do not replace
judgement. A profile is useful only if its details are accurate; a quick reply is useful only if it answers the
question; a catalogue is useful only if its items and prices are kept current.

Take Nyasha, who owns a boutique in Masvingo. Customers view outfits on WhatsApp Status and reply
to ask whether a style is available in a particular size. Nyasha used to answer from memory and later
discovered that staff had promised the same item to two people. She now records the customer’s name,
item, size, agreed price, deposit if any, and collection arrangement in a simple order notebook. A WhatsApp
label marks the conversation as “awaiting collection” or “completed”. The notebook is the working record;
WhatsApp holds the conversation and evidence of what was agreed. If the phone is unavailable, a colleague
can still check the order book and help the customer.

This division is important. Do not assume a messaging app is a full customer database or a safe place
for every business record. Use a consistent system for essential information: customer name or preferred
identifier, contact number, order details, date, status, and any agreed follow-up. Keep only information
the business needs. A customer’s phone number is useful for an order update; unrelated personal details
are not. Restrict access to staff who need the information, and protect the phone with a passcode. Do not
forward private customer conversations to personal groups or use customer details for unrelated purposes.
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Set expectations when a customer first makes contact. Tell them when the business usually responds,
whether the number accepts calls, and what details to include for an order. A short profile description
can state location, opening hours and the types of enquiries handled. If the shop is closed, an automatic
greeting or status can say when it reopens. Do not promise an instant reply if no one is assigned to monitor
messages. Silence after a customer has placed an order creates uncertainty; a clear acknowledgement can
prevent repeated messages and calls.

Make the buying process easy to follow. When taking a phone order, repeat the products, quantities, price,
payment arrangement and collection or delivery details. Ask about substitutions rather than choosing
without consent. If the item is not available, say so promptly. When payment is made by cash, EcoCash
or another accepted method, record the agreed status in the order system and confirm when appropriate.

Do not mark an order as paid solely because a screenshot was received; follow the business’s normal
verification process. The customer should not be exposed to confusing or inconsistent instructions from
different staff members.

WhatsApp Status can show new stock, opening-hour changes, useful product information or a behind-
the-scenes update. It is not necessary to post continuously. A flood of repetitive promotions can cause
people to mute the business. Post items that are accurate and easy to understand: show the product clearly,
state the price or explain how to ask, say where collection is available, and make any limits or conditions
clear. If a product sells out, remove or correct the status rather than continuing to attract enquiries for
something unavailable.

Personalisation should be thoughtful, not invasive. Referring to an order a customer asked about is
useful. Mentioning personal information they did not offer for the purpose can feel uncomfortable. If a
customer asks about a school shoe size, follow up about the requested item—not unrelated details about
their family. Similarly, avoid adding someone to a group chat without asking. Group membership exposes
phone numbers to other participants and brings different people into the same conversation. Use one-to-
one messages or an appropriate broadcast function when the customer has agreed to receive that kind
of communication. Check how a platform’s delivery features work before relying on them, and do not
assume a message has been seen simply because it was sent.

Organise incoming enquiries so they do not disappear. Assign someone to check the inbox during business
hours. Use a small set of labels that matches real work—for example, “new enquiry”, “order confirmed”,
“awaiting customer”, “ready for collection” and “complete”. Too many labels become a filing exercise; too
few leave every conversation looking the same. At closing time, review open orders and unanswered
messages. A written handover should identify what remains to be done and who owns it. Do not depend
on a single employee’s memory or private phone to maintain the relationship.

Keep boundaries around staff. If staff use personal phones for business messages, the business risks losing
records when employment ends, and staff may feel they must be available outside work. Where possible,
use a business-controlled number and device. Agree who monitors it, when they are expected to respond
and what to do with customer information. If the business must change numbers, inform customers
through existing channels, update signs and profiles, and keep the old number active or redirect messages
where practical during the transition. A customer should not have to guess which number is genuine.

A conversation can also reveal customer intelligence: practical knowledge about what people ask for,
where they encounter difficulty and what they value. If several people ask whether a delivery reaches a
particular suburb, that is a signal to examine delivery coverage. If customers repeatedly ask for a size or
product variant, record the requests and consider them during stock planning. Do not treat one enquiry
as proof that demand is large. Collect the pattern, compare it with sales and make a measured decision.
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Review WhatsApp use regularly. Which enquiries remain unanswered? Which types of message lead to
completed orders? What causes customers to send repeated questions? Are customers asking for fewer
promotions or for more product information? Check the routine, not only the number of messages. The
purpose is to make communication clear, useful and reliable—not to keep the phone busy. Properly used,
WhatsApp helps a small team maintain a human relationship at a scale that staff memory alone cannot
support.

Plan for continuity if the phone is lost, damaged or replaced. Keep essential business information in
a separate, protected record and understand how to back up business conversations using the options
available on the device and account. Do not assume a backup exists or that every staff member can restore
it; test the process carefully before an emergency. Maintain an up-to-date list of open orders and promised
callbacks outside the chat history. If several staff members handle messages, agree how they will avoid
answering the same enquiry twice or giving conflicting prices.

There is also a difference between being available and being responsive. A business can communicate
its normal response hours, acknowledge a message automatically and reply fully when a staff member
is ready. Customers are better served by a truthful response time than by a rushed promise that goes
unanswered. For complicated requests, acknowledge receipt, ask for any missing detail in one clear
message and tell the customer when you will confirm. This makes the exchange easier for both the
customer and the team.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Which customer details and open orders are currently stored only in WhatsApp conversations or staft

phones?
« Can a colleague take over an order accurately if the person who received it is away?

« Are your Status posts accurate, useful and easy for customers to act on?
Act
« Set up a simple shared record for essential order details and handovers.

+ Choose a small number of WhatsApp labels and assign responsibility for checking unanswered
messages.

« Review your business profile and recent Status posts; correct outdated information and remove anything
misleading.

27. Win-Back: Reaching Customers Who Have Disappeared

Win-back is a respectful attempt to reopen a relationship with a customer who has not returned when
they might reasonably have been expected to. It is not a campaign to chase every person forever. Some
customers have changed their needs, moved away, or simply prefer another supplier. The goal is to discover
whether there is a useful reason to reconnect, make it easy for the customer to return if they choose, and
learn from what happened.

Start by defining “inactive” in relation to the type of business and purchase. A salon may notice that a
customer who usually books every few weeks has missed several usual visits. A lodge cannot judge a guest
by the same timetable: a stay may be an occasional event. A shop selling a long-lasting appliance should
not classify the buyer as lost because they have not purchased another appliance. Use what the business
knows about the customer’s past behaviour, and avoid treating an arbitrary period as proof that someone

has left.
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Next, check the records before contacting anyone. Is the phone number current? Did the customer ask for
no promotional messages? Is there an unresolved complaint or unpaid amount that changes the nature of
the contact? Did the person buy through a branch or channel that is missing from your records? Check
the customer’s last purchase, previous preferences and agreed follow-ups. A message about a product they
never bought signals that the business has not paid attention. If the record is too uncertain to make contact
relevant, do not pretend to know more than you do.

For example, Brian manages a small appliance and electronics shop in Harare. His notebook and POS
reports show customers who purchased a television or a phone, but the records are incomplete and
some phone numbers have changed. He chooses not to send a blanket “We miss you” message. Instead,
he contacts a small number of customers who previously asked to hear when a particular accessory or
replacement item became available. He identifies the shop, refers to the specific enquiry, and asks whether
the information is still useful. Some people reply; some do not. He updates the records and removes invalid
numbers. The contact is grounded in something the customer actually requested.

A useful win-back message is honest, brief and easy to ignore or decline. It should identify the business,
give a credible reason for the contact, and offer a simple next step. For example: “Hello, this is Dube
Hardware in Mutare. You asked us to let you know when the 20-litre water tanks arrived. We now have
stock. Would you like current pricing and collection details? If you no longer need updates, tell us and we
will stop.” This does not presume the customer still needs the item, and it does not hide the commercial
purpose.

Avoid guilt, pressure and false intimacy. “You have abandoned us,” “We are waiting for you,” and repeated
calls can make the customer uncomfortable. Do not suggest that a special offer is ending unless that is
true. Avoid inventing a reason to contact someone. If the customer makes a request, follow through. If
you offer a discount, state the actual conditions and make sure staff can honour it. A win-back offer that
cannot be redeemed damages confidence more than it creates goodwill.

Should you include an incentive? Only if it addresses the reason the customer might return and the
business can afford it. If a delivery delay caused the problem, improve delivery reliability before offering a
price reduction. If the customer left because the item was unavailable, a clear stock update may be enough.
If there is a real price barrier and the margin allows an offer, make it specific and limited to a suitable
group. Discounts are not a substitute for understanding. A customer who returns once for a special price
may not become a regular customer unless the experience is also worth repeating.

Small, well-chosen contacts are often safer and more useful than a large message blast. Segment the
customers into groups with a reason to hear from you: those with an open service issue, those who asked
for a stock alert, those who used to book a particular service, or those who purchased a product that needs
care or support. Segmentation simply means grouping customers by a meaningful shared feature, so the
business can make its communication more relevant. Keep the group size manageable enough that staff
can respond to replies.

Treat non-response as information, not an invitation to escalate. Do not send a second message every day
or move to calls and other channels without a reasonable basis. If the customer does not reply, record that
the business made one attempt and leave the choice with them. If they say they are not interested, thank
them and update the preference. If a number belongs to someone else, apologise and remove it from the
list. If the customer does not want further contact, respect that clearly.

A win-back conversation can reveal a business problem. If several customers mention that service is hard
to book, stock is unreliable, or staff communication was poor, stop the campaign and investigate. Do
not treat each complaint as a separate objection to overcome with a sales pitch. Thank the customer for
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the explanation, record the issue and take it to the person who can fix it. You do not need to win every
conversation. You need to improve the business and preserve the customer’s choice.

Measure a win-back effort by more than a return sale. Note how many customers contacted the business,
who replied, what issues they raised, whether anyone asked to stop, and whether a return visit or order
followed. Compare the cost of incentives and staff time with the value and feasibility of the business
response. Avoid claiming that an offer caused a return when the customer may have come back anyway.

A simple record can still reveal which messages are useful and which should be dropped.

Once a customer returns, do not overwhelm them with attention. Provide the same dependable experience
you would want any customer to receive. If the customer previously raised a problem, confirm that it has
been addressed without forcing them to retell it. Thank them for returning, but do not assume one purchase
means the relationship is fully restored. Trust grows through repeated, consistent follow-through. Win-
back is a door reopened; what the business does next determines whether the customer chooses to walk
through again.

Keep a short record of what a win-back attempt taught you. The customer may explain that they moved,
found a more convenient collection point, could not afford the item at the time, or had a poor experience.
These reasons call for different responses. A location change may mean the customer is no longer in
the service area. A timing issue may suggest delivery or opening-hour changes. A service failure needs
investigation. Summarise the reason in neutral language, then decide whether the business can make a
practical change. This prevents staff from repeating the same unhelpful approach later.

Before offering a return incentive, consider the full cost: the discount, staff time, delivery or fulfilment
expense, and the possibility that a regular customer may have bought at full price. The intention is not to
withhold appreciation, but to choose a response the business can sustain. A useful convenience—holding
arequested item, sending a clear quotation or arranging a suitable collection time—may matter more than
reducing the price. If an incentive is used, make it simple to claim and ensure the till or branch team knows
the conditions.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« How does a normal return pattern differ across your main customer groups?

« Do you have a genuine, relevant reason to contact the inactive customers you have in mind?

« What service or availability issue might a win-back message uncover?
Act
« Select a small group of customers whose past interaction gives a clear reason for contact.

« Draft one respectful message that identifies the business and gives the customer an easy choice.
« Record replies, opt-outs, invalid numbers and issues raised; fix recurring problems before contacting a
larger group.

28. Customer Feedback: Finding Problems Before Customers Leave

Customer feedback is information customers give about their experience, needs or expectations. It can
be a direct comment, a complaint, a question asked repeatedly, a return reason, or a pattern in missed
bookings and abandoned orders. Feedback is not only a formal survey. In a small business, some of the
most valuable signals are heard at the counter, in a phone call or in a WhatsApp conversation—if someone
notices them and records them.

The purpose of asking for feedback is not to prove that the business is good. It is to learn where the
experience is working and where it is creating difficulty. Customers may not know how a business is
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organised internally, and they should not have to. They can tell you that the delivery arrived late, the price
was unclear, the salon appointment began well after the agreed time, or the product did not perform as

expected. The business must translate that experience into an operational question: what caused it, how
often does it happen, and what change is within our control?

Customers do not always complain before they leave. Some avoid confrontation. Some feel that speaking
up will not make a difference. Others are in a hurry or do not know whom to contact. Silence, therefore, is
not proof of satisfaction. At the same time, one criticism does not automatically describe every customer’s
experience. The discipline is to take each comment seriously without treating a single comment as a
complete verdict.

Consider Tariro, who runs a takeaway restaurant near offices in Kwekwe. Staff hear different comments
at the counter: lunch orders are sometimes slow, certain meals sell out, and some customers are unsure
whether they can phone ahead. Tariro asks the team to record comments in a simple weekly notebook,
alongside date, issue, channel and any immediate action. Staff do not record unnecessary personal details.

At the end of each week, Tariro groups similar comments. She finds that the delays happen most often
when phone orders arrive during the busiest collection period. The restaurant tests a clearer call-ahead
process and confirms collection times. It then checks whether customers still report the same problem.

Ask questions that invite useful answers. “How was everything?” often receives “fine,” especially when
asked by the person who served the customer or when other people are waiting. More focused questions
can reveal practical detail: “Was the collection time clear?” “Was anything difficult about booking?” “What
could we make easier next time?” A question should match the interaction. After a repair, ask whether the
issue has been resolved. After a delivery, ask whether the items arrived as agreed. Do not ask for a broad
rating when a specific answer would help more.

Make feedback easy to give and safe to offer. A customer can speak to a named manager, reply to a
WhatsApp message, use a brief paper card or leave a note in a suggestions box. A digital form may suit
some customers but not everyone. A single channel is not enough if customers cannot find it or if no one
checks it. Tell people what happens after they share feedback. If the business collects comments and never
responds or changes anything, customers may stop taking the request seriously.

Listen without defending the business too quickly. If a customer says they waited, do not begin with a
long explanation of how busy the team was. Acknowledge the impact and ask what happened from their
point of view. Clarify details if needed, but do not cross-examine. Thank the customer for taking time to
explain. You can investigate the cause after the immediate conversation. This does not mean that every
claim must be accepted without checking; it means the customer’s experience deserves to be heard before
the business debates it.

Give staff permission to share feedback upwards. Employees at the till, reception, delivery point and service
desk hear repeated questions and frustrations. If staff fear blame, they may hide problems or describe them
as isolated. Ask them to note recurring customer comments and operational obstacles. Protect customer
confidentiality: record what is needed to understand and resolve the issue, not gossip about the person. If
a customer has asked for a private conversation, do not turn the details into a public staff discussion.

A simple feedback log can include the date, channel, category, short description, urgency, owner and
status. Categories might include product availability, waiting time, price clarity, staff interaction, delivery,
payment or product quality. The goal is not to create paperwork for its own sake. A few consistent fields
help a manager notice patterns. If the same problem recurs, ask whether there is a process failure behind it:
unclear responsibility, outdated information, a supplier delay, inadequate stock planning or an unrealistic
promise.
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Prioritise what to fix. Consider how much the issue affects customers, how often it occurs, and whether
it is possible to address with available resources. A safety or serious quality concern requires prompt
attention. A repeated order-handling issue may deserve a process change. A one-off request for a product
the business does not carry can be recorded for later review without immediately changing the whole
range. Prioritising does not dismiss feedback; it helps the business respond in a sensible order.

Close the loop. If a customer gave their contact details for a response, tell them what the business found
and what will happen next. If the issue is fixed, say so. If it cannot be fixed, explain why and offer any
reasonable alternative. Do not promise a change that has not been approved. If the feedback came through
a public review or group discussion, respond calmly and avoid revealing private information. The business
can acknowledge the concern and invite the customer to speak directly, but should not argue in public.

Use feedback alongside other evidence. A customer’s comment can point to an issue; order records, returns,
appointment logs and staff observations can help determine its scope. If several customers report confusing
prices, review the price labels and receipts. If customers say a service is unreliable, examine booking
times and completion records. Customer intelligence—the practical understanding gained by combining
customer information and behaviour—becomes useful when it changes a business decision.

Do not measure feedback success by the number of compliments or by suppressing negative comments.
Look for whether the business is hearing a wider range of customers, responding promptly, finding
repeated causes and making improvements that customers can notice. A healthy feedback practice does
not guarantee that no one will leave. It gives the business a chance to discover preventable frustration
before it becomes a quiet departure.

Be careful not to hear only from the most vocal customers. A person who is comfortable speaking to the
owner may not represent someone who shops quickly, uses a different branch or prefers a phone message.
Invite feedback in more than one suitable way and notice whose perspective may be missing. Do not
burden every customer with a survey after each purchase. A brief question at the right moment, a visible
contact route and attention to everyday comments can give a more balanced picture.

When the business tests a change, tell staff what to watch for and set a time to review it. For example,
if customers say a collection process is unclear, explain the revised steps and ask staff whether fewer
customers need directions. Check a sample of orders and ask customers whether the instructions made
sense. If the change does not help, adjust it rather than defending it because the business has already
invested effort. Feedback becomes valuable through this cycle: listen, interpret, test a response and check
what happened.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Where do customers currently offer comments, and who checks each channel?
« Which recurring question or frustration have staff mentioned more than once?

« How do customers find out what happened after they raised an issue?
Act
« Start a simple feedback log with date, issue, owner and status.

« Ask one focused question at a suitable point in the customer journey.
« Review the log with staff regularly, choose one recurring problem to address, and tell affected customers
what changed.
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29. Turning Complaints Into Stronger Relationships

A complaint is a customer telling the business that something did not meet an expectation. It may arrive
as a calm question, a frustrated phone call, a message on WhatsApp or a public review. The customer may
be upset, but the complaint itself is useful: it shows where the experience has failed from the customer’s
point of view. The business cannot control every reaction, but it can control whether it listens, investigates
and responds fairly.

The first task is to make it possible for a customer to speak. Do not make the person repeat the story
to several employees or search for the owner before anyone will help. Staff need to know who handles
complaints, what they may resolve themselves and when to escalate. A simple rule can prevent confusion:
listen, record the key facts, acknowledge the impact, explain the next step and give a realistic time for an
answer. If staff do not have authority to approve a refund or replacement, they can still acknowledge the
concern and make sure it reaches someone responsible.

Suppose Memory, who runs a catering business in Kadoma, receives a WhatsApp message from a customer
saying an order for a family event arrived later than agreed and one item was missing. A defensive
reply—“We were busy, and nobody else complained”—would add frustration. Instead, Memory thanks the
customer for explaining, confirms the delivery details and asks which item was missing. She apologises for
the late and incomplete order, checks the delivery notes with her team, and gives a specific time by which
she will return with an answer. After checking, she offers a fair remedy consistent with the business’s
policy and the facts. She then reviews why the packing check failed. The aim is not to win an argument;
it is to put the customer’s situation right as far as possible and stop the same mistake repeating.

A useful first response does not need polished language. It needs to be human and clear: “I'm sorry this
caused a problem. I want to understand what happened and see what we can do. May I confirm the order
date and the item that was missing?” This recognises the impact without claiming facts that have not yet
been checked. Avoid saying “if you were upset” when the customer has clearly explained the harm. Do
not blame another staff member, supplier or customer in the first reply. The business can examine causes
after hearing the account.

Listen for the customer’s desired outcome. They may want the order corrected, a repair, a refund, an
explanation, an apology or simply assurance that the issue will not happen again. The request may not
always be possible or appropriate, but understanding it helps find a fair response. If expectations differ,
explain the business’s position calmly and offer a reasonable alternative where possible. Do not make
a promise on the spot merely to end an uncomfortable conversation. An unfulfilled promise creates a
second complaint.

When details are unclear, ask focused questions. Confirm what was purchased, when, from which branch
or channel, what the customer expected and what happened. Check receipts, POS records, order books,
messages and staff notes where available. Do this privately and respectfully. A receipt can help establish
the transaction, but a customer should not be dismissed simply because a paper receipt is missing if
other records may clarify the issue. Avoid asking for information unrelated to resolving the complaint. If
the problem involves a product quality or safety concern, treat it seriously, follow appropriate business
procedures and seek qualified advice where needed rather than making unsupported assurances.

An apology is strongest when paired with action. The form of remedy depends on the issue and the
business’s ability to make it right. It could be correcting an order, arranging a replacement, redoing a
service, offering a refund according to the facts and policy, or explaining why a requested remedy cannot
be provided. Be consistent, but not mechanical. Two situations may look similar yet have different facts.
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Record the decision and reason so staff can learn and the customer does not have to explain the case again
if they call back.

Keep the customer informed. If the investigation will take time, say when they can expect an update and
keep that commitment—even if the update is simply that the business is still checking. Customers are
often more frustrated by uncertainty than by a reasonable delay. A business that says, “I will call by 3 p.m.
after I check the delivery record,” should either call at that time or explain promptly if the timing changes.
Follow-through is part of the remedy.

After resolving the immediate issue, investigate the cause without turning the process into blame. Was an
order written down incorrectly? Was stock availability unclear? Did a staff handover fail? Did the business
promise a delivery time without checking capacity? Was the customer given conflicting information? A
complaint may reveal a process weakness that affects many people. If one customer reports a missing item,
fix that order. If the packing checklist is routinely skipped, improve the checklist and train the team. A
sincere apology matters; a changed process makes the apology credible.

Log complaints in a simple, private record. Note the date, channel, category, facts established, action taken,
person responsible and whether the customer was updated. Keep access limited to staff who need the
information. Do not write insulting comments or speculate about the customer’s character. Records exist
to resolve the issue and find patterns, not to build a list of “difficult people”. Customer information should
be handled responsibly and shared only for a legitimate business purpose.

Some complaints will be unfair, abusive or impossible to satisfy. Staff should not be expected to tolerate
threats or harassment. Set boundaries calmly: “I want to help, but I cannot continue while being threatened.
I can arrange for the manager to speak with you.” Follow the business’s safety procedures where a situation
is threatening. A respectful business can be firm about behaviour while still examining whether a valid
service issue exists. Avoid retaliating online, exposing private details or arguing in front of other customers.

Do not assume that resolving a complaint guarantees loyalty. A customer may accept the remedy and still
choose another provider. A strong response gives them a fair reason to reconsider and can strengthen
confidence, but it does not entitle the business to future purchases. After the fix, offer a natural opportunity
to return—such as confirming the corrected order is ready—without demanding a positive review or
immediate repeat sale. Never condition fair treatment on the customer removing criticism or praising
the business.

Review complaint patterns with the team. Which issues recur? Which are resolved quickly? Where do
staff lack information or authority? Which promises are repeatedly missed? The aim is not to celebrate a
low complaint count; customers may simply be leaving without speaking. Look at complaints alongside
feedback, returns, missed appointments and inactive customers. When a business treats complaints as
information and follows through, it can turn a difficult interaction into a clearer standard of service for
everyone.

Close the loop internally as carefully as you close it with the customer. If the remedy required
approval, record who authorised it and whether the policy needs clarification. If a complaint involved
another branch, share the relevant process lesson without circulating unnecessary personal details. Use
anonymised examples in staff coaching: describe what went wrong, what response helped, and what
should happen next time. This allows employees to learn without turning the customer or the staff member
into a public example.

Reflect and act
Reflect
+ Do customers know how to raise a problem, and do staff know who owns the response?
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« Which complaint has repeated, and what process may be causing it?

« Does your team promise an update time and reliably meet it?

Act

« Write a short complaint-handling routine: listen, record, acknowledge, investigate, respond and follow
up.

« Decide what frontline staff may resolve and what must be escalated.

« Review recent complaints for one preventable cause, make a process change and check whether it
reduces recurrence.

30. Building Customer Habits Around Your Business

A customer habit is a repeat behaviour that becomes familiar and easy. It might be buying lunch from
the same café on workdays, booking a haircut at a preferred interval, collecting monthly supplies from
a trusted shop, or contacting a particular supplier when a project begins. The business does not create a
habit by demanding loyalty. It earns repeat behaviour by making the customer’s next decision easier and
more dependable than starting again elsewhere.

The foundation is a reliable reason to return. A shop that changes its quality from visit to visit
makes it difficult for a customer to form confidence. A business that keeps essential products available,
communicates changes and makes orders easy to repeat reduces effort. Habit grows where the experience
is consistent enough to trust, while still being warm and responsive to the customer’s changing needs.

Consider Tendai’s grocery in Chinhoyi. Several nearby households buy bread, cooking oil and basic

groceries there, but people often call or send a message to ask whether the shop is open or whether

a particular brand has arrived. Tendai improves the routine by posting accurate opening updates on
WhatsApp Status, keeping a short list of common items customers can request by phone, and confirming
when a collection order is ready. The shop still serves walk-ins and accepts the payment methods it can
reliably support, including cash and EcoCash. Customers who value convenience begin to make the shop
part of their regular errands. The habit is not created by constant reminders; it comes from reducing
uncertainty around a real need.

Map the natural rhythm of the customer’s need. A café serving weekday lunches may benefit from
a reliable menu and straightforward pre-ordering. A hairdresser may make it easy to book the next
appointment before a client leaves, without pressuring them into a date. A hardware shop can keep a
contractor’s approved product list or quotation so that a repeat order does not require a long explanation.
A butcher can confirm collection times for regular orders. A lodge may focus on easy booking and a
good guest experience, knowing many customers return only when travel brings them back. Different
businesses build repeat habits differently because customer needs differ.

Reduce the effort required for the next purchase. Make repeat ordering possible by phone, WhatsApp
or in person, depending on what customers use and what the business can manage. Save a customer’s
previous order only with a clear business reason and in a way staff can find. Let the customer correct it;
circumstances change. Keep prices and availability clear. If customers often ask the same question—how
to book, where to collect, what payment options are accepted—make the answer easy to find. Repetition
is not a nuisance if it reveals where the process could be simpler.

Consistency does not mean treating every person identically. A regular customer may value a quick
greeting by name, while another may prefer a quiet, efficient transaction. A customer who orders for
delivery needs accurate updates; a walk-in shopper may want help comparing products. Respecting these
differences makes repeat visits feel natural. Avoid using familiarity to assume too much, such as disclosing
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a customer’s usual purchase in front of other people or preparing an order without confirming current
preferences.

Create useful cues that help customers remember the business. A clear receipt, a simple reorder card,
a booking confirmation, or an accurate WhatsApp Status update can bring the business to mind at the
right moment. The cue should serve the customer. A receipt may include the correct contact number and
opening hours. A repair service can give a note about care or the agreed follow-up. A salon can offer the
customer a choice to book again. These reminders support the relationship when they are relevant and
not overused.

Staff behaviour can make routines personal and dependable. If a customer regularly buys stock for a small
business, staff can ask whether the person wants the same items as before rather than assuming. If a
returning customer describes a previous problem, the team can acknowledge the record and explain what
has changed. Small acts of recognition tell people that the business has learned from them. But recognition
should not depend on one employee’s memory. Record useful preferences and service history in a shared,
appropriate place, and train staff to use them tactfully.

Do not confuse a habit with dependence or lock-in. A customer should remain free to compare, pause or
leave. Avoid making a process intentionally difficult to exit, hiding conditions, or creating a reward system
customers cannot understand. The goal is not to trap the customer. It is to be a business they choose
because the value, service and convenience make sense. Good retention preserves choice and earns the
next purchase again.

Loyalty rewards can support a repeat routine, but they cannot replace it. A simple reward may recognise
a repeat pattern or make a customer feel appreciated. Before introducing one, ask whether it fits how
often people buy, whether staff can administer it accurately, and whether the cost is sustainable. If the
programme is confusing at the till or customers do not understand how to qualify, it creates friction instead
of habit. A sincere thank-you, a dependable service and a small convenience may be more valuable than
an elaborate points scheme.

Build routines that the business can sustain. A sole proprietor should not promise same-minute replies all
night. A growing shop should not launch deliveries across areas it cannot serve consistently. Start with a
repeatable practice the team can actually maintain: checking the WhatsApp inbox at set times, confirming
orders before collection, recording a customer’s preferred product, or asking satisfied service customers
whether they want to rebook. When capacity grows, the process can grow with it.

Watch whether the routine is working. Note repeat orders, rebookings, return visits and customers who
refer others. Compare these patterns with the customer’s normal buying cycle. If a reminder gets responses
but no completed purchases, ask whether the offer or process is wrong. If repeat purchases fall after a
change in opening hours, investigate whether the change made the business less convenient. Use simple
records in a notebook, Excel or a POS system that can identify customers where appropriate. The measure
is a prompt for a decision, not a judgement about individual customers.

Make improvement part of the habit for the business as well. Ask staff which customers are repeating a
process that could be easier. Listen for requests and observe where people hesitate. Review what keeps
them returning and what makes the next visit more difficult. A customer chooses to return each time; prior
loyalty is not a licence to neglect them. Keep earning that choice through clear communication, reliable
delivery and respectful service.

A business becomes part of a customer’s routine when the relationship works in the customer’s real life. It
may be the trusted supplier who confirms stock before a trip, the café that gets lunch ready when agreed,
the salon that respects bookings, or the shop that remembers a useful preference without making the
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customer feel watched. There is no single formula. The common thread is dependable value, made easy to
access and supported by people who care enough to follow through.
Reflect and act

Reflect
« What genuine customer need could your business make easier to meet repeatedly?

« Which part of the next purchase causes unnecessary effort or uncertainty?

« Can your team sustain the service routine you currently promise?

Act

« Identify one repeat-purchase pattern that fits your products or services and make the next step easier.

« Create or improve one helpful cue, such as an accurate contact detail on receipts or a clear rebooking
process.

« Review repeat visits or orders regularly and ask customers and staff what would make returning simpler.
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Part V — Loyalty in the Zimbabwean Market
31. Loyalty Is Not Just Discounts

When a business wants customers to return, a discount is often the first idea. Reduce the price and people
will come, the thinking goes. Sometimes they do. A special offer can introduce a new product, help clear
stock before it loses value, or bring customers through the door during a quiet period. But a discount by
itself does not prove loyalty. It proves that, at that moment, the lower price was attractive.

Loyalty is a customer’s continuing preference for your business, supported by repeated good experiences
and a reason to trust you. It can be practical rather than sentimental. A customer may choose your shop
because the staff remember the usual order, because you answer WhatsApp promptly, because a promised
delivery arrives, or because they know what to expect when they visit. Price matters, but it sits among
several reasons to return.

This distinction matters to a small business because promotions cost money. If customers only buy when
something is marked down, you may train them to wait for the next discount. Your usual price starts to
look like an unfair price, even if it is what the business needs to charge. A promotion can increase today’s
sales while reducing tomorrow’s margin and teaching customers nothing about the value you provide.

Giving everybody a discount is a promotion. Loyalty is a relationship. A relationship gives the business a
chance to recognise repeat behaviour, understand what a customer values and make the next visit easier.
It also gives the customer confidence that the business will treat them consistently. That relationship may
be built through a reward, but it is not created by the reward alone.

Consider Tariro’s neighbourhood grocery in Chitungwiza. It has regulars who buy bread and milk on the
way home, families who shop for the week, and customers who phone in a list for delivery. A Friday
discount on cooking oil may attract extra purchases. But Tariro notices that regular customers also value
accurate change, clear prices, stock information by WhatsApp, and a quick call if a delivery item is
unavailable. Those habits may be more important to repeat business than a small discount. She can still
run a promotion, but she need not make it the whole loyalty plan.

A useful way to think about loyalty is as a pattern of choice. Does the customer come back when there is
no special offer? Do they ask for your business by name? Do they choose you again after a service problem
has been put right? Do they recommend you to someone else? No single answer gives a complete picture,
and an owner should not assume that a friendly conversation guarantees future business. But observing
patterns over time is more useful than counting how many discount vouchers were handed out.

Loyalty also does not mean that every customer must spend more each time. A barber’s regular customer
may come at a predictable interval and buy no extra product. A hardware customer may only need
materials for one project this year, but may return for advice or recommend the shop to a builder. A
restaurant lunch customer may be valuable because they come regularly, even if each visit is modest.
Respectful loyalty recognises the customer’s pattern instead of forcing every person into the same
spending target.

Start with the experience before you design a reward. Ask what you want a customer to repeat. Is it a
routine purchase, a booking, a refill, an order for delivery, or a visit to another branch? Then identify what
makes that repeat choice easier. It may be consistent opening hours, reliable stock, a record of preferences,
convenient payment by cash, EcoCash or POS, or an honest update when something changes. If the basic
experience is unreliable, a reward can bring a customer back once, but it cannot make unreliability feel
like care.
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A simple loyalty approach can combine three things. First, recognition: notice that the customer has
returned and use their name or relevant purchase history appropriately. Second, reliability: deliver the
quality and service the customer expects. Third, a meaningful benefit: offer a reward, convenience or
privilege that fits the business and the customer. A benefit need not always be a price reduction. It could
be priority booking, a small useful add-on, a birthday acknowledgement when the customer has willingly
shared that information, a reserved item, or an invitation to preview new stock.

Recognition should never become intrusive. Staff should not loudly announce what a person buys, ask for
unnecessary personal information, or assume that an old phone number still belongs to the same customer.
A customer may have changed a number or may prefer not to receive messages. A respectful programme
makes participation simple and voluntary, explains what the customer gets, and allows the business to
correct a record when it is wrong.

For an owner-managed business, begin small. Choose one group of returning customers or one repeat
behaviour. Keep a basic record in a notebook or spreadsheet: customer identifier, visit or order date, what
the customer agreed to, and the benefit issued. If you use a till or POS system, find out whether it can link
a purchase to a customer. Do not assume it can simply because it prints a receipt. If it cannot, a well-kept
manual process is better than an impressive programme staff cannot operate.

Review whether the loyalty activity improves the relationship and makes commercial sense. Are customers
returning more consistently? Are they using benefits they actually value? Are staff able to explain the
offer accurately? Are you discounting purchases that would have happened anyway? These are questions
to investigate in your own records, not results to assume. A promotion should have a clear purpose, a
defined cost and an end point. A loyalty practice should have a clear reason to continue.

A customer base is not a list of numbers to broadcast to. It is a group of people whose needs and choices
the business is learning to serve. Loyalty starts when the customer has a good reason to choose you again,
and the business is organised enough to make that choice worthwhile.

One practical test is to look at a customer’s experience from arrival to return. What did they come to
do? How much effort did it take? Was the item available, was the order accurate, and did they know
what would happen next? A reward can be attached to a repeat purchase, but it cannot compensate for
avoidable friction at every step. For a restaurant, a predictable lunch break may matter more than a voucher
that requires a long wait to redeem. For a salon, keeping a booking and confirming the time may be a
stronger reason to return than a discount on a future service. The owner can map this journey on paper
in a few minutes, noting where customers ask questions, wait or abandon an order. Then choose one
small improvement and observe whether customers respond. This approach also prevents loyalty from
becoming a separate department that staff remember only when a card is presented. The relationship is
built in routine work: answering the phone, keeping a promise, explaining a price change and making a
correction when an order goes wrong. A reward should reinforce that dependable experience, not distract
from the need to provide it.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What makes a customer choose your business when you are not offering a discount?
« Which customers return because of convenience, trust, service or product quality?
« Are your promotions rewarding repeat customers, or mainly attracting people who will leave when the

offer ends?
Act
« Write down three reasons customers might return to your business besides price.
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« Ask a few regular customers what makes repeat visits easier and what frustrates them.
« Choose one repeat behaviour to recognise this month, and test a benefit that does not rely only on
reducing price.

32. Why Some Loyalty Programmes Fail

A loyalty programme can look organised from the owner’s side and feel confusing from the customer’s
side. The business prints cards, announces an offer and tells staff to give points. A few weeks later, cards
are missing, customers do not know their balance, staff disagree about the rules, and the owner cannot
tell whether the programme changed anything. The problem is not always a lack of enthusiasm. Often
the design asked people to do too much for too little, or the business launched a promise it could not
consistently keep.

The first common failure is a reward too distant to feel real. If a customer must make many purchases
before earning anything, they may stop tracking progress. This can be particularly discouraging when
purchase sizes vary or customers visit irregularly. A points balance that cannot be checked, or a stamp
card that is easily lost, makes progress invisible. A customer should be able to understand what counts,
what they are earning and how to redeem it without needing a long explanation at the till.

The second failure is a reward that does not matter to the customer. A business may give what is easiest
to issue rather than what a customer would choose. A café might offer a product the regular customer
never orders. A salon might promise a discount on a service that is not relevant to the client. In that case
the reward exists in the rules but not in the customer’s mind. Before deciding the benefit, ask customers
what would be useful, and observe what they buy or ask about. Do not assume that the owner’s favourite
reward is everyone’s favourite.

The third failure is weak operating discipline. A programme may depend on staff remembering to stamp
a card, the owner being present to approve redemption, or one employee knowing where the reward
notebook is kept. When people are busy, the step is skipped. A customer who has to remind the cashier
every visit may feel the programme is a burden, not appreciation. A practical design specifies who records
activity, when they do it, what proof is accepted and how an error is corrected.

Think about Farai’s boutique in Mutare. She announces a card that earns one stamp for each purchase, but
the staff do not know whether a customer buying through WhatsApp Status and collecting later receives
a stamp. There is no clear rule for returns. One cashier gives two stamps for a large purchase; another
follows the one-stamp rule. Customers compare notes. Within a month, the programme creates arguments
at the counter. Farai does not need a complicated system to solve this. She needs to define qualifying
purchases, remote orders, returns, redemption and who can make exceptions, then make the rules easy to
find for customers and staff.

The fourth failure is offering a reward without checking whether it can be afforded. If the business promises
a free item or large discount without costing it, customers may like the promise while the business loses
money on redemptions. A reward that is unavailable when a customer earns it is even worse. Before
launch, estimate the cost of providing the benefit, check stock and staff capacity, and decide how many
rewards can be honoured. Do not announce a promise that depends on future cash flow being better than
it is today.

The fifth failure is confusing activity with loyalty. Issuing cards, collecting phone numbers or sending
WhatsApp messages is not proof that customers are returning. An attractive poster can generate sign-
ups, but sign-ups do not necessarily lead to repeat visits. A message seen on Status is not the same as
a purchase, and a high number of points issued is not automatically a commercial success. Set a modest
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purpose. For example, you may want to encourage customers who already book a service to book their
next appointment before leaving, or make it easier to identify returning buyers. Track the behaviour, not
just the programme’s paperwork.

A programme can also fail by asking for too much personal information. The customer may not understand
why they must provide a full name, date of birth, address and multiple contact details to earn a small
benefit. Collect only information needed to run the programme and communicate as promised. Explain
the purpose in simple language. Keep access limited to staff who need it. If the customer changes their
number, provide a simple way to update the record rather than assuming the old number remains reliable.

Another source of failure is poor fit with how the business sells. A cash-and-carry grocery with fast queues
needs a quick process. A salon with appointments can record visits during booking. A hardware shop
receiving phone orders may need to link the customer record to the order and delivery, rather than only
to a till transaction. A branch business needs a way to recognise the same customer across locations. The
programme must fit the actual customer journey: walk-in, WhatsApp enquiry, phone order, POS payment,
collection or delivery.

Sometimes the rules are technically clear but emotionally tone-deaf. A customer may have experienced
a delay or a poor service interaction and then be told only that they have not earned enough points.
The immediate need is to resolve the service issue. Rewards are not a substitute for correcting mistakes.
Similarly, a customer should not be made to feel inferior because they buy less than another person. A
basic level of courtesy belongs to everyone, even if the programme has different reward tiers.

Before you launch or repair a programme, conduct a short failure check:
« Can a customer explain the programme back in a sentence?

« Can a new staff member apply the rules without guessing?

« Is the reward valuable enough and reachable within a sensible pattern of visits?

« Can the business reliably provide it when earned?

+ Do you know the cost of the benefit and how you will review the result?

« Can transactions from WhatsApp, phone orders, delivery and branches be recognised where relevant?

« Is participation voluntary, and is customer information handled with care?
If the answer to several questions is no, simplify before promoting the programme. Remove rules that

do not serve a business purpose. Use a small test group or trial period, and tell customers what you are
testing. Gather feedback from staff who operate the process, not only managers who designed it. Keep an
exception log so repeated confusion becomes visible. If the programme is not being used, find out why
before adding more incentives. The problem may be the reward, the process, the communication or the
underlying service.

A failed programme is not a reason to abandon loyalty. It is a reason to make the customer promise
clearer and the operating process more dependable. A small, well-run recognition practice is better than
an ambitious scheme that creates suspicion and extra work.

When a programme has disappointed customers, repair the relationship before changing the graphic or
announcing a new offer. If a balance was recorded incorrectly, check the available evidence and explain
what you can confirm. If the business made the error, acknowledge it plainly and decide on a fair correction
within an authorised limit. Do not tell a customer that the computer is always right, or blame a cashier
for a process that management never explained. Once the immediate issue is resolved, look for the cause:
did the customer make a qualifying purchase that the system failed to capture, was the rule ambiguous, or
did the employee use an old instruction? A short review can prevent a repeated mistake. Tell customers
what is changing and when; if you are pausing the programme, explain how already-earned benefits will
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be handled. Avoid quietly deleting balances or pretending the offer never existed. Customers compare
experiences, particularly in a community where people know one another, and inconsistent treatment can
travel by conversation or WhatsApp. A transparent repair may not make every customer continue, but it
shows that the business takes its promises seriously. Keep a simple record of problems and resolutions so
the next decision is based on patterns rather than the most recent complaint alone.

Reflect and act
Reflect
« Where do customers or staff currently get confused about a reward or offer?

« Is the reward meaningful and reachable for the customers you want to retain?

« Can you provide every benefit already promised, including when the owner is absent?
Act
« Ask three customers and two staff members to explain your current offer in their own words.

« Write down the qualifying purchase, redemption and exception rules on one page.
« Review the programme’s cost, missing records and customer complaints before expanding it.

33. Points, Visits, Rewards and Recognition

There is no single loyalty mechanism that fits every Zimbabwean business. Points, visit counts, rewards
and recognition are different tools. They should not be treated as interchangeable labels for “give
something free”. Choose the mechanism that suits the way customers buy, the value of the relationship
and the records your team can keep accurately.

A points programme gives customers credit for qualifying purchases or actions. Customers collect points
and later exchange them for a defined benefit. Points can work when purchase values vary and the business
can record transactions consistently. For example, a customer who spends more may earn more points
than someone buying one small item. But a points system also demands clear arithmetic, balance tracking
and rules for returns, expiry if used, and redemption. If the customer cannot check their balance, points
become an invisible promise. Avoid a conversion so complicated that customers need a calculator to know
what they are earning.

A visit-based programme recognises frequency rather than spend. A café may record a visit, a barber may
recognise completed appointments, or a car wash may track repeat visits. The mechanism is simple and
can be easy to explain: after a stated number of qualifying visits, the customer receives a benefit. It can
be a poor fit if visits vary greatly in value, or if there is no reliable method to identify the customer. Staff
should not award a visit based on memory or on a card presented by someone else unless the rules clearly
allow it.

A reward is the benefit the customer receives. It may be a free product, a service upgrade, a discount, a
useful add-on, delivery convenience, early access to new stock or another appropriate privilege. The word
“reward” describes the benefit; it does not tell us how the customer earns it. A points programme, visit
programme or milestone recognition can all lead to a reward. The reward should be clear, available and
relevant. If it is subject to conditions, explain them before the customer earns it.

Recognition is broader than a formal reward. It is the business noticing that a customer has returned and
responding with relevant care. A salon receptionist might confirm a regular client’s preferred stylist, while
still asking whether that preference has changed. A hardware shop might check whether the customer
wants the same delivery contact used last time. A restaurant may remember that a lunch group usually
needs a table at a particular hour. Recognition can improve the experience without giving away stock or
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cutting the price. It must be based on accurate information and offered politely, not as a performance that
embarrasses the customer.

These mechanisms solve different problems. Points may suit a broad range of basket sizes. Visits may suit
frequent, similar transactions. A milestone reward may suit a customer who reaches an agreed threshold.
Recognition suits almost any business but relies on sound customer records and staff judgement. A mixed
approach is possible, but more moving parts mean more opportunities for errors. Start with the simplest
mechanism that supports the behaviour you want.

In Gweru, Makanaka runs a lunch café near offices and workshops. Many customers order by phone,
collect meals or ask for delivery. A paper stamp card is simple for walk-ins but does not cover remote
orders unless staff remember to update it. Makanaka tests a visit reward, defining a visit as a completed
eligible order under the customer’s own contact record, whether paid by cash, EcoCash or POS. Staff ask
for a phone number only if the customer chooses to participate. For people who prefer not to share a
number, she offers a card. At the end of each day, a shift lead checks a small sample of records against
orders. She has to decide what counts when a customer places several orders for colleagues; the rule should
be written, not invented anew at the counter.

The case illustrates a key design question: what exactly is being counted? It could be a visit, an order,
a qualifying amount, a completed appointment or a purchase from a particular category. Define it in
language a customer can understand. If purchases made by phone or WhatsApp count, say so. If a cancelled
booking does not count, state that too. Never leave the main earning rule to interpretation at the point
of sale.

There is also a question of identity. A customer may use cash today, EcoCash tomorrow and a company
POS card on another visit. Payment type is not a customer identity. A transaction record may show the
sale and payment method but not who bought. Ask respectfully whether the customer wishes to link the
purchase to a loyalty record. If the till cannot identify a customer, use a controlled manual method. A
name alone may be duplicated; a phone number can change or be shared. You can use a customer-selected
identifier, but keep the process proportionate and allow updates.

Do not equate the mechanism with a full relationship system. Points can record activity but cannot explain
why customers left. A visit card cannot repair a delivery problem. A birthday benefit does not replace good
service. Recognition can be inconsistent if only one employee knows the regulars. The programme should
connect with dependable everyday operations: accurate orders, fair treatment, clear communication and
a reliable way to resolve questions.

Choose a measurement that matches the mechanism. For visits, review whether participating customers
make another completed visit within an interval that makes sense for that business. For points, look at
redemption, repeat buying and the cost of redeemed benefits. For recognition, ask whether customers find
the interaction helpful and whether staff can apply it without exposing private details. Compare periods
carefully and note other changes such as stock availability or a price change. The aim is not to claim that the
programme caused every improvement; it is to learn whether the practice appears useful and affordable.

A paper card can be a good tool if it is durable, easy to understand and backed by consistent staff practice.
A spreadsheet can work for a small pilot if access and updating are controlled. A POS or customer platform
can help when it genuinely links transactions and customer records, but software cannot fix unclear rules.
Keep a backup or an agreed process for system downtime, and decide how staff will respond if a customer’s
record cannot be found. A calm, fair correction matters more than winning an argument over a missing
stamp.
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Try one mechanism first. Explain why you chose it, what the customer earns, how they can check progress
and where they can redeem. Review after a defined trial period. If customers understand and value it and
the team can operate it, continue or improve it. If not, stop or redesign without blaming customers for
failing to engage.

To compare mechanisms, sketch the customer journey and mark the moment when progress can be
recorded without slowing service. In a busy grocery, a quick identifier at the POS may work, but only if the
cashier can use it while handling cash or EcoCash accurately. In a salon, the appointment book may already
capture the completed visit, so a second record should not create unnecessary duplication. In a delivery
business, decide whether progress is earned when the order is placed, paid for, collected or completed;
choose the event that best represents a genuine sale and apply it consistently. Write down the likely edge
cases before launch. What happens when a purchase is returned? When a booking is rescheduled? When
a customer orders for a family member? These are ordinary situations, not exceptional complications. A
short list of decisions gives staff confidence and reduces arguments. Also decide how customers can verify
their progress. A printed card, a message on request or a balance shown at checkout may be sufficient.
Make sure the method does not expose someone’s purchase history to bystanders. Your mechanism should
be as light as possible while still giving both the customer and the business a trustworthy record.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Is your repeat business better measured by visits, spend, completed bookings or another action?
« Could your current sales process identify the customer across cash, EcoCash, POS and remote orders?

« What recognition could make a customer’s next interaction easier without a discount?
Act
« Select one loyalty mechanism that fits your transaction pattern and staff capacity.

« Write a plain-language definition of what earns progress and how redemption works.
« Pilot it with a manageable group, then record customer questions, staff errors and benefit costs.

34. Designing Rewards Your Customers Actually Want

A reward is useful only if a customer values it and the business can deliver it. Owners often choose a
reward based on what is easy to offer, what looks generous on a poster or what the business hopes to sell.
Customers judge it differently: does it help me, can I use it, and is it worth the effort? Designing the right
reward begins with listening and observation, not with printing a card.

Start by understanding the customer’s ordinary experience. What do they buy repeatedly? What makes
a visit difficult? What do they ask for when an item is unavailable? Do they prefer to collect or receive
delivery? When do they usually book? You may already have clues in WhatsApp enquiries, phone orders,
delivery notes, sales records, staft conversations and customer feedback. Your customer database might
be sitting inside WhatsApp, but messages are not automatically organised knowledge. Review them for
patterns, and record only the useful points in a consistent place.

Ask open, specific questions. “What would you like as a reward?” may produce unrealistic or vague
answers. Try: “When you shop here, what would make the next visit more convenient?” or “Would you
rather have a small product benefit, a service add-on or early access to new arrivals?” Offer a few examples,
but invite a different answer. Ask customers who buy often and those who buy occasionally. Do not only
consult the friendliest customers; quiet buyers may have useful views too.

In Masvingo, Rudo operates a beauty supply shop and sells some items through WhatsApp Status. She first
considers offering a general discount after repeated purchases. But customers tell her that popular items
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sometimes sell out between Status updates and store visits. Some would value a message when a preferred
product arrives; others want a small sample to test a product before committing to a larger pack. Rudo
tests a reservation option for selected stock and a sample reward for customers buying eligible products.
She explains that availability is limited by stock and does not promise a sample for every item. Customers
respond to the usefulness, not just the nominal value.

The example points to different kinds of value. A monetary reward reduces the price or adds a product.
A convenience reward saves effort, such as priority booking or a reserved item. A recognition reward
acknowledges a customer’s preferences or milestone. An access reward lets a customer hear about new
stock or an event before general promotion. A service reward might be a complimentary adjustment or
an add-on within the team’s capacity. These benefits can feel valuable even if their direct cost differs, but
none is automatically appropriate for every business.

Choose rewards that support the service you already provide. A salon may offer a simple treatment add-
on, but only if it has the materials and appointment time to provide it. A hardware shop could arrange a
delivery convenience for selected orders, but must include the transport cost. A restaurant might offer a
customer’s preferred side dish on a qualifying visit, if kitchen operations can handle it. A boutique may
offer early access to a collection, but should not imply that a particular size or item is guaranteed. A reward
that creates operational strain can damage the experience it was meant to improve.

Check how customers can actually use the benefit. Is it available at every branch or only one? Does it
work with an order placed by phone? Can someone redeem it when the owner is away? Is it valid during
busy periods? Does it require a booking? Do customers need to show a card, a WhatsApp message or an
account record? If a customer has changed phone numbers, can staff update their record? Clarify practical
conditions before launch. Hidden restrictions turn a reward into a disappointment.

Make the earning effort proportionate. A reward should feel achievable for the intended customer group,
while not being so easy that the business cannot afford it or it fails to encourage any meaningful behaviour.
You do not need to imitate another shop’s offer. Base the threshold on your customer’s normal buying
pattern and your cost. If customers usually make small frequent purchases, a target based on large spend
may exclude them. If they buy rarely and in large orders, a visit-only scheme may be a poor fit. Test what
the rules feel like from the customer’s perspective.

A good reward is also clearly described. Avoid phrases like “special gift” if the gift is uncertain, or “free
service” when important conditions are not disclosed. State what the customer receives, what earns it,
where and when it can be used, and how to ask for it. If the offer has an end date or a limited stock
condition, communicate it plainly. Do not announce scarcity that is not real. Trust is more valuable than
a short-lived response to exaggerated urgency.

Consider customer choice where feasible. A simple choice between two benefits can make the offer relevant
to people with different needs. A grocery customer might select a useful household item or a delivery-
related benefit; a salon client could choose between a service add-on and priority booking. Too many
options, however, make staff explanations and stock planning difficult. A narrow set of suitable choices
may be better than a menu that is hard to manage.

Test before scaling. Tell a small group what you are offering, explain the rules and watch what happens.
Do customers use the reward? Do they ask for clarification? Do staff deliver it consistently? Does it
encourage the intended behaviour or simply replace a purchase the customer already planned? Note not
only redemption but also complaints, non-use and unexpected costs. If the reward is ignored, ask why.
Perhaps customers do not know about it, the threshold is too distant, or the benefit is not relevant. Change
one element at a time where possible so you can learn what mattered.
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A reward should not be so personal that customers feel watched. If you want to send a birthday offer, ask
permission to record the relevant date and explain how it will be used. Some customers do not celebrate
birthdays or do not want messages. Similarly, purchase history should be used to make relevant offers, not
to expose sensitive buying details in front of others. Staff can say, “We have a new version of the item you
asked about,” rather than announce a person’s past purchases to a queue.

The strongest reward often fits into a broader promise. The business remembers what matters,
communicates at a useful moment, makes redemption easy and delivers what it said. That is what gives
the benefit meaning. Without those elements, even an expensive prize can feel like a gimmick. With them,
a modest benefit can demonstrate that the business pays attention.

Use a small reward design worksheet before settling on an offer. Name the customer group, the repeat
action you hope to recognise, the benefit, its direct cost and the staff step required to deliver it. Add
the practical conditions: participating branches, eligible products, booking requirements, stock limits and
whether the customer must present a card or identify a record. Then read the proposed wording aloud as if
you were explaining it to someone who has just walked in. Replace phrases that depend on interpretation
with concrete language. For example, instead of saying “regular customers receive a treat”, describe what
qualifies and what the customer receives. Ask a staff member who was not involved in designing the
offer to explain it back. If they misunderstand, customers probably will too. Finally, test the offer with
people who use different channels. A walk-in customer, a phone-order customer and someone who follows
WhatsApp Status may each encounter a different version of the promise. Make sure that the customer
who sees the message can actually claim the reward at the branch or through the channel named. This
small rehearsal is inexpensive compared with correcting an unclear offer after many people have earned
it. Keep the worksheet with the programme rules so future staff understand not only what the reward is,
but why the business chose it.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What do your customers repeatedly buy, ask about or find inconvenient?
« Which reward would be useful without creating a service or stock promise you cannot keep?

« Can customers understand how and where to redeem the benefit?
Act
+ Ask a small mix of customers what would make their next purchase easier or more valuable.

« Cost two or three possible rewards, including staff time, delivery and stock availability.
« Test one clearly explained reward and collect feedback before expanding it.

35. Should Every Customer Get the Same Reward?

Fairness does not always mean giving every customer the identical reward. It means applying
understandable rules respectfully and not treating people arbitrarily. A business may offer the same basic
courtesy to everyone and different benefits to customers with different patterns, needs or contributions.
The challenge is to make differences useful and fair, rather than a source of embarrassment or resentment.

A single reward has advantages. It is easy to explain, easy for staff to apply and less likely to create a
sense that some customers are more worthy of good service. A neighbourhood shop may decide that every
participating customer earns the same small benefit after a clearly defined number of visits. If the business
is small, if buying patterns are similar, or if record keeping is limited, a simple common offer may be the best
option. Simplicity has commercial value because it reduces errors and protects the customer experience.
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But customers are not all the same. A customer who visits often for small purchases may have a
different relationship from someone who makes an occasional large order. A delivery customer may value
convenience, while a walk-in customer wants speed. A business buyer may need an invoice and dependable
stock, while a household buyer values product advice. Giving everybody the exact same benefit can miss
these differences. The question is not “Who deserves more?” It is “What treatment is appropriate to this
customer’s behaviour and stated needs?”

Segmentation means grouping customers in a practical way so the business can serve them more
relevantly. It does not require complex software. A café might distinguish frequent lunch customers from
occasional event orders. A pharmacy could distinguish people who have chosen to receive general stock
updates from customers who have not opted in, without categorising anyone by sensitive health details.
A hardware shop may distinguish trade customers who place repeat orders from households buying for
a one-off repair. The grouping should help the business serve customers, not label them in a way that
diminishes their dignity.

In Harare, Tendai runs a small electronics and accessories shop with a second counter in Chitungwiza.
Some customers buy phone accessories occasionally; local repair technicians place repeat orders and value
reliable stock information. Tendai considers a tiered offer based on spend. He sees two risks: a household
customer might spend less but return often, and a large purchase could be a one-off. He instead pilots a
simple common thank-you benefit for all registered repeat customers, plus an optional trade arrangement
for verified repair businesses that need order reservations and consolidated collection. The difference is
connected to a genuine business need, and the rules are explained. He does not promise that ordinary
customers will receive worse service.

That example illustrates a useful principle: differentiate benefits only when the distinction has a clear
purpose. Different rewards may recognise frequency, spend, referrals, service needs, product categories
or customer preference. Each basis has potential drawbacks. Spend-based tiers can overlook frequent
small buyers and may encourage unnecessary purchasing. Visit-based levels can reward frequency but
ignore large, irregular orders. Referral benefits can be abused or create awkward pressure. Preference-
based benefits depend on accurate records and respectful questions. Decide what behaviour supports your
business, then check who the rules unintentionally leave out.

Avoid using status as a substitute for basic service. A high-spending customer can receive a tailored service
benefit, but all customers should receive accurate information, polite treatment and a fair response to
a complaint. Do not make lower-spend customers wait without reason or speak to them as if they are
unimportant. They may be new, have limited cash today, or be buying for someone else. Their future value
cannot be read reliably from one transaction.

Transparency protects both customers and staff. If rewards differ, define the criteria in plain English. Tell
customers how progress is measured, what changes at each level and whether a status is reviewed. Do not
change the rules midway through a period without explaining the change and respecting benefits already
earned. A programme should not depend on a cashier secretly deciding who looks like a “good customer”.
Personal discretion may be needed for service recovery, but it should be guided by clear authority and a
record of exceptions.

Some customers may prefer not to join any programme. They should not be forced to provide a phone
number or accept WhatsApp messages to receive normal service. Offer a card or another method if
practical, and explain what information is optional. A person who does not participate should still be
treated with respect. If benefits require identifying a customer, say so clearly and do not promise credit
when the business cannot reliably attribute the purchase.
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One way to decide whether customers should receive the same reward is to ask four questions. First, are
their needs and buying patterns genuinely different? Second, will a different benefit make the experience
more relevant or encourage a useful repeat behaviour? Third, can staff apply the distinction consistently
and explain it simply? Fourth, can the business afford the differences without undermining margins or
core service? If the answer to the first two is weak, keep the offer common. If the distinction is real and
the process sound, test a small number of groups rather than building a complicated ladder.

Review fairness through evidence and conversation. Are smaller customers participating? Do some
branches apply the offer differently? Are staft improvising benefits to avoid awkward conversations? Do
customers understand how they qualify? Are customers changing their buying behaviour in a way that
is unhealthy for them or unprofitable for the business? Do not infer that a customer is dissatisfied simply
because they redeem less. Some people value convenience or recognition over a tangible reward.

The purpose of differentiation is not to rank human beings. It is to make the business more relevant while
remaining dependable and respectful. A simple universal benefit can be wise. So can distinct benefits for
clearly defined needs. What matters is that customers can see the logic, staff can deliver it and the business
does not confuse preferential reward with preferential respect.

It helps to separate three things that are sometimes bundled together: the welcome every customer
receives, the service adjustments a customer needs and the optional loyalty benefits someone can earn.
Everyone should be greeted, given accurate prices and treated fairly. A customer who needs a phone
order because they cannot visit should be offered the same clear service information as a walk-in, within
the business’s capacity. A reward may then differ if the customer has opted into a particular programme
or meets a disclosed condition. This distinction keeps staft from treating programme membership as a
measure of personal worth. It also helps explain the offer without disclosing another customer’s status.
If someone asks why another person received a different benefit, staff can refer to the published criteria
rather than discussing that person’s purchases. Review those criteria periodically: a customer group that
once needed a separate arrangement may no longer need it, while another group’s behaviour may reveal
a useful service improvement. Do not add categories simply because a spreadsheet makes them easy
to create. Each new group requires staff understanding, record accuracy, customer communication and
margin oversight. When those costs outweigh the relevance gained, consolidate the groups. A programme
that is modest and legible is often more trusted than an elaborate status ladder whose distinctions only
management understands.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« Do your customers have meaningfully different needs or repeat patterns?
« Could a spend-based offer exclude frequent customers who make smaller purchases?

« Can your team explain any different benefits without making other customers feel unvalued?
Act
« Map two or three useful customer groups based on behaviour or service need, not assumptions.

« Decide which basic service standards every customer receives, regardless of programme status.
« If you introduce differentiated rewards, publish the criteria and test for confusion or unintended
exclusion.

36. Rewarding Loyalty Without Destroying Your Margins

A loyalty reward is a business cost, even when it looks like a small gift. The cost may include the product,
staff time, delivery, payment charges, packaging, lost selling space or a discount on a purchase the customer

84

WKin



would have made anyway. If you do not account for these costs, a popular reward can become a quiet drain
on cash. A sound programme aims to strengthen repeat business while preserving the money needed to
pay suppliers, wages, rent and other obligations.

Begin with the economics of the reward, not a guess about what seems affordable. If you give a free product,
identify what it costs your business to provide, not only its shelf price. If you offer a discount, calculate
the reduction on each eligible sale. If you provide delivery, include transport and staff time. If a service
add-on uses a scarce appointment slot, recognise that the slot could otherwise have been sold. The actual
cost will vary by business, product and timing; use your records and do not assume that a benefit is free
because it is already in stock.

There is an important difference between revenue and profit. Revenue is money from sales. Gross margin is
broadly what remains from selling a product after its direct cost, before other operating expenses. A reward
can increase revenue and still reduce the amount available to cover expenses. For example, a discount
may persuade someone to buy more, but the additional sales may carry little margin. The business should
assess whether the extra repeat activity, a larger basket or reduced customer loss plausibly compensates
for the reward. Do not assume it does; measure what you can.

Suppose Blessing owns a butcher shop in Kwekwe. He considers a discount on a popular meat pack for
returning customers. If the shop’s supply cost changes frequently, a fixed discount could become too
expensive at one point and too small to interest customers at another. Blessing tests an alternative: a clearly
defined add-on on selected purchases, available while a specific stock allocation lasts. He checks the cost
and margin before setting the eligibility rule, and staff record redemptions. He also tells customers when
the offer ends. The offer is not guaranteed to be perfect, but it is bounded, measurable and honest.

Use a reward budget and set boundaries. A business can decide the total amount or stock it is prepared to
allocate during a trial. Set a per-customer limit if necessary, define eligible products and decide whether
benefits can be combined with other promotions. For a branch business, clarify how the budget and records
are shared. Boundaries are not a way to trick customers; they are a way to avoid promising more than the
business can deliver. Communicate limits before the customer acts.

Target rewards at incremental behaviour where practical. Incremental means activity that happens
because of the programme and might not otherwise have occurred. You cannot observe this perfectly at
the till. A customer may have returned regardless of the reward. Still, you can ask a useful question: is the
offer intended to bring back inactive customers, encourage a second visit, introduce a category or thank
consistent regulars? If the goal is customer appreciation, the reward may be a planned cost of relationship
building. If the goal is increased sales, compare what happens to participating customers with a sensible
baseline and consider other changes that could explain the result.

Do not reward the purchase of low-margin items more heavily than the business can sustain. A points-per-
dollar structure, for instance, may seem fair but can drive reward costs up with each transaction. A fixed
reward after a defined number of visits gives greater predictability, although it may not fit all customers.

A category-specific offer can guide a customer toward products with room for a benefit, but should not be
used to mislead. Clearly state eligible items, and respect customer choice.

Cash flow matters in Zimbabwe’s changing business environment. A reward that depends on imported
stock or a supplier’s future price can become difficult to fulfil. If replacement costs change, the business
may have to replenish at a higher cost than the original item. Before offering a product as a long-term
reward, ask whether supply is dependable and whether the promise can be honoured if the cost moves.
Alternatives such as a capped voucher, a choice among available items or a service convenience may
provide more control, but each needs careful wording and accounting.
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Track redemptions and non-redemptions. A reward rarely used may be an unnecessary cost only if it is
actually issued; however, a promised but unused benefit can still create a future liability in the customer’s
eyes and in business planning. Know how many benefits have been earned, how many used and what
remains outstanding. Do not erase balances without a clear, previously communicated rule. If a programme
must change because costs or supply have changed, explain the reason, provide reasonable notice and
honour valid benefits already earned where possible.

A small spreadsheet can help. Record the date, customer or eligible group, qualifying purchase, reward
issued, direct cost, redemption date and any adjustment. Keep it secure and limit editing to responsible
staff. If you use POS data, confirm that it captures the customer and the redemption, rather than just the
transaction total. Reconcile records periodically with stock movement, cash records or service bookings.
An occasional manual check can expose duplicate entries, accidental double rewards or a process staff
have quietly stopped using.

There are several questions to ask before launching a reward:
What customer behaviour is the offer meant to encourage or recognise?

What is the full cost each time it is redeemed?

« Which customers and transactions qualify, and for how long?

« Can the benefit be supplied reliably if prices, stock or capacity change?
« How will staff record the liability and explain a balance?

« What will you review to decide whether the offer is worth continuing?
A margin-safe programme is not necessarily stingy. It is credible. Customers can trust a smaller benefit

that arrives as promised more than a large benefit the shop later withdraws. Reward design should protect
the business’s ability to keep serving, not push it toward a loss-making offer in the name of loyalty.

For a basic financial check, estimate the contribution from the qualifying sale after its direct product or
service cost, and compare that with the reward cost. This is not a full forecast, but it reveals offers that are
obviously too generous for the transaction. If a reward is earned only after several purchases, estimate the
total reward cost per completed cycle rather than considering a single visit in isolation. Then ask what
repeat activity would make the offer worthwhile. If a customer would have made those purchases without
the incentive, the reward may simply be a cost attached to existing behaviour. You may still choose to
thank a loyal customer; record that as an appreciation cost, not as guaranteed growth. For a trial, agree
in advance on what would make you continue: manageable redemption cost, accurate records, positive
customer response and evidence of the intended repeat behaviour. Set a review date and avoid changing
terms based on one unusually busy day or a single large redemption. Maintain a simple reserve in your
planning for benefits already earned, especially when customers can redeem later. This is useful even
when no formal accounting system tracks the balance. When reviewing an offer, include all branches and
payment channels so a benefit does not appear affordable only because delivery costs or remote sales were
omitted. Careful costing is a way of protecting both the business and the customer promise.

Reflect and act
Reflect

« What is the full cost of your most likely reward, including staff time and delivery?
« Which products or services have enough margin or capacity to support an incentive?

« Are you tracking rewards earned but not yet redeemed?
Act
« Cost each proposed benefit using current supplier, stock and labour information.

« Set a trial budget, eligibility rule, redemption process and review date before announcement.

86

WKin



« Compare redemptions and repeat behaviour with your records, while noting other factors that may
affect sales.

37. How Staff Can Make or Break a Loyalty Programme

Customers experience a loyalty programme through people and processes, not through the owner’s
intention. The owner may design a generous offer, but a cashier who does not know it exists, a receptionist
who cannot find a customer’s record, or a delivery worker who promises a benefit incorrectly can undo
the goodwill. Staff are not merely the final step in a programme. They are its everyday face, and their
confidence and feedback determine whether it works in practice.

The first responsibility is to make the programme easy to explain. Each staff member should know who
can participate, what earns progress, how to record it, how to check a balance, what benefits are available,
and who can approve an exception. If the explanation takes a long speech, the design or staff guide may
be too complicated. Give the team a short script in natural language, but let them speak like themselves.
Customers should hear the same core facts without being forced into a robotic sales pitch.

For example: “We have an optional repeat-customer offer. If you would like to join, we can record your
eligible visits using your chosen contact. You earn the stated benefit after the qualifying visits. Would you
like to hear the details?” This invites participation instead of pressuring a customer at the till. Staff should
know how to answer basic questions and where to refer an unusual one. They must not promise a benefit
that is outside the written rules simply to end a conversation.

Consider Nyasha’s salon in Chinhoyi. The programme records completed appointments and offers a
service add-on after a defined number. Nyasha posts the terms on WhatsApp Status but does not train
the receptionist. One stylist believes cancelled appointments count; another says only paid appointments
count. A client earns the reward according to one staff member’s explanation but is refused at the next
visit. The disagreement is not the customer’s fault. Nyasha needs one written rule, a shared appointment
record, a clear method to confirm progress and a plan for correcting a record when staff have given
conflicting information.

Staff need time and tools. If recording a customer’s visit adds several minutes to a busy queue, employees
may skip it or rush through the interaction. If the notebook is in an office that closes early, the late shift
cannot check a balance. If only the owner can log in to the POS system, staff may invent a workaround.
Design the process around real working conditions: shift handovers, network interruption, deliveries,
branches and busy periods. Provide a fallback that is controlled, such as a dated paper log to be entered
later and checked by a supervisor.

Training should include scenarios, not only a poster. Practise a customer who forgot a card, a customer
whose number changed, an order placed through WhatsApp, a return or cancellation, a customer who
declines to join, and a dispute about a balance. Clarify when staff can make a simple correction and when
a manager must decide. Rehearsal reduces the chance that employees will learn rules for the first time in
front of an impatient customer.

The programme should not turn staff into aggressive marketers. Their role is to explain a useful offer at
a suitable moment, answer questions and respect a no. Repeatedly demanding a phone number, sending
messages without clear consent, or implying that a customer must join to receive ordinary service harms
trust. A customer should not be made to feel guilty for declining. Staff can explain the benefit once and
allow the person to decide.

Fairness in applying rules is especially important. If employees award extra benefits to friends, familiar
faces or customers who complain loudly, others will notice. On the other hand, a rigid policy can be unfair if

87

WKin



a staff error caused a missing entry. Create an exception process: record what happened, who approved the
correction and why. Review exceptions periodically. The purpose is not to punish staff for every mistake;
it is to spot repeated confusion, poor training or possible misuse.

Staff incentives require care. If employees are rewarded only for the number of sign-ups, they may
pressure customers or enter inaccurate details. If they are judged only on redemptions, they may
discourage customers from using benefits. Better measures can include accurate records, respectful
explanations, consistent service and resolution of customer issues. Managers should observe the quality
of conversations, not only count registrations. Staff should understand how the programme can help the
business and what customer promise they are responsible for keeping.

Invite employee feedback before and after launch. Frontline staff see where customers hesitate and which
conditions are difficult to explain. Hold brief check-ins during the first weeks: What question came up
repeatedly? Was a reward unavailable? Does the POS or notebook slow down service? Did any branch
interpret the rule differently? Record the answer and make a controlled update. Tell all shifts about changes
and remove outdated posters or messages. A rule that changes in the owner’s mind but not in the staff
guide is not a rule.

For a business with several branches, appoint a named person responsible for programme consistency at
each location. Keep a shared definition of customers and transactions, common reward terms and a clear
transfer process. If a customer earns progress at one branch and redeems at another, staff need to know
whether this is allowed and how to verify it. Reconcile shared records regularly and avoid keeping separate
notebooks that cannot be compared. When systems are offline, use numbered forms or dated entries that
can later be reconciled, rather than relying on recollection.

Managers must also protect staff from unreasonable customer conflict. If the terms were unclear or the
business made an error, do not expect a junior employee to defend a bad promise alone. Provide a calm
escalation route and authority for small, fair corrections. Listen to staff accounts, review the record, and
resolve the customer’s issue without public blame. Then fix the underlying process. A programme is
stronger when staff know that accuracy and honest communication matter more than hiding a mistake.

Finally, recognise employees who deliver the programme well. A thank-you for careful record keeping,
a shared review of a customer compliment or an opportunity to suggest improvements reinforces that
loyalty is part of good service. Do not make every conversation transactional by measuring a staft
member’s success only in points issued. Staff should see the human result: customers understand the offer,
receive what they earned and feel respected.

A loyalty programme is a promise made by the whole business. The owner sets the terms, systems support
the record, managers coach the process and frontline staff deliver the interaction. If any link is weak,
customers experience the weakness as a broken promise. Equip the team, keep rules simple and treat staff
observations as customer intelligence. The programme will be as credible as the people who carry it out.

Build the loyalty step into an existing service routine rather than asking staff to remember an extra task
at an unpredictable moment. A cashier might ask whether a customer wants their visit recorded after
completing payment; a receptionist might update the record when marking an appointment as completed,;

a delivery coordinator might confirm eligibility when closing an order. Define who checks that the entry
was made and when corrections are entered. At shift change, pass on unresolved questions or pending
rewards in the same controlled way as other customer-service matters. Do not leave loose customer lists
where anyone can photograph or alter them. If using a notebook, name a responsible custodian and keep
the book in a designated place. With a spreadsheet, protect the original file and make a dated backup
according to a simple routine. Staff should know what to do when the internet or POS is unavailable,
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and how to enter delayed transactions later without double-counting. The fallback method must include
enough detail to identify the purchase, date, staff member and customer-approved identifier, but it
should not collect unnecessary personal details. These ordinary controls save staft from guessing, protect
customers from inconsistent balances and help the owner see whether the programme is being run as
intended. They also make it possible for a new employee to learn the work without relying on a long-
serving colleague’s memory.

Reflect and act

Reflect

« Can every shift explain and apply your programme consistently?

« Which step is most likely to be skipped during a busy period or when the owner is absent?

« Do staff feel trusted to resolve a genuine recording error fairly?
Act

« Create a one-page staff guide covering eligibility, recording, redemption, privacy and escalation.

« Practise common customer scenarios with every shift, including a customer who declines to participate.

« Hold a short weekly check-in during the pilot, record recurring problems and update the process for
all branches.
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PART VI — RUNNING A CUSTOMER-LED ZIMBABWEAN
BUSINESS

38. Your POS Knows the Sale — Does It Know the Customer?

A point-of-sale system, usually shortened to POS, records a sale. Depending on the system, it may show
the date, items, quantities, price, payment method, cashier and branch. That is useful information. It can
help you reconcile cash and EcoCash, check stock movement, spot pricing errors and understand which
products are selling.

But a record of a transaction is not automatically a record of a customer relationship. A receipt proves
that somebody bought something. It does not, by itself, tell you whether that person has bought from you
before, what they usually need, whether they prefer a phone call or WhatsApp, or whether they would
welcome a reminder when a product is back in stock.

Your POS knows the sale. Does it know the customer? The answer may be yes, partly, or not at all. The
important thing is to find out rather than assume.

Consider Tariro, who manages a grocery in Mbare, Harare. The shop has a POS terminal and end-of-
day reports. The reports show that cooking oil, mealie-meal, bread and washing powder are moving. On
busy days, however, staff select a generic customer option or leave the customer field blank. The shop has
hundreds of receipts but cannot distinguish regular shoppers from people who came in once. When the
owner asks whether regular customers have changed their shopping patterns, nobody can say.

That does not mean the POS is failing. It may be doing exactly what it was set up to do: recording sales.
The missing piece is a business process for connecting transactions to customers, and a clear reason for
doing so.

Start with the decision, not the software

Before changing a till setting, ask what you want to understand or improve. Do you want to recognise
repeat buyers? Tell customers who asked about an out-of-stock item when it returns? Make a delivery
easier to organise? Identify customers who have not returned after a first purchase? Answering these
questions helps you collect only information that has a useful purpose.

For a hardware shop in Mutare, the useful information might be a customer’s name, preferred contact
number, and the fact that they regularly buy plumbing supplies for a building project. For a salon in
Gweru, it may be the client’s name, number, service history and preferred stylist. A restaurant may need
to recognise a lunch customer’s usual order or record a dietary request, with care not to collect sensitive
details casually. A supermarket may have no reason to know more than a name and a contact channel for
customers who actively want updates.

A POS can only help if its fields match a real workflow. If it asks for ten details while a queue stretches to
the door, staff may skip them or enter unreliable information. If it asks for a phone number but does not
explain how it will be used, customers may reasonably decline. Make the process brief and clear.

Find out what your POS actually does

Ask the provider or whoever administers the system to demonstrate the customer functions, not just the
sales report. Can a sale be linked to an existing customer? Can staff search for a customer without creating
duplicates? Can a phone number be corrected? Can the system report repeat visits, customer purchase
history or sales by customer? Can data be exported in a usable format if you change provider? Who can
view or download those records?

Do not rely on a sales demonstration alone. Test the process using a few consenting customers and realistic
transactions. See what the cashier must do, what the customer sees, and what appears in the report
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afterwards. If you cannot confidently explain where the information goes, pause before collecting more
of it.

Some POS systems are designed primarily for stock and accounting; others include customer records,
bookings or loyalty features. A spreadsheet may be enough for a small operation. A notebook may be a
practical starting point if one person maintains it carefully and access is controlled. The tool matters less
than consistency, accuracy and a useful next step.

Build a simple customer link

Begin with a small, agreed set of fields. For example: a customer name or preferred form of address, one
contact method they choose, the date of the interaction, and a short note about the reason for contact.
For a trade customer, it may be useful to record the business name and delivery area. Do not make the
customer relationship dependent on guessing who owns a shared phone number.

Train staff to ask naturally: “Would you like us to let you know when the part arrives? If so, which number
should we use?” Or: “Would you like a booking reminder on WhatsApp? We only use the number for that
and relevant salon updates.” Let the customer say no without pressure. Where your business will send
ongoing messages, explain what those messages are likely to be and how the person can ask you to stop.

Use a consistent method to find existing customers. Searching by a name alone may return several people
with the same name. Searching by a confirmed phone number can help, but numbers change and phones
are shared. If a number changes, record the correction and date. Avoid merging two records simply because
names look similar. It is safer to preserve separate records until you can verify they belong to the same
person.

Keep anonymous sales useful

Not every sale needs to be linked to an identified customer. A walk-in customer may want to buy quickly
and leave. A customer may prefer cash and no follow-up. That does not make them less welcome. You can
still use aggregated sales information—totals grouped by product, day or branch—to manage stock and
service without identifying individuals.

Keep the two purposes distinct. Transaction information helps run the shop. Customer information
helps create a continuing relationship. A customer database is an organised record that lets the business
recognise people and make appropriate decisions; it is not a reason to gather every available detail.

If your POS has anonymous transactions today, you do not have to stop trading while you rebuild
everything. Choose one customer journey to improve first. Perhaps capture details only for special orders
and deliveries. Perhaps give customers the option to identify themselves when they want a receipt by
message or wish to receive a restock update. Check whether the resulting records are accurate, then expand
only if the process is working.

For Tariro’s grocery, the first improvement could be a simple opt-in list for customers who specifically
request notice when a product arrives. Staff record the customer’s chosen contact, product and date
requested. When stock arrives, one assigned person follows up once and marks the request complete. That
small system creates a real service benefit without turning every till interaction into an interrogation.

Do not confuse capture with progress

A growing count of phone numbers is not proof of retention. Information is only valuable when it changes
what the business does. If you collect customer contacts but no one corrects errors, answers follow-up
requests or removes people who no longer want messages, the database becomes a burden. If the POS
shows repeat visits but the business never improves its opening hours, availability or service, the report
is not doing useful work.
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Agree on an owner for customer records, a staff method for recording them, and a regular check for
errors. Make a note of the reports the business will review. A report should lead to a question and, where
appropriate, a test: “Customers who reserve stock are waiting too long for confirmation. Can we confirm
the reservation before the end of the day?” That is customer intelligence—information understood well
enough to guide action.

Reflect and act

What does your POS record reliably today, and what do you merely assume it can tell you about
customers?

2. Which customer need—delivery, a booking, a restock request or recognition on return—would justify
collecting a small amount of information?

3. Ask your POS provider or administrator to demonstrate how to find, correct, export and protect a
customer record.

4. This week, test one short, voluntary customer-information process. Review whether the information
was accurate and whether it helped you deliver the promised service.

39. Who in Your Business Is Responsible for Retention?

When customers stop returning, a business can easily blame the person who happened to serve them
last. But retention is rarely the work of one cashier, receptionist or salesperson. The customer experiences
the whole business: whether the product is available, whether staff speak respectfully, whether a delivery
arrives when promised, whether a complaint receives an answer and whether the next message feels
relevant.

Retention means the business’s ability to give customers good reasons to return and to make returning
straightforward. Everyone contributes to that experience, but “everyone is responsible” can become
another way of saying that nobody is clearly accountable. A customer-led business gives retention a named
owner while making the responsibilities of the team clear.

At a small salon in Gweru, owner-manager Chipo knows many clients by sight. One stylist remembers
colour preferences; the receptionist handles WhatsApp bookings; the assistant buys supplies. When
regular clients begin to miss appointments, each person sees only one part of the picture. The receptionist
assumes the clients are busy. The stylist assumes they will book again. Chipo assumes the booking list
is being followed up. Nobody checks which appointments were missed, whether reminders were sent, or
what clients said when they cancelled.

The issue is not that Chipo’s staff do not care. The issue is that memory and good intentions have not been
turned into a shared routine.

Name an accountable owner

In a small owner-managed business, the owner may be the retention lead. In a larger business, it could be
a manager, branch supervisor or customer-service coordinator. This is not necessarily a new job title. It is
a clear assignment: one person makes sure customer-retention work is planned, checked and improved.

The retention lead does not personally answer every message or remember every customer. They make
sure the system works. That includes agreeing what information the team records, checking that follow-
ups are completed, reviewing customer feedback and return patterns, escalating service problems, and
deciding what action to test. They also make sure staff understand the purpose, rather than treating
customer information as another form to fill in.

The owner remains responsible for providing time, tools and authority. A manager cannot be accountable
for retention if staff are told to collect customer details but are forbidden to resolve small problems, correct
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a booking or offer a reasonable service recovery. A retention lead needs clear limits: what they may decide,
what requires owner approval, and what must be referred immediately.

Give every role a practical part

A cashier may ask whether a customer wants a receipt or a restock notification. A stylist may record
a client’s service preference with permission. The person handling delivery may confirm the correct
address and report a failed delivery promptly. The staff member who answers WhatsApp may use a shared
response process so that a customer does not have to explain the problem repeatedly. A branch manager
may check that the team keeps promises made to customers.

These responsibilities should be small enough to fit the work. “Build customer relationships” is too vague.
“When a customer asks us to call when the generator part arrives, record their name, contact preference,
item and date; assign one person to call once it is received” is clear. “Improve service” is vague. “If a
customer reports a delayed delivery, acknowledge the message, confirm who is checking it and give an
honest time for the next update” is actionable.

Be explicit about handovers. If a staff member leaves, goes on leave or changes roles, customer
commitments must not leave with them. Keep business records in an authorised business system rather
than in a personal phone’s private notes. Where using a personal device cannot yet be avoided, set a
controlled process for access, backup and handover, and do not allow staff to export customer contacts for
personal use.

Make retention part of management, not a campaign

Businesses often pay attention to customers only when sales slow or a promotion is planned. A more
reliable approach is to put a short retention check into ordinary management. Review whether customers’
requests were answered, whether promised stock was followed up, whether complaints are still open and
whether the people responsible have time to resolve recurring problems.

At Chipo’s salon, the retention owner might be the receptionist, with Chipo reviewing the process each
week. The receptionist marks each booking as attended, cancelled or missed; sends only agreed reminders;
records when a client asks to reschedule; and alerts Chipo when a client’s concern needs a personal
response. Chipo looks at a few patterns with the team: Are reminders reaching the correct number? Are
clients cancelling because appointment times are not clear? Does the salon need to explain its late-arrival
policy more kindly? The goal is not to pressure a client who missed an appointment. It is to make the next
interaction easier and more considerate.

This responsibility also requires listening. Staff often notice the first signs of friction: customers repeatedly
asking whether an item is in stock, confusion about prices, long waits to get a WhatsApp reply, or requests
for delivery to a new area. Create a way for them to pass these observations on without fear of being
blamed. A short handover note or weekly team discussion may be enough.

Set boundaries and support staff

Staff should not be expected to message customers from their own initiative whenever they feel it might
help. Set rules about approved channels, message frequency, tone, customer preferences and who may
access records. Give examples of an appropriate service message and an inappropriate one. A polite update
about an item a customer requested is different from sending unsolicited promotions to every contact in
a phone.

Teach staff what to do when a customer asks to stop messages, disputes a record, reports a serious service
problem or asks for information the staff member is not authorised to share. The correct response is not to
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argue. Acknowledge the request, stop the relevant activity, record the request through the agreed process,
and bring in the manager if needed.

Measure the team fairly. Do not reward staff merely for the number of phone numbers captured, because
that may encourage rushed or pressured collection. Recognise accurate records, thoughtful service, reliable
follow-through and problems prevented. If the shop is busy, improve the process rather than punishing
staff for not completing an unrealistic task.

Turn “my customers” into “our customers”

Personal relationships are valuable in Zimbabwean businesses. Customers appreciate being recognised by
name and remembered for what they came to do. Yet a business becomes fragile if only one person holds
the relationship. The business should support staff memory with a shared, limited, well-managed record.
Customers should be able to get help even if the person who usually serves them is absent.

For an electrical supplier in Masvingo, a regular contractor may have a trusted relationship with one
counter salesperson. The salesperson can introduce a colleague, record the customer’s preferred account
contact and document open orders. The aim is not to make interactions cold. It is to ensure the customer
is known by the business, not trapped in one employee’s memory.

When retention is owned well, it is not a department that sits apart from sales or service. It is a management
discipline: understand why customers return, remove avoidable reasons they leave, and make promises
the business can keep.

Reflect and act

Iflyour strongest customer-facing employee were away for a week, which customer commitments might
be forgotten?

2. Who will own the retention routine, and what decisions can that person make without waiting for you?

3. Write down one specific customer-related responsibility for each role that interacts with customers.

4. Hold a short team discussion this week: ask what customers repeatedly request or complain about, then
assign one issue for follow-up.

40. The Customer Numbers You Should Check Every Week

A business does not need a wall of charts to understand whether customers are returning. It needs a small
set of measures that answer practical questions, a consistent way of counting them and the discipline to
act on what they show.

A measure is useful when it helps you make a decision. A number that looks impressive but cannot be
defined consistently may lead the business in the wrong direction. If one staff member counts a “customer”
as a transaction and another counts it as a person, their weekly figures cannot be compared. Agree on
plain definitions before you compare results.

Suppose a café in Bulawayo sells breakfast and lunch. The manager sees the daily sales total but cannot tell
whether the same nearby workers are coming in regularly or whether each week brings a different set of
walk-ins. A quiet Wednesday might reflect rain, a local event, stock availability or the loss of regulars. Sales
alone do not explain the cause. A few customer measures, alongside sensible notes about what happened,
can give the manager a better starting point.

Begin with numbers you can trust

For a business that can identify customers reliably, count how many distinct customers made a purchase
this week and how many of them had purchased before. “Distinct” means counted once within the
period, even if they made several purchases. Your POS may calculate this, or the team may need a simple
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spreadsheet. If you cannot identify people consistently, do not pretend that transaction count is a customer
count. Track transactions separately and work on improving identification where it benefits the customer.

A repeat-customer share can be expressed simply: the number of identified customers who had bought
before, divided by all identified customers who bought during the period. The result is only meaningful
if identification is consistent and the period is clear. It does not prove that repeat customers are satisfied,
and it may not be comparable to a business with different buying patterns. Use it as a signal to ask a better
question, not as a trophy.

Check how many first-time customers have made a second purchase within the period that makes sense
for your business. A boutique may expect a different buying rhythm from a butcher or a barber. Do not use
the same deadline for every industry. If you do not know the normal return interval, start by observing
customers over time and note what is typical for different services or products.

Review inactive customers carefully. Inactivity means that a customer has not returned within a period in
which you would reasonably expect a return. The period should match how often the customer needs the
product or service. Someone who buys a household appliance should not be labelled “lost” simply because
they have not bought another one soon. Someone with a regular haircut appointment may have a different
expected interval. Define inactivity in relation to customer need, not an arbitrary calendar rule.

Check service signals, not just sales

Every week, count open customer issues: unanswered messages, unresolved complaints, missed delivery
commitments, unconfirmed bookings, or special orders awaiting an update. The number matters less than
the age and seriousness of the items. A single unresolved problem involving a customer who has been
waiting may deserve more attention than a long list of minor questions answered promptly.

Check whether customer requests were completed. If customers asked to be told when an item arrived,
how many requests were followed up? If the team promised a call, was it made? If the business accepts
WhatsApp bookings, were they confirmed clearly? These are operational measures that can be improved
directly.

Look at customer feedback by theme. Do people mention waiting, unavailable sizes, uncertainty about
delivery fees, an uncomfortable salon experience, or difficulty getting a reply? Do not count a complaint
as a negative customer. Complaints are information. A repeated theme points to something the business
may be able to fix.

Record context that can affect results. Was there a power interruption? Did a supplier fail to deliver? Was
the shop closed for a public holiday? Did the business run a promotion or open at different hours? A
customer figure without context can create a false story. Keep notes brief and factual.

Use a one-page weekly review

A small shop can write the review in a notebook. A larger operation can use Excel or a report from the

POS. Make the same review each week, with the same definitions. It might include:
« Identified customers who purchased, and first-time versus returning customers where records are

reliable.
« Customer requests, bookings or deliveries due, completed and still open.
« Unanswered messages and unresolved complaints, with an owner and next action.
+ The most common customer feedback theme and any product or service availability issue.
« One relevant operational event that may explain an unusual change.

« The action to test before the next review, the person responsible and when it will be checked.
This is a tool for conversation, not a report to impress. In the Bulawayo café, the manager might notice that

weekday sales are steady while named lunch regulars seem to be returning less often. The next step is not
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automatically to send everyone a discount. First, check whether the lunch menu changed, service slowed
or the usual meal was unavailable. Ask a few regulars a simple, open question: “How has lunch been for
you lately?” Then test a practical change, such as clearer menu updates or a faster way to order ahead.

Keep the numbers honest

If two people use different phone numbers, the system may count one customer twice. If a family shares a
number, the system may mistake several people for one. Cash customers who decline identification may
be missing from the customer view. A clean report should acknowledge these limitations. Do not treat
unrecorded people as if they do not exist.

Take care with averages. An average spend can be distorted by a few large orders. A rise in customer
records may simply mean staff started recording more consistently. A fall in complaints might mean
problems have been fixed, or it might mean customers have stopped raising concerns. Combine numbers
with observation and respectful conversation.

Keep the weekly set small. Too many measures take time away from customers and create busywork. Begin
with three questions: Are customers returning? Are we keeping our promises? What are customers telling
us about why they might return—or not? Add a measure only if it helps answer one of these questions.

Move from measure to action

A useful review ends with a decision. If repeat customers are not returning as expected, decide what you
will investigate. If the team has unanswered messages, assign a person and time to clear them. If delivery
promises are failing, examine the handover between order-taking and dispatch. If customers praise a
particular service, identify what makes it work and preserve it as the business grows.

Do not treat one week as a verdict on the business. Customer behaviour can be uneven, and good service
changes take time. Look for a pattern over several reviews while responding promptly to urgent issues.
The weekly routine is valuable because it creates a regular opportunity to notice, learn and adjust—not
because every number must rise each week.

Reflect and act

Which customer-related question can you answer with reliable information today? Which cannot yet
be answered honestly?

2. What is a reasonable return interval for the customers who matter most to your business, and why?

3. Create a one-page weekly review with no more than six measures or observations, using definitions
your team understands.

4. At your next review, choose one customer problem to investigate, assign an owner and state when you
will check whether the action helped.

41. Building a Weekly Customer Retention Routine

A weekly retention routine is not another meeting for its own sake. It is a short, repeatable way to notice
what customers are experiencing, complete promises and make one useful improvement. The routine
matters because customer information tends to go stale when nobody is expected to look at it. Messages
sit unread, a delivery problem is forgotten, and staff keep solving the same issue separately.

The routine should fit the size and pace of the business. A small butcher in Chinhoyi may need fifteen
minutes with the owner and one staff member. A busy restaurant in Harare may have a shift handover and
a separate weekly manager review. The principle is the same: inspect the few things that affect whether
customers can trust you to serve them again.

Take Blessing’s takeaway restaurant in Harare. Orders come by walk-in, phone and WhatsApp. During
lunch, messages can arrive faster than the kitchen can answer them. A customer may ask for a delivery,
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receive a “we will confirm shortly” message and then hear nothing. The staff are busy, but from the
customer’s point of view the restaurant has made a promise and abandoned it. Blessing’s weekly routine
should not simply count orders. It should make these gaps visible and prevent them from repeating.

Set a fixed time and keep it brief

Choose a reliable day and time. A business with heavy weekend trade may review on Monday morning.
A salon may review before the first appointment of the week. A shop may use a quieter period and avoid
the busiest till hours. Keep the meeting short enough that it can happen even during a demanding week. If
the business is very small, the routine can be a written check by the owner rather than a formal meeting.

Use the same sequence each week. First, check what the team promised customers. Review pending
deliveries, booking confirmations, special orders and “let me know when it arrives” requests. Second, check
customer issues: unanswered questions, complaints, refunds or service failures. Third, look at the basic
return and feedback signals described in the previous chapter. Fourth, choose one problem to investigate
or one improvement to test. Finally, assign every action to a named person with a deadline.

The team does not need to discuss every customer by name. Most conversations should focus on the
process. A customer’s personal circumstances should not become a story for staff entertainment. Share
only the information needed to resolve a request or improve service.

Close the promise loop

Promises are easy to make and easy to lose when work is spread across a till, notebook, WhatsApp inbox
and someone’s memory. Make a simple “open commitments” list. It can be a page in a bound notebook, an
Excel sheet, or a task list in a business application. Record what is promised, who owns it, the next step
and the due date. Avoid unnecessary private detail. A useful entry might be: “Mrs M., phone ending 42,
call when size 6 school shoes arrive; owner: Rudo; check Friday.” If the information is on a shared device
or sheet, limit access to the people who need it.

Blessing’s team could use a small order log with columns for date, customer-chosen contact, order or
question, delivery area if needed, payment status where operationally relevant, assigned person and update
due. A staff member checks new WhatsApp and phone requests during agreed intervals. If a delivery
cannot be made, the customer receives an honest update promptly rather than being left to guess. When
the order is complete, staff mark the commitment closed. This simple discipline protects trust better than
an elaborate campaign.

Make the routine safe for honest reporting

A routine fails if people fear being blamed for every problem. Staff may hide unanswered messages, avoid
recording complaints or mark an issue complete before it is resolved. The manager’s task is to distinguish
a mistake from a repeated process failure. Ask what happened, what the customer experienced, what the
business can do now, and what would prevent a repeat. Be direct about negligence or disrespect, but do
not make concealment safer than honesty.

Invite front-line staff to speak first. They often know why customers wait: the delivery rider receives
incomplete addresses, the POS price differs from the shelf label, the manager has not approved a refund,
or the WhatsApp phone is unavailable during a shift. A manager who listens can repair the system instead
of repeatedly telling staff to “try harder.

Blessing might discover that phone orders are written on scraps of paper and sometimes separated from
their delivery details. The solution could be a single order sheet placed in a fixed location, with one staft
member responsible for transferring each confirmed order. The improvement does not require a new app.

It requires a visible, shared method.
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Pick one experiment at a time

A retention routine should lead to manageable tests, not a list of grand promises. If customers complain
that they do not know whether delivery is available in their area, display the delivery zones and charges
clearly, then ask whether fewer orders require clarification. If regular lunch customers report that their
usual dish sells out early, communicate availability honestly and test a reservation process. If the shop has
trouble returning calls, assign specific times to check the call list.

Write down the change, the reason for it and what evidence would suggest it helped. Avoid assuming
cause and effect from a single customer’s response. A test is a way to learn, not a guarantee. If it causes
confusion, revise it. If it works, document the practice and teach the team.

Do not use every quiet week to launch a discount. A discount may attract orders but can conceal the real
issue: confusing service, inconsistent opening hours, poor quality or a delayed response. Ask first whether
the customer’s need can be met better without sacrificing margin. A prompt, accurate update may be more
valuable than a price reduction.

Make the weekly review easy to continue

One person should prepare the figures and open commitments before the check, but this should not become
an unpaid burden hidden in someone’s personal time. Agree how much time the task requires and provide
the necessary access. If the data is incomplete, note that and improve one part of the process rather than
cancelling the review.

At the end of the week, check the previous week’s action. Was it done? What happened? If not, was the
deadline unrealistic, unclear or blocked by a decision? Close the loop. A retention routine loses credibility
when actions are repeatedly assigned and never revisited.

For Blessing’s restaurant, a useful Friday review might confirm that every open delivery has been updated,
look at a recurring theme in customer messages, and test one change to the order handover. The restaurant
then begins the next week knowing what it owes customers and what it is trying to improve.

A routine becomes culture through repetition. It tells staff that customer promises count even when the
lunch rush is over. It tells customers that a question will not disappear because it arrived on WhatsApp.
And it gives the owner a clearer view of the business than memory alone can provide.

Reflect and act

Which weekly time can you protect for a customer-retention check without disrupting service?

2. Where do your customer promises currently live: POS, notebook, WhatsApp, Excel or people’s
memories?

3. Create an open-commitments list with an owner, next step and due date, and review it once a week.

4. Choose one recurring customer problem to test a practical fix for. Review the result at the next weekly

check.

42. Customer Privacy and Responsible Data Use

Customers share information because they want something done: a delivery, a booking, a receipt, a
response to a complaint, or a message about a product they requested. They do not hand over their
information simply because a business has a form, a POS or a WhatsApp account. Responsible data use
begins with respect for that purpose.

Customer privacy is the ability to keep personal information from being used or shared in ways the
customer would not reasonably expect. It is not only an issue for large companies with sophisticated
systems. A small pharmacy, boutique, restaurant or repair shop can expose customer information through
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an unlocked phone, a notebook left on the counter, a staff member forwarding a contact list, or a WhatsApp
group that reveals everyone’s number.

At a pharmacy in Mutare, customers may provide a name and phone number so staff can call when a
prescribed item is available. The business should not assume that the customer has agreed to receive
unrelated promotions, nor should it repeat personal health details where others can hear. The purpose
of the information determines who needs it and what should happen next. If the business does not need
sensitive information for a service, it should not collect it casually.

This chapter offers practical safeguards, not legal advice. Zimbabwean businesses should check applicable
laws and obtain appropriate professional guidance for their own sector and circumstances. Do not invent
a rule, guarantee compliance because a checkbox was added, or treat customer consent as permission to
use information for anything.

Collect less, explain more

Before asking a customer for information, know why you need it. “We need your number to confirm this
delivery” is more respectful than “Give us your number.” If you want to send occasional updates, explain
what kind of updates, on which channel, and how the customer can ask you to stop. Keep the explanation
short and plain. Do not hide a marketing choice inside a transaction the customer needs to complete.

Ask for the smallest amount that lets you deliver the service. A delivery may require a contact number
and an address. A booking may require a name, chosen contact channel, date and service. A loyalty offer
may require enough information to identify the participant and record qualifying purchases. A customer’s
national identity details, household circumstances or unrelated contacts are not automatically useful. If
you cannot explain why a field is needed, remove it or make it optional.

Do not make every purchase conditional on joining a mailing list. A customer who declines should still
receive normal service. For a business with a formal programme, explain the choices and any programme
terms clearly. Be especially careful when staff are collecting details under time pressure; customers should
not be hurried into sharing information they do not understand.

Keep records secure in everyday ways

Use a screen lock and strong device passcode on phones or computers used for customer records. Do not
leave a business phone unlocked at the till. Limit access to staff who need the information for their work.
Remove access when someone changes role or leaves. Keep notebooks and printed customer lists in a
secure place, not beside the cash drawer or in a public customer area.

Avoid storing the only copy of essential business records in a staff member’s personal WhatsApp or phone
contacts. A customer list on a personal device may be lost when the person leaves, exposed if the phone is
shared, or impossible to update consistently. Where personal devices must be used temporarily, set clear
boundaries: what may be stored, who can see it, how business messages are separated, how a handover
works, and how records are removed when no longer needed. Do not copy an entire contact book into a
personal account for convenience.

Use care in WhatsApp. A broadcast or one-to-one message may be suitable for a customer who has
requested an update. A group message can expose phone numbers and conversations to other participants.
Do not put customers into a group without a clear, informed reason and their agreement. Check recipient
lists before sending. A message intended for one person can create a serious breach if sent to the wrong
contact.
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Keep information accurate and purposeful

Mistakes can create privacy problems as well as poor service. A number may now belong to someone
else. An old address may route a delivery to the wrong home. A staff note may contain a mistaken
assumption. Provide a way for customers to correct their details, and make it clear who in the business
can update records. When a customer says a number has changed, do not continue using the old one until
the correction is checked.

Customer notes should describe a service need, not label or judge a person. “Prefers text confirmation
before delivery” is useful. “Difficult customer” is not. Notes about a health issue, family matter, financial
position or other sensitive subject should not be recorded casually. If a legitimate service requires such
information, restrict access and record only what is necessary for that task.

Agree how long to keep records. Some records may be needed to manage an order, warranty, payment
question or ongoing relationship. Others have no continuing purpose once a request is complete. Do not
keep every contact forever simply because storage is cheap. Review old records and remove or anonymise
information that no longer serves a defined business purpose, subject to any applicable recordkeeping
obligations. If uncertain about a legal or sector-specific requirement, seek qualified advice before deleting
records.

Treat customer requests with care

If a person asks what contact information the business holds or asks you to stop promotional messages,
respond respectfully and route the request to the person responsible. Do not demand that the customer
explain why. Record the request only as needed to make sure the business honours it. If a customer
says they did not authorise a message, stop further marketing while you check the record and correct
the process.

Prepare for mistakes. If a phone is lost, a message is sent to the wrong person, or a file is shared accidentally,
staff should know whom to tell promptly. Do not encourage a cover-up. Preserve relevant facts, stop further
exposure where possible, inform the responsible manager and obtain appropriate advice about the next
steps. A quick, honest response can limit harm; silence can make it worse.

At the Mutare pharmacy, the manager could keep a request list for product availability separate from
promotional contacts. The staff member who calls about a requested item does not add that customer
to unrelated campaigns by default. The notebook is stored away from the public counter; only relevant
staff access it; and completed requests are marked and reviewed for removal under the pharmacy’s
recordkeeping approach. The pharmacy checks its professional obligations rather than assuming a general
rule covers everything.

Respect builds commercial trust

Privacy is not a barrier to good customer service. It enables a customer to share what is necessary without
fearing that the information will be misused. A person who trusts a salon with a preferred appointment
time, a customer who shares an address for delivery, or a contractor who gives a contact number for a
quotation is trusting the business to handle that information sensibly.

Make responsible practice visible through behaviour: ask clearly, send relevant messages, use the chosen
channel, correct mistakes, and stop when asked. Do not promise perfect security. Explain honestly what
you do and whom customers can contact with a concern. A small business may not have an elaborate
privacy department, but it can still create sensible habits and get help when a situation is beyond its
competence.
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Reflect and act

What information do you collect that you cannot clearly connect to a customer service or business
purpose?

2. Could a customer’s details be seen on your counter, shared phone, WhatsApp group or staff notebook
by someone who does not need them?

3. Explain in one sentence why you ask for each customer field and what messages, if any, the person
may receive.

4. Assign someone to check device access, old records, customer correction requests and the procedure
for reporting a data mistake.

43. What Happens When You Open Another Branch?

A second branch is a sign of opportunity, but it is also a test of whether the business has created
a repeatable customer experience. The first location may work because the owner knows the regulars,
resolves problems personally and remembers which supplier is late. When the business opens elsewhere,
those relationships and informal practices do not automatically travel with it.

Customers may shop at different branches. They may ask one location to transfer an item, make a booking
at the branch nearest work, or expect the same prices and service in both places. If each branch keeps a
separate notebook and staff use their own phones, a customer can become a stranger each time they cross
town. On the other hand, forcing every branch into a single system without training or checking may
spread errors faster.

Nyarai runs a household-goods shop in Kwekwe and is preparing to open a second location in Gweru.
Her Kwekwe team recognises regular builders and homeowners; one salesperson knows which customers
prefer a call when a water tank arrives. The new branch will have its own foot traffic, local delivery routes
and staff. Nyarai’s challenge is not to make the two shops identical in every detail. It is to preserve the
useful standards and make customer information available appropriately across locations.

Decide what should travel with the customer

Begin by defining the customer experience that should be consistent. Customers should receive clear
prices, respectful service, honest stock information, dependable order updates and a straightforward way
to raise a concern. Each branch may adapt its opening routine or local delivery arrangements, but it should
not invent a different rule every week.

Decide which records should be shared. A customer’s preferred contact channel, active special order,
delivery request or unresolved complaint may need to be visible to another branch if the customer chooses
to interact there. A long purchase history may not be necessary for every staff member. Share the minimum
information that allows the next branch to help. Customer records should not become available to all
employees merely because the business has expanded.

If customers can shop at multiple branches, agree how they are identified. Use a consistent customer ID or
carefully verified contact detail if the system supports it. Train staff to check for an existing record before
creating another. If a phone number is shared or has changed, confirm identity in a proportionate way
before merging or exposing records. Never reveal another customer’s order details just because someone
uses a familiar name.

Give each branch a clear role

A branch manager should own the local quality of customer service and the accuracy of branch records.
A central owner or operations lead should maintain shared definitions, access rules and reporting. Staff
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should know how to transfer an enquiry, stock request or complaint to another branch and how quickly
the receiving branch must respond.

For Nyarai’s shops, a customer asking at Gweru about a tank reserved in Kwekwe should not be told
simply to call the other shop and start again. The Gweru staff member can record the request, confirm the
customer’s preferred contact, check the shared order status or contact the Kwekwe branch, and explain
when the customer will hear back. The promise should have one named owner until it is complete. That
owner may hand over the task, but the customer should not be left to coordinate the business.

Do not turn branch performance into a competition that encourages staff to hoard customer records
or refuse cross-branch help. Recognise the value of a customer relationship to the whole business. If
one branch fulfils another’s order, agree how the sale and service work are recorded so managers can
understand both local performance and the customer’s complete experience.

Test systems before expansion

Before opening, map the customer journey: walk-in sale, special order, phone enquiry, WhatsApp request,
delivery, return or complaint. Identify where information is recorded and who has access at each step. Test
with realistic examples. Can a customer book at one branch and receive confirmation from the right one?
Can the receiving team see an active order without seeing unrelated personal notes? Can a customer’s
changed number be updated in a way that does not leave duplicate records? Can the owner see unresolved
issues across locations?

A shared POS may help, but it is not automatically a customer-management system. If two branches use
incompatible software, avoid maintaining multiple uncoordinated copies of the same customer list. Start
with a controlled, central record of active requests if necessary, then plan a better system. Name the master
copy, restrict access and establish who can correct it. A spreadsheet emailed around can quickly become
several conflicting versions.

Decide how branches will communicate operationally. A customer issue should not be resolved through
staff gossip in an informal group chat. Use a business channel and a concise format: customer reference,
issue, action needed, responsible person and deadline. Do not include unnecessary personal details. Make
sure the message is visible to the person who must act and that completion is recorded in the proper
business record.

Learn locally, standardise what works

A new town is not simply another address. Customers may have different delivery expectations, transport
patterns, preferred contact habits or peak shopping times. Avoid assuming that a practice successful in
Harare or Kwekwe will work unchanged in Gweru, Mutare or Masvingo. Ask local customers, observe
foot traffic and track requests. Keep service standards consistent while adapting practical delivery to local
conditions.

If customers at the Gweru branch repeatedly ask for home delivery to areas the business has not served
before, Nyarai can test a clear delivery arrangement, state the cost and timing honestly, and review whether
orders are fulfilled reliably. She should not promise the same service at both branches until each branch
has the staff, vehicle access and process to deliver it.

Hold a regular cross-branch check. Review repeated complaints, customer requests, stock transfers,
unresolved commitments and local practices worth sharing. Let branch staff explain what they are seeing.
A central team that only sends instructions may miss local realities; a branch that improvises without
communicating may weaken the wider promise.
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Grow the relationship, not just the footprint

Opening another branch increases the number of opportunities to serve customers, but it can also increase
the cost of inconsistency. If customers have to repeat their story at each location, the business appears
larger but not more capable. If the business remembers relevant preferences and fulfils promises across
branches, expansion can make it easier for customers to return.

Nyarai should assess the second branch not only by sales but by operational questions: Are transfers
completed? Do customers receive updates? Can staff find an active order? Are records duplicated? Are
complaints resolved by the responsible branch? These questions show whether the system is keeping pace
with the footprint.

Do not expand a broken process. If the first branch has no reliable way to track special orders, opening
another branch will multiply the confusion. Fix the core workflow first, document it in plain language,
train the new team and test it before volume grows. That preparation is less glamorous than a launch, but
it protects the business’s reputation.

Reflect and act

What should a customer receive consistently at every branch, and what should remain adaptable to
local conditions?

2. What information would a second branch genuinely need to serve a customer—and what should remain
restricted?

3. Map one customer journey that may cross branches, from first request to completion, and assign a
single owner for the handover.

4. Before expansion, test the POS, record-sharing and unresolved-issue process with realistic examples
and staff from both locations.

44. When Your Customer Base Grows Beyond Your Memory

Memory is a remarkable tool for human relationships. A shopkeeper remembers a customer’s face, a
regular order, a family occasion or a preferred way of being served. In a small business, that recognition
can make an ordinary transaction feel personal. The problem is not memory. The problem is expecting
memory to scale without support.

As the business grows, the number of customers, employees, channels and open requests multiplies. One
customer may call, another may send a WhatsApp voice note, another may walk in while the person who
usually serves them is on leave. A customer’s number may change. Two people may share a phone. A new
staff member may not know the old notebook’s shorthand. The business can still feel warm, but it needs
a shared way to remember what matters.

At a hardware shop in Marondera, Farai and his senior counter assistant know several local builders
personally. Customers ask for items to be put aside, request quotations, and sometimes pay a deposit before
collection. As the shop grows, Farai hires more staff and adds deliveries. One builder asks a new employee
about a quotation; the employee cannot find the note. Another customer arrives to collect pipe fittings that
have been sold because the reservation existed only in someone’s memory. These are not simply clerical
errors. They erode the customer’s confidence that the shop can be relied upon.

Move from personal memory to shared memory

The first step is to identify the kinds of information that must not be forgotten. They are often not broad
customer profiles but commitments: a call to make, an item reserved, a quotation waiting, an agreed
delivery time, a complaint to resolve or a customer’s stated preference. Build a system around these tasks
before trying to create a complete history of every interaction.
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A shared customer record should answer practical questions: How should we address this person? How
did they ask us to contact them? What active order or request do they have? What did we promise, who
owns it and by when? What limited background would help the next staff member serve them? It need
not preserve every conversation forever.

A CRM—customer relationship management system—is software or a structured process used to organise
customer details and interactions so the business can serve people consistently. It can be a dedicated
application, a POS module, a well-designed spreadsheet or, at a very small scale, a carefully managed
notebook. The letters matter less than whether the system helps the team find accurate information, update
it safely and complete customer commitments.

For Farai’s shop, a shared order-and-enquiry register may be the right first step. Give each request a
reference, record the customer’s chosen contact, item or quotation needed, deposit status only where
required for the transaction, the staff owner and expected update date. Staff can check a reservation before
selling the item. At the end of the day, they review open items. If the system is paper-based, keep it in a
fixed secure location and use clear handwriting and dates. If digital, limit editing and make backups in a
controlled way.

Design for people, not perfect data

No system will be accurate if it is too hard to use. Give fields plain names. Avoid asking staff to write a
long narrative after every interaction. Use short, standard terms where useful, and explain them to the
team. If staff record “call customer,” also require a date or due time; otherwise the note is incomplete. If an
item is finished, mark it closed so it does not remain on the open list forever.

Customers do not always use the same name or number across visits. Staff should search before adding a
new record, but they should not assume two records belong together based only on a similar name. Confirm
politely: “Have we spoken with you before under another number?” If an existing record is uncertain,
leave the records separate and ask a supervisor to review. A duplicate record is inconvenient; exposing
one person’s information to another is worse.

Use contact details as identifiers carefully. Numbers change, phones are shared, and a WhatsApp account
may be used by another household member. Before sharing an order status or personal detail, make sure
the person is entitled to receive it. Keep the message discreet. “Your order is ready for collection” may be
appropriate; sending an itemised purchase list to an unconfirmed number may not be.

Organise by service need, not by labels

As the customer base grows, a business may group customers into segments. Segmentation means dividing
customers into useful groups based on a relevant characteristic, such as the service they use, preferred
contact channel, location, or buying pattern. It helps a business communicate appropriately, but it can also
become a way to stereotype or over-message.

A salon might distinguish clients who book hair services from those who book nail services because the
reminders and service information differ. A hardware shop might group trade customers by the types of
quotations or delivery arrangements they request. A grocery might separate customers who asked for
restock notices from those who did not. These groups are useful because they change what the business
does. Labels such as “rich,” “difficult” or “low value” are not a respectful substitute for understanding
actual needs.

Start with the simplest group that will improve service. If you wish to message a group, check that people
agreed to receive that kind of communication. A customer’s past purchase does not automatically mean
that every future promotion is relevant. Use the principle: relevant message, right customer, right time. If
you cannot explain the relevance, do not send it.
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Keep the records alive

A database becomes stale unless the business maintains it. Give staff a clear way to correct a record, note
a changed number or close a completed request. Review a sample of records periodically for duplicates,
incomplete fields and outdated contact preferences. Do not ask all customers to repeat information at
every visit just because the system is unreliable; fix the system where possible.

Use access levels. The person who needs to see a booking may not need to download every customer
contact. The cashier may need to identify a loyalty participant but not view sensitive complaint notes. The
owner or manager may need a broader view for oversight. Remove access when it is no longer needed and
train staff not to copy data into personal files.

Have a handover procedure. When staff leave, transfer open commitments to another named person, return
business devices and remove access. When the business adopts a new tool, decide what information needs
to move, who verifies it and how the old copy will be protected or disposed of. A migration is not successful
just because a file has been uploaded; test whether the team can find the right record and whether the
customer receives the promised service.

Use scale to create more personal service

A system should make personal attention more possible, not replace it. It can help staff recognise that a
customer has been waiting for a quotation or asked for a particular item. It can remind someone to confirm
a delivery. It cannot decide whether the customer needs a compassionate exception, nor can it substitute
for a sincere apology when the business has failed.

Farai can keep his familiar way of greeting regular builders while giving his team a better method for
managing their requests. The customer should not have to depend on finding Farai in the shop to know
whether a quotation is ready. The business can preserve warmth by sharing relevant knowledge and then
speaking naturally, not by reading a script or pretending every employee remembers every detail.

Growth beyond memory is not a loss of humanity. It is a recognition that customers deserve dependable
service even when the business is busy, the owner is absent or the person who first helped them is no
longer on shift. A shared memory system gives the business a way to keep its promises as the number of
relationships grows.

Reflect and act

Which important customer commitments currently depend on one person remembering them?

2. What is the smallest shared record that would prevent those commitments from being forgotten?

3. Define one useful customer segment in your business and explain what different service or
communication it enables.

4. Create a simple correction and handover process for changed details, completed requests and departing
staff.

45. Using Technology Without Losing the Human Relationship

Technology is most useful in a customer-led business when it helps people serve people. A POS can reduce
errors, WhatsApp Business can make it easier to answer enquiries, a booking tool can prevent double-
booking, and a customer record can help staff remember a promised call. None of these tools creates trust
by itself. Trust comes from what the business does with the opportunity the tool provides.

The danger is not that a business uses technology. It is that the business confuses automation with care. A
customer who receives an instant automated response saying “We will reply soon” still needs a real reply.
A loyalty message with the customer’s name can still be irrelevant. A polished digital system can still
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leave an order unfulfilled. Technology can make good service easier, and it can make bad service faster
and more visible.

In Victoria Falls, a small lodge managed by Tendai receives enquiries by phone, walk-in and WhatsApp.
Some guests want to know about check-in times, transport or room availability. Tendai has only a small
team, and messages arrive when staff are assisting guests. Without a shared method, two people may reply
differently, an enquiry may be overlooked, or a booking may not be recorded. The answer is not necessarily
to buy a large system. It is to use a suitable tool while keeping responsibility and human judgement clear.

Choose tools around the customer journey

List the points where customers interact with the business: discovering you, asking a question, placing an
order, paying, receiving the service, raising an issue and deciding whether to return. At each point, ask
what makes the experience difficult for the customer and whether a tool can remove that difficulty.

For a lodge, a shared enquiry log may prevent missed messages. WhatsApp Business labels may help staff
distinguish new enquiries from confirmed bookings, but the team must agree what each label means and
who updates it. A template can provide consistent directions or check-in information, but a person should
review unusual questions. A booking tool may help avoid double-booking, but staff must keep it current
when a booking arrives by phone or in person.

For a neighbourhood boutique, WhatsApp Status may be a useful place to show newly arrived sizes. It is
not a substitute for answering an individual customer who asked to reserve an item. For a salon, a digital
booking calendar can reduce confusion, but the receptionist still needs to confirm cancellations, protect
client information and handle exceptions with tact.

Start with a tool that solves a real bottleneck and that staff can maintain. Do not buy software because a
competitor has it or because a sales demonstration looked impressive. Ask what the tool costs to set up
and maintain, whether it works reliably with available connectivity and power, how staff will be trained,
how customer records can be exported, and what happens if the provider or device is unavailable.

Keep a human owner for each interaction

Every automated or shared process needs a person accountable for the result. If a customer submits a
form, who checks it? If a message is labelled “waiting for payment,” who confirms receipt? If an automated
reminder goes out, who responds when the customer asks a question? A system without an owner creates
a digital version of an unattended notebook.

Tell customers when they are interacting with an automated message or an out-of-hours reply. Make
the next step clear: when a person will respond, which contact method to use for urgent issues, or what
information is needed. Avoid pretending that a bot is a human. Customers can accept a simple automated
acknowledgement if it helps them know their message arrived; they are less likely to appreciate an artificial
conversation that blocks access to staff.

At Tendai’s lodge, an after-hours WhatsApp reply might say: “Thank you for your enquiry. We have
received it. A team member will confirm availability during our next service period. Please include your
dates and preferred room type if you have not already done so.” The reply is useful because it sets an
honest expectation. It should not say that a room is available until someone has checked.

Preserve choice and context

Customers have different communication preferences. Some are comfortable with WhatsApp; others
prefer a phone call or an in-person conversation. Some may have limited data, a shared device, or a
changing number. Do not treat one channel as universal. Ask what works for the customer when ongoing
contact is appropriate, and record their choice accurately.
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Keep messages personal in the relevant sense: they address a real need, use the right channel, and arrive at
a suitable time. Personalisation does not mean inserting a name into a bulk message. A customer who asked
about a size should receive information about that size, not a generic stream of unrelated promotions. A
guest who requested a late-arrival instruction should receive a clear response, not a loyalty offer.

Respect silence. If a customer does not answer a promotional message, do not repeatedly pursue them. If a
customer says not to send further updates, stop. If a customer stops returning, first consider whether there
is a practical, respectful reason to contact them at all. A win-back message is not automatically appropriate
for every inactive customer, especially where the business cannot tell why they left or whether they wish
to hear from it.

Have a fallback for ordinary disruptions

Zimbabwean businesses may face changing connectivity, power interruptions, device problems or a phone
number that is temporarily unavailable. A customer-led process should not collapse when one tool fails.
Decide how the team will record new orders if the POS is offline, where pending WhatsApp enquiries
are checked, how bookings are reconciled after a connection returns, and how to communicate delays
honestly.

A fallback does not mean duplicating every record in several places forever. It means a controlled
temporary method with a named person who transfers and verifies the information once the primary
system is available. For example, a numbered paper order slip may be used during an outage, then entered
into the POS by an assigned staff member. Mark the paper entry as transferred so the business does
not process it twice. Store temporary records securely and dispose of them according to the business’s
recordkeeping needs.

Be cautious about adopting too many tools at once. When staff must check several phones, spreadsheets
and apps, customer messages can disappear between them. Choose an agreed business channel for each
task and tell customers where to reach you. If a new platform is added, decide which existing tool it replaces
or connects with. More technology is not always more control.

Let technology support good judgement

Technology can show that a customer has not returned, but it cannot know whether the person moved,
changed numbers, found another supplier, had a poor experience, or simply does not need the product
again. A customer record can prompt a thoughtful question; it should not become a basis for assumptions.
Staff need permission to use judgement, correct bad information, and ask a manager when the right
response is uncertain.

Tendai can use a shared enquiry record to see which prospective guests have not received a reply,
but the response should reflect their actual question. If the requested room is unavailable, say so and,
if appropriate, offer an alternative without pressuring the guest. If a guest complains, a template can
acknowledge the message, but a responsible person must understand the issue and decide what remedy
is fair.

Review technology from the customer’s point of view. Does it make it easier to reach the business? Does
it prevent the customer from repeating information? Does it protect their contact details? Is the promised
response time realistic? If the tool makes work easier for the business but adds confusion for customers,
change the process.

The strongest customer relationships are neither purely personal nor purely automated. They combine the
consistency of a reliable system with the judgement, respect and warmth of a human being. Technology
can help a small team remember more, answer more clearly and keep more promises. The relationship
remains the business’s responsibility.
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Reflect and act

Which point in your customer journey creates the most avoidable delay or repetition, and could a simple
tool help?

2. For each automated reply or digital form, who is responsible for checking it and completing the next
step?

3. Choose one tool to improve, standardise or remove. Explain how it will help customers rather than
merely add a feature.

4. Write a simple fallback for a power, connectivity or device interruption, including who records pending
customer requests and who verifies them afterwards.
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Part VII — The 90-Day Customer Retention
Transformation

46. Days 1-30: Know Who Your Customers Are

A retention transformation does not begin with a reward, a campaign or a new piece of software. It begins
with a more basic question: who are the people already buying from this business? Many owners can
describe their busiest hours, most popular products and biggest daily sales. Fewer can say which customers
have returned, which ones usually order by phone, or who stopped buying after a problem. The first month
is about making the customer visible without making the work so complicated that the team abandons it.

The aim is not to collect every possible detail. It is to create a reliable, usable record that helps you recognise
a customer and serve them better. A customer record is simply a few useful details kept together: a name
or preferred form of address, a contact method when the customer is willing to share it, what kind of
customer they are, and a note about the relationship or service they expect. A customer database is an
organised collection of such records. It may start in a notebook or spreadsheet. The important thing is
not the tool’s sophistication; it is whether the information can be found, understood and acted on by the
people who need it.

Start by agreeing what you need to know. For a salon, that might be a customer’s name, phone number,
usual service, preferred stylist and last visit. A hardware shop may need a name, contact, type of trade or
project, delivery area and products previously requested. A grocery may simply need a name, preferred
contact channel and enough purchase history to make a useful follow-up possible. A restaurant might
note a regular lunch customer’s usual collection time or dietary request, handled sensitively and only
when relevant. Avoid collecting personal details because they might one day be interesting. If the business
cannot explain how a detail improves service, operations or a customer’s chosen relationship with the
business, do not make it part of the form.

Then take stock of what already exists. The customer database might be sitting inside WhatsApp. It could

also be scattered across a booking diary, delivery book, phone contacts, cash-sale notes, POS exports,
EcoCash references, order messages, staff notebooks and an Excel file saved on one person’s computer.
Do not assume these sources are a customer list. A phone number beside an order may be incomplete or
belong to someone placing an order for another person. A receipt records a transaction, not automatically
a relationship. The first task is to locate the records, understand what they mean, and decide which can
responsibly be brought together.

Consider a small salon in Gweru, Mupfumi Hair Studio. Customers book through WhatsApp, walk in when
they can, or phone the owner while she is serving someone. One stylist knows many clients by name, while
another recognises them by hairstyle. When the stylist goes on leave, the business loses useful details. In
the first month, the owner does not begin by buying a complex system. She agrees on one standard record:
customer’s preferred name, phone number if offered, service, date, stylist and a brief practical note such as
“prefers morning booking.” The team copies only the active, relevant details from recent booking messages
and the diary. Old numbers that cannot be confirmed are marked for checking rather than treated as fact.

A simple first-month routine can keep this manageable. In the first week, map the ways customers buy:
at the counter, on WhatsApp, by phone, through a delivery driver, or at another branch. Ask staff where
customer information currently appears and where it gets lost. In the second week, choose a minimum
record and a single agreed place for new records. In the third week, test the process during real trading
hours, then correct anything that slows service or causes confusion. In the fourth week, review a sample
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of the records with staff: can the business find a customer, distinguish two people with the same name,
and tell whether a phone number has been checked?

Use one primary identifier consistently where possible. A phone number can help distinguish customers,
but numbers change, may be shared by a household, or may not be provided. A name alone can be
ambiguous. A business can use a customer number in a spreadsheet or POS system while keeping the
information needed to recognise the person. Do not merge records merely because names look similar. If
two records might be the same person, mark them to verify the next time they interact. A mistaken merge
can attach one person’s purchases or messages to another.

When asking for information, explain the benefit in ordinary language and make the request optional. A
cashier could say, “Would you like us to keep your number so we can let you know when your usual item
comes in? It is completely fine if you would rather not.” A salon receptionist could ask, “May I save your
number for booking reminders and changes to your appointment?” Do not make a purchase or good service
conditional on agreeing to unrelated messages. Record what the customer agreed to receive. A customer
who gave a number for delivery coordination has not necessarily asked to receive regular promotions.

The way information is entered matters as much as the form. Decide whether phone numbers include the
country code, how names are capitalised, how dates are written, and what staff should do when a detail
is missing. Keep notes short and factual. “Asked us to call before delivery” is useful. “Difficult customer”
is a judgement that can bias future service and should not be recorded. A customer record is not a place
for gossip.

A notebook can be a sensible beginning if it is legible, kept in a secure place and updated by a named
person. A spreadsheet can help sort, check and update records, but it also needs a responsible owner,
sensible access and a backup. Where the business has multiple branches, agree the same basic fields and
process. A record that only one employee understands is not a business asset; it is a fragile personal filing
system. At the same time, do not give every worker access to information they do not need. Responsible
handling is part of earning trust.

Measure the first month by process quality, not by the size of the list. Are staff asking appropriately? Are
records captured in one agreed place? Can the manager locate a record without searching several phones?
Are duplicates and uncertain details visible? Can the team tell which customers have agreed to which kind
of contact? These are useful signs of progress. A large list with wrong numbers, inconsistent notes and no
permission to contact is not a strong customer base.

Build a simple correction habit as well. Customers may notice that a saved number is wrong, a name is
misspelt, or an old preference no longer applies. Give staff a clear way to update a record and, where
useful, note when it was checked. Keep the earlier error from resurfacing in a second notebook or an
outdated phone contact. For a small team, a weekly check of recently changed details may be enough to
catch inconsistencies before they affect a booking, delivery or message.

A customer base is not a pile of names. It is a working memory the business builds with its customers. Your
staff may know your customers. But does your business know them? The first 30 days begin to answer
that question. Protect the personal interaction: greet the person, listen, ask only what helps, and capture
the useful details after—not instead of—serving them.
Reflect and act

Reflect
1. Where does useful customer information currently live, and which of those places could disappear or

become inaccessible?
2. What is the smallest customer record that would genuinely improve service in this business?
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3. What information do we collect today without a clear reason?
Act
1. Map every current customer-information source, including WhatsApp, phone orders, notebooks, POS

records and delivery notes.

2. Agree a short set of standard customer fields and one location for new records.

3. Ask staff to test a respectful, optional explanation for requesting customer details, and note what
customers find unclear.

47. Days 31-60: Understand Their Behaviour

Knowing who customers are is a beginning, not the whole job. During the second month, the business
starts to understand what customers do: what they buy, how they prefer to order, when they tend to return,
and what might signal that they need help. This is not about predicting people with certainty. It is about
seeing patterns carefully enough to make better decisions, while remembering that a pattern is a clue—
not a verdict about an individual.

Customer behaviour means the choices and actions a customer makes in relation to the business. They
may visit a shop, place a WhatsApp order, buy the same product regularly, request a delivery, compare
prices, respond to a message or stop appearing. Retention is the ability to keep a working relationship with
customers so that they continue choosing the business when it suits them. A customer who does not return
is not necessarily lost forever, and a customer who appears often is not automatically satisfied. Behaviour
helps the business ask better questions; it does not give permission to assume what a person thinks.

Use the records built during the first month to assemble a practical view. For each customer, note
transactions or interactions that can be reliably connected to them. A POS receipt with no customer
identifier belongs in sales totals, but it cannot confidently be assigned to a person. A phone number on a
WhatsApp order may identify the person who arranged it, but the buyer could be someone else. If there
is uncertainty, preserve it. Do not transform a guess into a fact simply because a spreadsheet needs a
complete cell.

Begin with questions that affect real decisions. Which customers have bought more than once? What
products or services appear together? Which customers order by phone or WhatsApp rather than walking
in? What days or periods bring repeat visits? Which delivery customers need a confirmation call? Which
customers have not returned within the period the business would normally expect? Are there common
reasons for a cancelled booking, delayed order or complaint? The right questions differ by sector. A
hardware shop may care about repeat purchases of supplies during a building project. A barber may care
about the interval between appointments. A grocery may distinguish regular household shopping from
occasional bulk purchases. A lodge may not expect a guest to return next week, but may want to learn
whether the guest recommends it or returns on a later trip.

A useful idea is the “normal return rhythm”: the period in which a customer often comes back for a
particular product or service. It is not a universal number. It must be observed in the business, and it may
vary by customer. A salon might notice that some clients rebook after a few weeks while others return
only for a special occasion. A restaurant’s regular lunch customer may visit several times in a working
month, while a family coming for a celebration may appear only occasionally. Avoid labelling a customer
inactive after an arbitrary number of days borrowed from another business. Start by asking, “What would
be normal for this kind of purchase here?” Then use the pattern as a prompt to check in, not as proof that
the person has left.
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Take Tariro’s Kitchen in Mutare, a small café serving walk-ins and phone orders. Its till summaries show
lunch sales, but they do not tell the owner which buyers return. The staff begin offering an optional way
to identify phone orders: the customer can give a name or number when placing the order. They also
note the order channel and whether collection or delivery was requested. After several weeks, the owner
sees a handful of customers repeatedly order lunch by phone, often before the midday rush. She does not
immediately send a discount to everyone. First, she checks whether those orders are being prepared on time
and whether the customers have agreed to receive updates. She then tests a simple service improvement:
clearer confirmation of collection time. The useful insight is not a claim about all café customers; it is a
local pattern that suggests a practical change.

Organise customers into simple groups only when the groups help you serve them better. This process
is called segmentation: dividing customers into understandable groups based on relevant differences.
For example, a salon may distinguish regular appointment customers from walk-ins, or a boutique may
separate people who buy in-store from those who order after seeing WhatsApp Status. A hardware store
might identify trade customers who need quotations and delivery coordination. Keep categories few, clear
and actionable. “Customers who ordered delivery” may help the team plan follow-up. A label such as “high
value” without a defined and fair reason may encourage staff to neglect everyone else.

Do not confuse a customer’s spending with their worth as a person or with their loyalty. One large
transaction may be a one-off project. A modest regular purchase can represent an enduring relationship.
To understand the commercial value, look at patterns over time: frequency, types of purchases, service cost
and the contribution the relationship makes, using the records the business can trust. Avoid pretending
that incomplete records give a precise customer lifetime value. If the business lacks the information to
calculate a figure responsibly, use a simpler description such as “repeat hardware buyer” or “regular salon
client.” Plain labels are better than false precision.

Ask what the pattern might mean before acting on it. If repeat purchases of a product fall, is the product
unavailable, has the price changed, or is the data incomplete? If appointment cancellations rise, has
the business changed its booking process or have reminders failed? If WhatsApp responses decline, are
messages too frequent, irrelevant, sent at inconvenient times, or going to outdated numbers? The data
cannot answer all these questions. Talk to staft who interact with customers, check stock and service
records, and ask customers for feedback where appropriate.

A weekly behaviour review can be short and useful. Choose a small sample of known customers and look
at their last interaction, the channel they used and the next sensible step. Check a few customers who seem
overdue against the business’s actual buying rhythm. Examine one product or service pattern. Review
complaints, cancellations and unfulfilled requests. Record the possible action, who will take it and when
you will check the result. Do not spend hours making charts that lead to no change.

Remember that a customer may disappear for reasons unrelated to service: travel, a change in income, a
new work schedule, a move, a changed phone number or a purchase that naturally occurs only once in a
while. A kind check-in can open a conversation, but a customer owes the business neither an explanation
nor a return visit. Your role is to make returning straightforward and to listen when customers tell you
what would help.

By Day 60, the business should be able to describe a few grounded patterns and the limits of its
information. It should know which records are dependable, which interactions remain anonymous, what
a normal return rhythm looks like for selected products or services, and what questions deserve follow-
up. Information is only valuable when it changes what the business does. The second month turns records
into questions, and questions into sensible service decisions.
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Reflect and act
Reflect

1. Which repeat behaviours can we identify confidently, and where are we still making assumptions?
2. What is a reasonable return rhythm for our main products or services, based on our own experience?

3. Which customer groups would benefit from a different service or communication approach?
Act
1. Review a manageable sample of identifiable customer records and note purchase or contact patterns

without filling gaps with guesses.

2. Select one behaviour question with a practical business consequence, such as missed appointments or
unconfirmed deliveries.

3. Discuss the pattern with front-line staff and customers where suitable, then record one improvement
to test.

48. Days 61-90: Engage, Reward and Retain

The third month turns understanding into respectful action. The business has started to build reliable
customer records and has found a few patterns worth following. Now it can decide how to engage: how
to make contact useful, how to recognise repeat business, and how to give customers a reason to choose
the business again. The test is not how many messages are sent or how many rewards are issued. The test
is whether the customer receives something relevant and the business can deliver on its promise.

Engagement is the ongoing, two-way interaction between a business and its customers. It can be a
conversation at the counter, a clear appointment reminder, an answer to a WhatsApp question, an update
when a delivery is delayed or a considerate invitation to return. It does not mean constant promotion.
The best engagement often solves a small point of friction: making it clear whether an item is in stock,
confirming a booking, explaining a price change, or remembering a customer’s stated preference.

A practical communication plan starts with three questions: who is this message for, why is it useful to
them, and why is this the right time? This is the principle “Relevant message + right customer + right
time.” If one part is missing, pause. A message about a new hair treatment may be suitable for customers
who asked about that service, but not for every number in the salon’s phone. A stock update may help a
hardware customer who asked the business to call when a fitting arrives. A restaurant’s revised opening
hours may be useful to regulars if they chose to receive WhatsApp updates. A broad message sent
repeatedly to all saved contacts may become noise and undermine trust.

WhatsApp Business and Status can support this work, but they need basic discipline. Keep the business
profile accurate, ensure more than one responsible person can handle enquiries when appropriate, and
agree response expectations the team can meet. Use labels only if staff understand them and update
them. For a broadcast or direct message, make sure the customer has agreed to receive that type of
communication. Offer a straightforward way to stop promotional messages and honour the request. Do
not add someone to a group where their number becomes visible to others unless they have knowingly
agreed to that arrangement. Separate a necessary order or delivery message from a sales campaign.

Imagine Tadiwa Home & Hardware in Chinhoyi. A customer, Farai, asks whether a particular fitting is
available and says it is for a bathroom renovation. The item is not in stock, but Farai agrees that the shop
can message when it arrives. When it does, the staff member sends a direct, brief update identifying the
item and asking whether Farai still needs it. That is useful engagement because it follows the customer’s
request. If Farai buys it, the team records the outcome and asks whether the delivery arrangement worked.
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The shop does not assume that this customer wants weekly promotions. The relationship grows because
a promise was remembered and kept.

Rewards can help reinforce a good relationship, but loyalty is not the same as discounting. Giving
everybody a discount is a promotion. Loyalty is a relationship. A reward may be a small price benefit,
a useful add-on, priority booking, convenient delivery, a thoughtful recognition or an invitation to a
relevant service. Choose rewards that customers value and the business can afford to honour. A reward that
is confusing, frequently unavailable or dependent on rules nobody understands creates disappointment
instead of goodwill.

Before launching a reward, calculate its real cost and decide what behaviour it is meant to encourage. Is it
intended to recognise repeated visits, encourage rebooking, thank a customer after a milestone, or support
trial of a new service? Avoid rewarding purchases that would have happened anyway if the cost makes the
offer unsustainable. Define who qualifies, how a visit or purchase is counted, how the customer can check
progress, when a reward expires if there is an expiry, and how staff will handle exceptions. Explain the
rules in plain language. If the business cannot explain a scheme at the till in a few sentences, simplify it.

Start small and test the process with staff before announcing it widely. A boutique in Masvingo might invite

a group of willing repeat customers to try a simple recognition approach: staff note a customer’s preferred
sizes and, when requested, send an update about relevant new arrivals. That may create more value than

a points system the shop cannot maintain. A barber in Harare might offer a convenient rebooking option
rather than reduce the price of every haircut. A grocery might test a clear reward on a specific category,
while checking that the offer does not create stock problems or undermine essential margins. These are
options, not universal answers. The customer’s response and the business’s ability to deliver should guide

the next step.

Retention also depends on service recovery. Customers do not always complain before they leave. When
someone does report a problem, listen without becoming defensive, establish what happened, acknowledge
the inconvenience, agree a reasonable next step and follow through. A complaint about a delayed delivery
is also evidence about the delivery process. A missed salon appointment reminder may reveal an unreliable
contact routine. A courteous resolution cannot undo every failure, but a clear response can prevent a bad
moment from becoming a pattern of neglect.

Win-back communication deserves care. If a previously regular customer has not returned within their
normal rhythm, check the record first. Is the number current? Was there a complaint? Did the customer
ask for no further contact? Is there a real reason to reach out, or are you about to send a generic “we miss
you” message to a person who barely knows the business? A useful message is brief, honest, and easy to
ignore. For example: “Hello, Mai. You asked us to let you know when the navy school bags arrived. We
have a few in stock. Would you like us to send details?” If there is no response, do not keep escalating the
messages. Respect silence and opt-outs.

The 90-day transformation needs a repeatable operating rhythm. By the end of the first month, the business
has agreed what to capture and where. By the end of the second, it has reviewed customer behaviour
and selected a few practical questions. In the third, it has tested appropriate engagement, service changes
or a carefully designed reward. At Day 90, the owner and team should review what worked, what was
confusing, what customers appreciated, what staff could sustain and what must stop. A pilot that reveals
a problem has still produced valuable learning—provided the business responds to it.

Measure both the customer experience and the commercial result. Track whether records are complete
enough to use, whether requested follow-ups happened, whether bookings were kept, whether repeat
customers returned, whether complaints were resolved and whether the cost of a reward made sense.
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Compare like with like, and note other changes that may affect the result, such as stock availability or
altered opening hours. Do not claim that a campaign caused a sales increase when you have no way
to separate its effect from other factors. Small businesses can learn without pretending to run perfect
experiments.

A retention system is not a one-off 90-day project. The 90 days establish a rhythm: listen, record, review,
act and learn. The business keeps what is useful, stops what creates unwanted pressure and improves the
process as customer preferences and trading conditions change. The goal is neither to message everyone
nor to make every customer join a programme. It is to make the next good experience more likely.

Reflect and act
Reflect

1. Which customers have a clear reason to hear from us, and what did they agree to receive?

2. Would a reward improve the relationship, or would better service solve the real problem?

3. Can our team deliver the promises we are considering consistently across walk-ins, phone orders,
WhatsApp and deliveries?

Act

1. Test one relevant customer communication with a clearly defined audience, a useful purpose and an
easy way to decline future promotional messages.

2. Pilot one affordable recognition or reward idea with staff before offering it broadly, and write its rules
in plain language.

3. Schedule a Day 90 review of customer response, staff workload, service outcomes and reward costs;
keep, change or stop each test accordingly.

49. The Zimbabwean Business Customer Retention Audit

An audit is a careful check of how the business currently works, not an examination designed to catch
staff out. The Zimbabwean Business Customer Retention Audit helps owners see whether the customer
relationship is supported by dependable everyday practices. It can be completed by a small team around
a table. Answer honestly, using examples rather than aspiration. “We intend to follow up” is not the same
as “someone checks the delivery book each afternoon and contacts customers whose orders are delayed.”

For each statement below, mankplace, partly in place, or not yet in place. “In place” means the
practice happens reliably, not only when the owner remembers. “Partly in place” means it happens
inconsistently, in one channel or with one staff member. “Not yet in place” means there is no agreed
process. Do not turn the marks into a competition or use them to shame an employee. Use them to choose
the next improvement.

1. We can explain who our customers are. Can the business distinguish a known repeat customer from
an anonymous transaction where that matters? Are customer records based on reliable information? Can
the owner describe important customer types without relying only on anecdotes? If the answer is no, the
immediate priority is not a loyalty campaign; it is a consistent, respectful way to recognise customers who
choose to be known.

2. We capture useful information in one dependable place. Do walk-in sales, phone orders,
WhatsApp conversations, deliveries and branch transactions leave information in scattered notebooks
and personal phones, or is there a clear process for bringing relevant details together? Is there an agreed
minimum customer record? Can staff find it during a busy shift? Are incomplete and uncertain details
marked honestly rather than silently guessed?
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3. We know what customers have agreed to. Can the team distinguish a number collected to arrange
delivery from a customer who agreed to receive offers? Is promotional contact limited to people who
agreed to it? Are opt-out requests acted upon? Are customer records handled discreetly, with access limited
to people who need the information for their work? If staff cannot answer these questions, pause bulk

outreach and clarify the process first.
4. We can see how customers buy, not only how much we sell. Does the POS connect sales to

customers when appropriate, or does it only record the sale? Do phone orders and deliveries have a
consistent identifier? Can the business recognise repeat visits across cash, EcoCash and POS transactions
without assuming a payment method identifies a person? A POS system may hold useful sales information,
but it cannot identify a customer unless the business captures a dependable link—and even then, the record

may need checking.
5. We understand what “returning” means in our business. Have we considered the ordinary buying

rhythm for the products and services we sell? Do we distinguish a customer who has not yet reached
the expected time to return from a customer who may need a check-in? Is the definition different for a
grocery regular, a hair appointment, a building project, a restaurant lunch and a lodge stay? Avoid a single

inactivity rule for all customers.
6. We notice service friction and follow through. Can staff report recurring stock requests, delayed

deliveries, unclear prices, booking problems and unresolved complaints? Is someone responsible for
checking that a promised call, message, replacement or explanation actually happens? Are complaints
treated as information about the process as well as an individual customer’s concern? Remember:

customers do not always complain before they leave.
7. We communicate with purpose. Before sending a WhatsApp message, can staff explain who needs

it, why it is useful and why the timing is appropriate? Are Status updates accurate and relevant? Do
customers receive direct messages only in line with their preferences? Does the business reply within a
timeframe it can honestly maintain? Are important messages—such as order confirmations or opening-

hour changes—separated from promotional messages?
8. Our recognition or reward is clear, fair and affordable. Can a customer understand how it works?

Can staff explain it consistently? Are the promised rewards available and is their cost understood? Does
the programme encourage a relationship or merely reduce the price for every buyer? If the business uses
no formal programme, that is not automatically a weakness. Reliable service and sincere recognition may

be more suitable than points.
9. Staff know their part in retention. Does each role have a clear responsibility: asking permission,

recording an order, updating a booking, checking a delivery or escalating a complaint? Are staff given
enough time and tools to do it? Do managers review the process and coach respectfully? Customer
retention is not the responsibility of a single “marketing person.” It is influenced by the experience

delivered at the counter, in the workshop, on the phone and at the customer’s door.
10. We review a small number of useful measures. Does the business check repeat visits or orders

where records permit? Does it review unfulfilled orders, cancellations, complaint follow-up, response to
customer messages and the cost of rewards? Are the numbers interpreted with their limitations in mind? A
count of identified repeat customers may rise simply because staff have started recording transactions, not

because customer behaviour changed. Compare definitions and data quality before drawing conclusions.
11. Our records can survive staff changes and busy periods. Is there a process another trained team

member can follow if the person who usually handles customer records is absent? Are records backed up
appropriately and protected? At branches, are core definitions consistent? Is there a safe handover when a
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staff member changes role or leaves? The objective is continuity—not unrestricted access or the permanent

retention of every detail.
12. We improve what we learn. Can the business name a recent decision changed because of customer

information? Perhaps staff updated appointment reminders, adjusted delivery confirmations, clarified a
return process, reordered an item customers repeatedly requested, or stopped a message that customers
did not find useful. If customer information never changes a decision, the process may be generating
paperwork instead of insight.

Once the team has marked the audit, do not try to fix all twelve areas at once. Choose one issue that creates
the greatest risk or customer frustration and one that can be improved without disrupting the business.
Assign an owner and a date. Define what completion looks like in visible terms. “Improve WhatsApp”
is vague. “By Friday, confirm that every phone order has a name, collection time and order status in the
shared order record” is concrete. At the next team review, check whether the process was followed and
whether it made the customer experience better.

A family-run grocery in Highfield might discover that its delivery book lists addresses but rarely records
when an order was completed. The owners could begin by adding a simple status and the customer’s
preferred contact method. A branch supervisor might check incomplete orders at closing and arrange
follow-up. The audit has helped identify a gap without requiring new software. In another business, the
core problem may be different: inconsistent staff introductions, outdated phone numbers, or rewards
nobody can explain. The point is to locate the real constraint in this business, in this town and with
this team.

If a “partly in place” answer appears in many areas, look for a shared cause. The team may lack a named
process owner, the records may be too complicated, the POS may not support customer identification, or
staff may not understand why the work matters. Fixing the cause is often better than adding another form.

If a customer gives the same details at every branch, for example, review how staft can find the existing
record before asking again. If phone numbers keep changing, agree how the business will verify a number
during a natural customer interaction rather than sending repeated messages to a dead contact.

Repeat the audit periodically, but not so often that it becomes box-ticking. The questions should lead to
a conversation about how customers actually experience the business. A good audit may reveal that a
process looks tidy on paper yet is difficult at the till. It may also show that a humble notebook, consistently
maintained and safely stored, works better than an expensive tool no one updates. The measure of maturity
is not technology. It is dependable practice, careful judgement and willingness to improve.

Reflect and act
Reflect
1. Which audit statement is weakest in our business, and what real customer experience illustrates the

problem?
2. Which record or measure do we trust least, and what would make it more dependable?

3. What is one process that works only because a particular person remembers it?
Act
1. Complete the audit together, using “in place,” “partly in place” or “not yet in place” and a concrete

example for each answer.

2. Select no more than two improvement priorities, name an owner for each and define a visible
completion date.

3. Review one customer-facing outcome at the next team meeting, then repeat the relevant audit questions
after the change has had time to settle.
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50. The Business That Customers Choose to Return To

A customer who comes back has made a choice. The choice may look ordinary: a quick stop at the grocery
after work, a call to the same mechanic, another lunch order, a return visit to the salon or a message
asking whether a particular item has arrived. Yet each return is a decision renewed in the customer’s
circumstances. The customer may have other shops nearby, other ways to spend, other demands on time,
and no obligation to remain with any one business. Retention is therefore not something the business can
command. It is something it earns, encounter by encounter.

A business worth returning to does not have to be the cheapest, largest or most technologically advanced.
It does have to make its promise believable. If it says an order will be ready at a certain time, the team
either makes it ready or tells the customer promptly when something changes. If an item is unavailable,
staff do not leave the customer guessing. If a booking is recorded, someone can find it. If a customer raises
a concern, the business responds as though the relationship matters. These actions are not glamorous.
They are the substance of reliability.

In Bulawayo, a family-run butchery called Ndebele Meats might serve customers who walk in, phone

ahead or ask for a delivery. The owner knows several regulars, and his assistant remembers who prefers

a particular cut. At first that familiarity is useful. As business grows, memory becomes uneven: a new
cashier does not recognise a regular, a phone order is missed during a busy period, and two staff members
give different answers about collection time. The owners do not need to abandon personal service. They
need to support it. A shared order record, a clear way to note preferences offered by customers, and a
quick handover between shifts let more of the team serve each customer with the same care. The customer
feels remembered without being dependent on one employee’s memory.

This is the difference between a relationship and a transaction. A sale is important; it pays the bills and
shows that an exchange occurred. But a receipt alone does not tell the business whether the customer found
what they needed, whether the service was straightforward, whether they would choose the business
again, or whether the purchase was a once-off. Your business has 5,000 receipts. How many customers
does it actually know? The question is not a criticism of busy businesses. It is an invitation to make each
useful customer connection easier to recognise and honour.

Customers notice practical details. They notice when a shop is open when it says it is open, when prices
are explained before a purchase, when staff treat questions patiently, when a delivery update arrives before
they have to chase, and when a WhatsApp enquiry is not left unanswered for days. They also notice when
a promise is repeated but not fulfilled. Service standards must be realistic for the business’s capacity. It is
better to promise a response by the end of the day and deliver it consistently than to promise an instant
response the team cannot maintain.

Consistency does not mean treating every customer identically. It means applying fair standards while
responding to relevant differences. A regular with a known preference may appreciate a brief, personal
acknowledgement. A first-time customer may need directions, a clear explanation or reassurance about
how the order works. A customer who has chosen not to receive promotions should still receive good
service. A person who has complained should not be labelled difficult; the team should understand what
happened and prevent a repeat failure where possible. Recognition is not favouritism when it is grounded
in useful knowledge, handled respectfully and available without making other customers feel unwelcome.

Technology should extend the human relationship, not replace it. A POS system can help the business
identify purchasing patterns if it can reliably link a transaction to a customer. A spreadsheet can make
a delivery list searchable. WhatsApp Business can keep customer enquiries and confirmations organised.
None of these tools can decide whether an apology sounds sincere, whether a promise is fair, or whether
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a particular message will be welcome. Those decisions remain human. Technology is valuable when it
reduces forgotten details and gives staff more room to pay attention.

The business also needs to acknowledge limits. Customers’ circumstances change; they travel, relocate,

switch numbers, change their spending priorities or stop needing a service. Some will never return, despite
excellent treatment. A retention system is not a way to control customers or to make them feel watched.
It is a way to notice what is happening, learn from feedback, make relevant offers and remove avoidable
obstacles. If someone says no to a message, the business respects it. If someone chooses another provider,
the business may ask—once, politely, where appropriate—whether there is feedback to share, but it does
not pressure the person to explain.

A return-worthy business is built by its whole team. The owner sets expectations and makes time for
the work. Managers keep the process practical. Front-line staff capture useful information and deliver the
promise. The person managing accounts or stock may reveal that an item is repeatedly unavailable. A
delivery driver may hear the same complaint about directions. The person answering WhatsApp may see
questions customers ask before they decide to buy. Retention improves when these observations travel
back to people who can act on them.

Make the learning visible. When the team identifies a problem and changes the process, explain why.
If customers repeatedly ask whether EcoCash is accepted or whether a card terminal is working, make
payment information clear before they arrive. If customers place orders by phone because the shop is
difficult to reach during a rush, agree who answers and how missed calls are returned. If customers
complain that an advertised item is out of stock, review how the business checks availability before posting.
Every detail will not be within the owner’s control, but honest communication and follow-through often
are.

A business does not need perfect data to begin improving. It needs to understand what it knows and what
it does not know. Walk-in traffic gives an impression of demand, but not necessarily of repeat behaviour.
A notebook may show regular names, but not every purchase. POS reports may show product totals while
leaving the customer anonymous. WhatsApp records may reveal enquiries that never became orders. A
useful manager brings these imperfect views together cautiously, asks staff what they are seeing and makes
a decision proportional to the evidence. Where the evidence is weak, test a small change and watch what
happens. Where the customer’s preference is clear, honour it.

At the end of the 90 days, the work continues as a modest routine. New customer details are recorded with
purpose. Existing records are checked and kept usable. The team reviews who is returning, where orders
or service are failing, which customers may appreciate a relevant follow-up, and whether the business has
honoured its promises. Feedback becomes an input to decisions, not a box to tick. Rewards remain clear
and affordable. Communications remain welcome and useful. The owner checks progress without turning
every customer interaction into a data-collection exercise.

A customer relationship grows when the business remembers what matters, keeps promises and makes it
easy to return. That is true whether the business serves five customers in a small workshop or thousands
across branches. It is true whether the owner begins with a notebook or a connected system. The method
can grow, but the principle stays simple: learn from each interaction and use what you learn to serve the
next one better.

Kin
Reflect and act

Reflect
1. What do customers experience here that would make them confidently choose us again?
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2. Where does our business still depend on one person’s memory instead of a shared, reliable process?

3. What promise do we make to customers, and how do we know that we keep it consistently?

Act

1. Ask a small number of customers what makes returning easy or difficult, and listen without correcting
their answers.

2. Choose one promise—about availability, timing, communication or service recovery—and make its
owner and follow-through visible to the team.

3. Keep a simple weekly retention review in the business calendar, and bring one learning and one practical
action to each review.

Closing thought

Your business does not grow simply because more receipts are printed. It grows when enough people
choose to come back.
Know your customers. Keep them coming back.
Kin
Understand. Engage. Reward. Retain.
A product of JayK Communications
0719 350 853
kin.co.zw
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