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ABSTRACT

This study examines how inventory management and customer retention strategies can enhance the sustainability
of an SME café through a SULAM case study. The study adopts a qualitative case study approach using
secondary data from a SULAM business advisory project involving a local food and beverage SME café in
Johor, Malaysia. To protect confidentiality, the business is referred to as Café A. The study is guided by the
Resource-Based View, which explains how internal resources and capabilities contribute to business
sustainability. The findings reveal two main challenges faced by Café A. First, limited storage capacity and
reliance on frequent small-quantity procurement increase operating costs, transportation expenses, inventory
shortage risks, and exposure to price fluctuations. Second, the absence of a structured customer retention and
feedback system limits the café’s ability to monitor customer satisfaction, understand customer preferences, and
encourage repeat visits. The study finds that practical and low-cost strategies, such as acquiring additional freezer
capacity, implementing bulk purchasing, using stock cards, introducing loyalty cards, adopting WhatsApp
Business, and collecting feedback through Google Forms, can strengthen operational efficiency and customer
engagement. The study also demonstrates that SULAM can serve as a meaningful platform for connecting
academic learning with real SME problem-solving. Overall, this research highlights that SME caf¢ sustainability
can be improved by strengthening basic internal resources and applying practical strategies suited to small
business limitations.

Keywords: Customer retention, Inventory management, Resource-Based View, SME café sustainability,
SULAM case study.

INTRODUCTION

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) play an important role in supporting local economic growth, employment
opportunities, and community development (Enaifoghe & Ramsuraj, 2023; Mokoena, 2019). In Malaysia, food
and beverage SMEs, particularly cafés, have become increasingly competitive as customer preferences continue
to change (Halid et al., 2026; Jais & Gani, 2024). Customers today do not only expect good food and reasonable
prices. They also value service quality, convenience, consistency, customer engagement, and a memorable
dining experience. As a result, SME cafés must manage both internal operations and customer relationships
effectively in order to remain sustainable (Taiwo et al., 2012).

However, many SME cafés face practical business challenges due to limited resources, informal management
systems, and dependence on manual daily operations (Mohamad et al., 2025). Inventory management is one of
the key areas that can affect business sustainability (Carpitella & Izquierdo, 2025). Poor inventory planning may
lead to stock shortages, wastage, higher purchasing costs, and inconsistent product availability (Alsoussi &
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Tahboub, 2025). For cafés that rely on fresh ingredients, the challenge becomes more significant because they
must balance freshness with cost efficiency. Without proper storage capacity and stock monitoring, cafés may
need to purchase ingredients frequently in small quantities, which can increase transportation costs, staff
workload, and exposure to price changes (Lugina & Myamba, 2025).

Customer retention is another important factor in SME café sustainability (Lamsal, 2025). In a competitive food
and beverage market, businesses cannot depend only on walk-in customers or one-time purchases. They need to
encourage repeat visits, build customer loyalty, and collect feedback to understand customer satisfaction and
preferences. Simple tools such as loyalty cards, WhatsApp Business, and digital feedback forms can help small
cafés engage customers more effectively without requiring high implementation costs (Azionya & Mashigo,
2025; Hoq, 2025). These strategies allow SMEs to strengthen customer relationships while improving service
quality based on customer responses.

In the case examined in this study, two main issues were identified. The first issue relates to cost sensitivity and
inadequate storage capacity. The café relies heavily on daily procurement of raw materials because of limited
freezer and storage space. This practice restricts the café’s ability to purchase in bulk, increases repeated
transportation costs, and exposes the business to sudden price changes. During peak demand, especially on
weekends, the café¢ may face stock shortages, last-minute purchases, and higher operational pressure. At the
same time, over-purchasing without proper storage may increase the risk of wastage. These conditions affect
cost control, menu consistency, staff efficiency, and customer satisfaction. Therefore, inventory management
becomes a central concern in sustaining the café’s daily operations and long-term profitability.

The second issue concerns the lack of a structured customer retention and feedback system. Although the café
has informal customer engagement efforts, its reservation, loyalty tracking, and feedback collection processes
are still handled manually. This limits the business’s ability to systematically understand customer preferences,
monitor satisfaction, and encourage repeat purchases. In a café market where customers have many alternatives,
weak customer retention may lead to unstable sales and higher dependence on new customers. Without proper
feedback mechanisms, the café may also miss important information about service delays, menu preferences,
staff performance, and customer expectations. Addressing this issue is important because customer loyalty and
feedback are not only marketing tools, but also sources of business intelligence for improving service quality
and competitiveness.

This study focuses on an SME café involved in a Service-Learning Malaysia, University for Society (SULAM)
project. The SULAM approach allows students to apply classroom knowledge to real business situations while
contributing practical recommendations to the community (Abdull Rahman et al., 2025; Mohamad et al., 2024).
Through this case study, students examined the café’s business challenges and proposed strategies related to
inventory management and customer retention. The case provides a useful context for understanding how
academic learning, community engagement, and business advisory activities can support SME sustainability.

The significance of this study lies in its practical and educational contributions. From a business perspective, the
study highlights how simple, low-cost strategies such as storage improvement, bulk purchasing, stock cards,
loyalty cards, WhatsApp Business, and digital feedback forms can help SME cafés improve operational
efficiency and customer engagement. These recommendations are realistic for small businesses because they do
not require complex technology or large financial investment. From an academic perspective, this study
demonstrates the value of SULAM as an experiential learning platform that connects theory with real business
practice. It shows how students can use classroom concepts such as inventory management, cost control,
customer relationship management, and business sustainability to diagnose actual SME problems and propose
practical solutions. Therefore, the study benefits SME owners, students, educators, and future researchers
interested in community-based business advisory projects.

Therefore, this research aims to examine the inventory management and customer retention challenges faced by
an SME café, analyse the proposed strategies for improving operational efficiency, customer engagement, and
cost control, and evaluate how a SULAM case study approach contributes to practical business problem-solving
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for SME caf¢ sustainability. This study is expected to provide insights into how low-cost and practical business
strategies can help SME cafés improve their operations, retain customers, and sustain long-term growth.

LITERATURE REVIEW
SME Café Sustainability

SME sustainability refers to the ability of a small or medium enterprise to maintain its operations, remain
competitive, control costs, satisfy customers, and continue growing over time (Litvaj et al., 2023; Purcidonio et
al., 2020). In the food and beverage sector, sustainability depends not only on financial performance but also on
operational efficiency, service quality, product consistency, customer loyalty, and the ability to respond to
changing market conditions (Akanmu et al., 2023; Dressler & Paunovi¢, 2020). For SME cafés, these factors are
especially important because they usually operate with limited capital, limited manpower, and less formalised
management systems compared to larger restaurant chains.

The Malaysian food and beverage SME sector faces strong pressure to remain sustainable because customer
expectations continue to increase. Customers expect fresh food, reasonable prices, fast service, clean premises,
friendly staff, and engaging customer experiences. At the same time, food and beverage SMEs are exposed to
rising raw material costs, intense competition, changing consumer trends, and operational disruptions. Recent
research on Malaysian food and beverage SMEs shows that sustainable development is influenced by factors
such as innovation capability, technology capability, organisational culture, sustainability orientation, and
government support (Saad et al., 2024). This suggests that SME sustainability is not achieved through one factor
alone. It requires businesses to strengthen both internal operations and external customer relationships.

In the context of this study, SME café sustainability is examined through two main areas: inventory management
and customer retention (Nomleni et al., 2025; Robinson et al., 2024). These two areas are closely connected to
business survival. Poor inventory management may increase cost, create stock shortages, reduce menu
availability, and affect customer satisfaction (Atnafu & Balda, 2018; Karamshetty et al., 2022). Weak customer
retention may cause unstable revenue, dependence on new customers, and limited understanding of customer
preferences. Therefore, improving inventory control and customer engagement can support long-term café
sustainability (Riswanto et al., 2024).

The SULAM case study used in this research shows that the selected SME café experienced two major business
issues. The first issue was cost sensitivity and inadequate storage capacity, which limited the café’s ability to
purchase ingredients in bulk and increased dependence on frequent daily procurement. The second issue was the
lack of a structured customer retention and feedback system, which limited the café’s ability to track customer
satisfaction and encourage repeat visits. These issues are practical and common among SMEs because many
small businesses rely on informal systems rather than structured operational tools.

Inventory Management in SMEs

Inventory management is a critical business function because it ensures that the right quantity of materials is
available at the right time and at a reasonable cost (Munyaka & Yadavalli, 2022; Oluwaseyi et al., 2017. For
food and beverage SMEs, inventory management is more complex because many ingredients are perishable and
must be managed carefully to avoid spoilage, wastage, or shortages. A café must balance two competing needs:
keeping enough stock to meet customer demand and avoiding excessive stock that may expire or increase holding
costs.

Previous studies show that inventory management practices influence SME performance. A systematic review
on inventory management and SME performance highlights that technical, technological, and behavioural know-
how can affect inventory practices and, ultimately, business performance (Panigrahi et al., 2024). Another study
on inventory management practices and SME operational performance argues that inventory practices are linked
to operational performance from a supply chain perspective (Panigrahi et al. (b), 2024). These findings support

Page 3747 . )
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue XX VI June 2026 | Special Issue on Education

the argument that inventory management is not only a back-end administrative activity. It directly affects cost
efficiency, service reliability, and business competitiveness.

For small cafés, weak inventory management may occur because of limited storage space, manual records,
unpredictable demand, supplier dependency, and lack of forecasting. When a café cannot store sufficient raw
materials, it may need to purchase ingredients frequently in small quantities (Chevallier-Chantepie & Batt, 2021;
Hang, 2024). This may increase transportation cost, staff workload, and exposure to market price changes. It
may also lead to emergency purchases when demand suddenly increases (Ahmed et al., 2021; Karim et al., 2018).
In the SULAM case study, the café’s limited storage capacity caused frequent procurement and increased the
risk of shortages, wastage, and higher operating costs.

A practical inventory strategy for SMEs does not always require complex technology. Simple tools such as stock
cards, Google Sheets, minimum stock levels, and basic demand tracking can improve visibility over stock
movement (Hassan et al., 2025). These tools help owners and employees monitor stock usage, identify low
inventory levels, reduce over-purchasing, and plan procurement more effectively (Stanger et al., 2012). In the
case study, the proposed use of a Google Sheet-based stock card was intended to reduce reliance on one
individual, improve transparency, and support better inventory monitoring.

Bulk purchasing is another relevant strategy (Masudin et al., 2018; Wallin et al., 2006). When storage capacity
is sufficient, SMEs may purchase key ingredients in larger quantities to reduce unit costs, transportation costs,
and repeated ordering (Mostofa, 2024; Wambui, 2010). However, bulk purchasing must be supported by proper
storage and stock monitoring. Without these controls, it may increase wastage. In this case, bulk purchasing was
recommended for high-demand ingredients because the café could reduce purchasing trips and obtain cost
savings. The project estimated yearly savings from bulk purchasing of selected ingredients, showing that
inventory decisions can directly affect financial performance.

Customer Retention and Feedback Systems

Customer retention refers to a business’s ability to encourage existing customers to continue purchasing its
products or services (Hawkins & Hoon, 2019; Ranaweera & Prabhu, 2003). For SME cafés, customer retention
is important because repeat customers provide more stable revenue and reduce dependence on attracting new
customers every day. In a competitive café market, customers can easily switch to other cafés if they experience
poor service, inconsistent food quality, long waiting times, or weak engagement.

Customer loyalty is especially valuable for small businesses because loyal customers do more than repeat
purchases (Khan, 2013). They may also recommend the business to others, share positive reviews, and support
the business during competitive periods. A recent systematic review on consumer loyalty in micro, small, and
medium enterprises states that loyalty contributes to long-term business success because loyal customers make
repeat purchases and often spread positive experiences through word-of-mouth and online reviews (Ananda et
al., 2024). This is highly relevant to cafés because food and beverage decisions are often influenced by
recommendations, reviews, and social media exposure.

Customer retention is closely linked to customer relationship management (CRM) (Boadu, 2019; Verhoef,
2003). CRM involves collecting, organising, and using customer information to improve engagement,
satisfaction, and loyalty (Arora et al., 2021). For SMEs, CRM does not necessarily require expensive software.
It may involve simple practices such as loyalty cards, customer databases, WhatsApp Business, feedback forms,
birthday rewards, and personalised communication. Literature on CRM in SMEs suggests that CRM can improve
customer engagement, loyalty, competitiveness, and overall business performance, especially when SMEs face
resource constraints (Andriansyah & Susanto, 2025).

In the SULAM case study, the café already had informal customer engagement practices, but its retention and
feedback processes were not structured. Reservations, feedback collection, and loyalty tracking were handled
manually, which limited the café’s ability to understand customer preferences and monitor satisfaction
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consistently . This creates a business risk because customer information remains scattered and difficult to
analyse. Without proper feedback, the café may not know whether customers are dissatisfied with waiting time,
food quality, staff friendliness, menu variety, or pricing.

Simple customer retention tools can address this issue. A stamp-based loyalty card can encourage repeat visits
by rewarding customers after a certain number of purchases (Berman, 2006; Hajdukiewicz, 2016). WhatsApp
Business can centralise customer communication, display menu information, and reduce repeated enquiries
(Jannah, 2023). Google Forms can collect structured feedback through a QR code, allowing customers to share
their views on food quality, service time, staff friendliness, and overall experience. These tools are suitable for
SMEs because they are low-cost, easy to implement, and familiar to both customers and staff.

Customer feedback also supports continuous improvement (Koval et al., 2018). When feedback is collected
systematically, the café can identify recurring problems and adjust its operations. For example, if customers
frequently complain about waiting time, the café can review staffing, kitchen workflow, or order preparation. If
customers show strong preference for certain menu items, the café can focus promotion and inventory planning
around those items. Therefore, feedback systems contribute not only to marketing but also to operational
decision-making.

Resource-Based View Theory

This study is underpinned by the Resource-Based View (RBV) (Barney, 1991). RBV explains that a firm’s
internal resources and capabilities can become sources of competitive advantage when they are valuable, rare,
difficult to imitate, and not easily substituted. Barney’s classic work argues that firms achieve sustained
competitive advantage when they control strategic resources that competitors cannot easily copy or replace.

RBYV is suitable for this study because the research focuses on how an SME café can improve sustainability by
strengthening internal resources and capabilities. In this context, resources are not limited to money or physical
assets (Edin, 2001; Moore, 1992). They also include storage capacity, inventory records, procurement practices,
staff knowledge, supplier relationships, customer relationships, feedback systems, and simple digital tools
(Collins et al., 2010; Scuotto et al., 2017). These resources may appear basic, but they can strongly influence the
café’s ability to control costs, maintain product availability, satisfy customers, and compete in the local market.

The café’s inventory issue can be explained using RBV. Limited storage capacity weakens the café’s resource
base because it restricts the ability to purchase in bulk, maintain buffer stock, and manage demand fluctuations.
Manual inventory monitoring also limits the café’s capability to track stock accurately. Therefore,
recommendations such as acquiring an additional freezer, using bulk purchasing, and implementing a stock card
system can be viewed as resource-enhancing strategies. These strategies improve the café’s operational
capability and may strengthen its cost control and service consistency.

The customer retention issue can also be explained through RBV (Hawkins & Hoon, 2019). Customer
relationships, loyalty, and feedback data are intangible resources. They help the business understand customers,
encourage repeat visits, and improve service quality. When customer retention is handled informally, the café
cannot fully use customer information as a strategic resource. Therefore, loyalty cards, WhatsApp Business, and
Google Forms can strengthen the café’s relational resources by making customer engagement more systematic
and measurable.

RBYV also fits the sustainability focus of the paper. SME sustainability depends on the business’s ability to
convert limited resources into practical capabilities. Larger businesses may use expensive systems, advanced
CRM software, or automated inventory platforms. However, SME cafés often need affordable and realistic
solutions. RBV allows this study to argue that even simple resources, when properly organised and used, can
improve business performance. A stock card, freezer, loyalty card, and feedback form may not be rare
individually, but their effective integration into daily operations can create practical value for a small café.
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Application of RBV to the Study

Based on RBV, this study views inventory management and customer retention as internal capabilities that
support SME café sustainability. The café’s sustainability problem is not only caused by external competition or
changing customer trends. It is also caused by internal resource constraints, particularly limited storage, frequent
procurement, manual stock control, and unstructured customer engagement.

The proposed strategies in the SULAM project can be interpreted as efforts to strengthen the café’s internal
resource base. Storage expansion improves physical resources. Bulk purchasing improves procurement
capability. Stock cards improve information and monitoring capability. Loyalty cards improve customer
relationship capability. WhatsApp Business improves communication capability. Google Forms improve
feedback and customer insight capability. Together, these strategies support cost control, operational efficiency,
customer satisfaction, and repeat purchases.

Therefore, the literature suggests that SME café sustainability can be enhanced when internal resources are
managed more strategically. Inventory management helps the café control costs and maintain product
availability, while customer retention strategies help the café build stable demand and better understand customer
needs. RBV provides a strong theoretical lens because it explains how these internal improvements can
contribute to long-term competitiveness and sustainability.

Research Method

This study employed a qualitative case study design to examine how inventory management and customer
retention strategies can enhance the sustainability of an SME café. A qualitative approach was considered
appropriate because the study sought to understand business issues in their actual organisational context rather
than measure statistical relationships (Jean Lee, 1992; Antwi, & Hamza, 2015). The case study method also
allowed the researcher to analyse the operational conditions, customer engagement practices, and proposed
improvement strategies of a specific SME caf¢ in depth. Since the study was developed from a SULAM business
advisory project, the case provided a practical setting in which classroom knowledge, community engagement,
and business problem-solving were connected.

The case organisation was a local food and beverage SME café operating in Johor, Malaysia. The café was
selected because it reflected common characteristics of small food and beverage enterprises, including limited
resources, manual operating systems, dependence on daily procurement, and informal customer relationship
practices. The business also operated in a competitive café market and served a mixed customer segment
consisting of families, young adults, students, working adults, and local community members. These features
made the case suitable for examining SME café sustainability through the lenses of operational efficiency and
customer retention.

To protect the confidentiality of the case organisation, the café is referred to as “Café A” throughout this study.
The actual business name, owner’s name, exact location, brand visuals, social media details, and other
identifiable information were omitted or generalised. This anonymisation process was necessary because the
study discusses internal business issues, including storage limitations, procurement practices, customer feedback
systems, and operational constraints. Although the business identity was protected, the core business context and
issues were retained to ensure the academic value and relevance of the case analysis.

The study relied on secondary data obtained from the SULAM business advisory report prepared by students.
The report contained detailed information on the café’s background, business strategy, market segmentation,
critical success factors, social capital, PESTEL analysis, Porter’s Five Forces analysis, SWOT analysis, value
chain analysis, identified business issues, cost comparisons, and proposed recommendations. The report also
included information gathered through student engagement with the business owner, observation of business
practices, and analysis of operational challenges during the SULAM project. Therefore, the report provided a
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sufficient basis for examining the relationship between inventory management, customer retention, and SME
café sustainability.

The analysis focused on two main issues identified in the SULAM report. The first issue concerned cost
sensitivity and inadequate storage capacity. Café A depended heavily on frequent procurement because its
storage capacity was limited, which restricted its ability to purchase ingredients in bulk. This condition increased
transportation costs, exposed the business to price fluctuations, and created a risk of inventory shortages during
peak demand. The second issue concerned the lack of a structured customer retention and feedback system.
Although the café had informal customer engagement practices, reservation handling, loyalty tracking, and
feedback collection were mostly conducted manually. This limited the café’s ability to understand customer
preferences, monitor satisfaction, and encourage repeat purchases in a systematic way.

Data were analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis was suitable because it enabled the researcher to
identify recurring patterns within the case materials and organise them according to the study’s research
objectives. The process began with repeated reading of the SULAM report to understand the café’s business
background and the nature of the problems identified. The data were then coded according to relevant themes,
including storage capacity, daily procurement, cost control, stock monitoring, customer loyalty, feedback
collection, customer communication, and SME sustainability. These codes were subsequently grouped into
broader analytical themes related to inventory management challenges, customer retention challenges, proposed
improvement strategies, and expected sustainability outcomes.

The interpretation of findings was guided by the Resource-Based View (RBV). RBV was used as the theoretical
lens because it explains how internal resources and capabilities can support competitive advantage and long-
term sustainability. In this study, the café’s storage capacity, procurement practices, stock monitoring system,
customer relationships, feedback mechanisms, and communication tools were treated as internal resources. The
identified problems were interpreted as resource constraints that weakened the café’s operational efficiency and
customer relationship management. Conversely, the proposed recommendations, including acquiring additional
freezer capacity, implementing bulk purchasing, using stock cards, introducing loyalty cards, adopting
WhatsApp Business, and collecting feedback through Google Forms, were analysed as resource-enhancing
strategies.

The use of RBV allowed the study to move beyond a descriptive discussion of business problems. Instead of
viewing limited storage and weak customer retention merely as operational weaknesses, the study interpreted
them as gaps in the café’s internal resource base. Improved storage capacity could strengthen physical resources,
while stock cards and bulk purchasing could improve inventory control capability. Similarly, loyalty cards,
WhatsApp Business, and digital feedback forms could strengthen relational and informational resources by
helping the café communicate with customers, collect feedback, and encourage repeat visits. Through this
theoretical lens, SME café sustainability was understood as the outcome of more effective use of available
resources and practical capability development.

The scope of the study was limited to one SME caf¢ involved in a SULAM business advisory project. The study
concentrated specifically on inventory management and customer retention because these areas were directly
linked to the research title and objectives. Other aspects of the business, such as branding, human resource
management, financial reporting, and broader marketing strategy, were not examined in detail except where they
supported the discussion of inventory or customer engagement. The study also analysed proposed strategies
rather than actual post-implementation results. Therefore, the findings represent the potential contribution of the
recommendations to SME sustainability, rather than measured long-term business outcomes.

Ethical considerations were addressed through the anonymisation of the case organisation and the careful
presentation of business issues. The study did not disclose the real name of the café, the owner, the exact location,
or identifiable brand elements. The discussion was framed constructively and focused on business improvement
rather than criticism of the owner, employees, or existing practices. Since the study was based on a SULAM
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advisory project, the research approach respected the community-engagement purpose of the project by
presenting the café as a learning case and as an example of practical SME development.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study reveal that Café A’s sustainability is mainly influenced by two interrelated areas:
inventory management capability and customer retention capability. Although the café has strong market
potential, a clear customer segment, and a differentiated product offering, its long-term sustainability depends
on whether it can strengthen its internal operational systems and customer engagement practices. The case
indicates that the café operates in the growth stage of the business life cycle, supported by increasing market
demand, active product development, and opportunities for future branch expansion. However, the business still
relies heavily on manual systems in procurement, stock monitoring, reservation handling, and customer feedback
collection, which limits its ability to scale efficiently.

The first major finding concerns the café’s inventory management constraints. Café¢ A places strong emphasis
on product freshness by purchasing raw materials daily and conducting manual stock checks. This approach
supports food quality, but it also creates operational inefficiency because the café depends on frequent small-
quantity purchases. The SULAM report shows that limited storage capacity prevents the café from purchasing
ingredients in bulk, which increases purchasing frequency, labour involvement, and transportation costs. During
weekdays, demand is relatively stable, yet the café still needs to purchase ingredients frequently because of
limited storage space. During weekends, demand becomes higher and less predictable, creating greater pressure
on inventory planning and increasing the possibility of emergency restocking, stock shortages, or wastage if
ingredients are over-purchased.

This finding suggests that the café’s inventory issue is not simply a matter of purchasing practice. It reflects a
deeper resource constraint. The existing freezer and storage facilities are insufficient to support better
procurement planning. As a result, the café is unable to maintain an adequate buffer stock for high-demand
ingredients. The report explains that the current freezers are already fully utilised and are not systematically
organised, with different ingredients stored together due to space limitations. This reduces storage efficiency and
increases reliance on daily suppliers. From the Resource-Based View perspective, inadequate storage capacity
weakens the café’s physical resource base and limits its ability to convert procurement activities into cost-saving
advantages.

The second finding shows that limited inventory capacity increases cost sensitivity. Because the café cannot
purchase in larger quantities, it is more exposed to prevailing market prices and supplier fluctuations. When
shortages occur, employees may need to make last-minute purchases from nearby supermarkets, which increases
fuel costs, staff workload, and operational pressure. The report identifies this issue as a factor that raises
operating costs, reduces profit margins, and affects daily operational efficiency. This means that inventory
weakness has a direct financial effect. The café’s sustainability is affected not only by sales performance but
also by hidden operational costs caused by repeated procurement and poor stock buffering.

The proposed bulk purchasing strategy demonstrates the potential financial value of improving inventory
management. The SULAM report calculated that changing the purchasing pattern for selected high-demand
ingredients could generate meaningful savings. For chicken chop, the proposed three-day bulk purchasing
method could reduce the total weekly cost from RM1,517.49 to RM1,256.99, producing savings of RM260.50
per week. For fish fillet, the proposed bulk purchasing method could reduce the total weekly cost from RM387
to RM333, producing savings of RM54 per week. The estimated total yearly savings from both items amounted
to RM15,096. These findings indicate that inventory management improvements can create direct cost-control
benefits for SME cafés, especially when purchasing is linked to actual menu demand and supported by adequate
storage.

The findings also show that the café requires a more structured inventory monitoring system. At present,
inventory control depends mainly on manual practices and the knowledge of specific individuals. This creates
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operational risk when the person responsible for stock management is unavailable. The SULAM report
recommends the use of a Google Sheet-based stock card to monitor key raw materials such as chicken and fish
fillet. The proposed stock card would allow inventory information to be updated and accessed by more than one
employee, reducing reliance on a single individual and improving transparency in stock control. This finding is
significant because it shows that digital transformation for SMEs does not always require advanced software. A
simple and familiar tool can strengthen inventory visibility, reduce human error, and improve daily decision-
making.

The second major area of findings concerns customer retention and feedback. Café A has a strong foundation in
customer engagement because it already practises informal loyalty initiatives such as gifts, birthday rewards,
lucky draws, and personalised customer interactions. The café also targets a broad market segment, including
families, young adults, students, working adults, and social media-active customers. However, the findings show
that these customer engagement practices are not yet supported by a structured system. The SULAM report states
that customer engagement processes, including reservations, feedback collection, and loyalty tracking, are
handled manually. This limits scalability and consistency, especially as the café plans to expand its market and
branch operations.

The lack of a structured retention system creates several business risks. First, the café may experience revenue
instability because it relies heavily on walk-in customers rather than a systematically managed base of repeat
customers. Second, weak retention practices increase dependence on attracting new customers, which requires
continuous marketing effort and may increase promotional costs. Third, the absence of an integrated customer
management system limits the café’s ability to collect and analyse customer data such as purchase history, visit
frequency, menu preferences, and satisfaction levels. The report explains that feedback is mainly obtained
through informal conversations or social media comments, making it inconsistent and difficult to track.
Therefore, the issue is not a lack of customer interaction, but the lack of a reliable system to transform interaction
into useful business information.

The proposed loyalty card system addresses this gap by formalising repeat-purchase incentives. The SULAM
report recommends a simple stamp card system in which customers receive stamps based on a minimum
purchase amount and can later redeem rewards such as discounts or free drinks. This recommendation is
appropriate for an SME café because it is low-cost, easy to implement, and does not require advanced
technology. The report argues that the loyalty card can encourage repeat visits, improve customer retention,
strengthen brand recognition, and reduce the likelihood of customers switching to competitors. This finding
supports the idea that customer retention strategies for SMEs should be practical and affordable rather than
overly complex.

The adoption of WhatsApp Business was also identified as a practical solution for improving customer
communication and reservation management. The absence of a formal WhatsApp Business account weakens the
café’s ability to conduct follow-up communication, share promotions, provide menu information, and respond
consistently to customer enquiries. The SULAM report recommends WhatsApp Business because it allows the
café to use an official business profile and catalogue feature to display menu items, prices, set menus, and
reservation information in an organised manner. This can reduce repeated customer questions, prevent
incomplete reservation details, and help staff respond more efficiently during peak hours. The finding indicates
that customer retention is closely tied to communication efficiency. When customers receive clear and timely
information, the business becomes more accessible and professional.

The findings further show that systematic feedback collection is necessary for service improvement. Without a
structured feedback form, the café may not be able to identify recurring customer concerns related to food
quality, waiting time, staff friendliness, menu preferences, or overall satisfaction. The report recommends
Google Forms as a free and mobile-friendly tool that can be distributed through a QR code. Customer responses
can be automatically organised into charts and linked to Google Sheets for long-term tracking. This
recommendation is important because it turns customer feedback into usable data. Instead of relying on
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occasional comments, the café can monitor customer expectations more consistently and make evidence-based
improvements to its menu, service process, and marketing strategy.
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Figure 1: Inventory Management and Customer Retention Model for SME Café Sustainability

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed model linking inventory management, customer retention, and SME café
sustainability. The model shows that the café’s sustainability challenges begin with internal resource constraints,
particularly in inventory management and customer retention. Inventory-related issues include limited storage
capacity, frequent small-quantity purchasing, higher procurement costs, and the risk of stock shortages or
wastage. Customer-related issues include manual loyalty tracking, informal feedback collection, weak customer
data, and limited monitoring of repeat purchases.

To address these constraints, the model proposes resource-enhancing strategies. Inventory strategies such as
additional freezer capacity, bulk purchasing, and a stock card system can improve stock availability, reduce
emergency purchases, and strengthen cost control. Customer retention strategies such as loyalty cards,
WhatsApp Business, and Google Forms feedback systems can improve customer communication, strengthen
feedback collection, and encourage repeat purchases. Overall, the model suggests that SME café sustainability
can be enhanced when internal resources are improved and systematically integrated into daily business
operations.

The overall findings from the case indicate that Café A’s sustainability depends on strengthening basic internal
capabilities rather than adopting expensive or complex systems. Inventory management improvements can
reduce operating costs, improve stock availability, and protect profit margins. Customer retention strategies can
stabilise revenue, strengthen customer relationships, and provide useful feedback for service improvement.
These findings support the Resource-Based View because the café’s long-term sustainability is shaped by how
effectively it develops and uses internal resources such as storage capacity, inventory information, procurement
routines, customer relationships, communication platforms, and feedback data. In this case, practical resources
such as a commercial freezer, stock card, loyalty card, WhatsApp Business account, and Google Form can
become valuable capabilities when integrated into daily operations.
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CONCLUSION

This study examined how inventory management and customer retention strategies can enhance SME café
sustainability through a SULAM case study. Based on the findings, the sustainability of Café A is strongly
influenced by its ability to strengthen internal business resources and capabilities. Although the café has market
potential, customer appeal, and growth opportunities, its current reliance on manual procurement, limited storage
capacity, informal inventory monitoring, and unstructured customer retention practices creates operational and
strategic constraints.

The first research objective was to examine the inventory management and customer retention challenges faced
by an SME caf¢. The study found that limited storage capacity caused Café A to rely heavily on frequent small-
quantity purchases. This increased transportation costs, staff workload, exposure to price fluctuations, and the
risk of stock shortages during peak demand. The café also lacked a structured customer retention and feedback
system, causing customer engagement to depend mainly on informal practices. This limited the café’s ability to
track customer satisfaction, understand customer preferences, and encourage repeat visits systematically.

The second research objective was to analyse the proposed inventory management and customer retention
strategies for improving operational efficiency, customer engagement, and cost control. The study found that the
proposed strategies were practical and suitable for an SME context. Acquiring additional freezer capacity,
practising bulk purchasing, and using a stock card system can improve inventory control, reduce emergency
purchases, and support better cost management. Similarly, introducing loyalty cards, WhatsApp Business, and
Google Forms can help the café strengthen customer communication, collect feedback more systematically, and
encourage repeat purchases. These strategies are valuable because they are low-cost, easy to implement, and
realistic for small businesses with limited resources.

The third research objective was to evaluate how a SULAM case study approach contributes to practical business
problem-solving for SME café sustainability. The study shows that SULAM provides a meaningful platform for
connecting academic knowledge with real business challenges. Through the project, students were able to
identify operational and customer-related issues, analyse their impact, and propose practical recommendations
that could support business improvement. This demonstrates that SULAM is not only a teaching and learning
activity, but also a community-based advisory approach that can benefit local SMEs.

The study also supports the relevance of the Resource-Based View. Café A’s sustainability depends not only on
external market opportunities, but also on how effectively it manages internal resources such as storage facilities,
procurement practices, inventory records, customer relationships, communication channels, and feedback data.
When these resources are weak or informal, the business becomes more exposed to cost inefficiency and unstable
customer retention. However, when these resources are strengthened through practical interventions, they can
support operational efficiency, customer loyalty, and long-term competitiveness.

From the findings, this study concludes that SME café sustainability can be improved through simple but
strategic business practices. Small cafés do not necessarily need expensive systems to become more efficient
and competitive. Instead, they can begin with manageable improvements such as better storage planning,
structured stock monitoring, planned bulk purchasing, basic loyalty programmes, formal customer
communication channels, and digital feedback tools. These strategies can help SMEs reduce costs, improve
service consistency, understand customers better, and build stronger long-term relationships.

This study contributes to SME practice by highlighting practical strategies that are suitable for small food and
beverage businesses. It also contributes to academic discussion by showing how SULAM case studies can be
used as a research context for analysing real business problems. Future studies may expand this research by
examining several SME caf€s, collecting post-implementation data, or measuring the actual impact of inventory
and customer retention strategies on sales, cost savings, customer satisfaction, and business performance.
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Future research may extend this study by examining several SME cafés or food and beverage businesses to
compare whether similar inventory management and customer retention issues occur across different business
settings. A larger study could use interviews, surveys, or post-implementation data to measure the actual impact
of the proposed strategies on cost savings, customer satisfaction, repeat purchase behaviour, and overall business
performance. Future researchers may also explore the long-term effectiveness of simple digital tools such as
WhatsApp Business, Google Forms, and stock card systems in helping SMEs make better operational and
customer-related decisions. This would provide stronger empirical evidence on how low-cost business
interventions contribute to SME sustainability beyond a single SULAM case study.

FUNDING ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This study was supported by the Accounting Research Institute (ARI) Grant, Universiti Teknologi MARA
(UiTM), under the grant number UiTM.800-3/1 DDJ.82 (007/2025). The authors would like to express their
sincere gratitude to ARI for the financial support provided, which made this research possible.

REFERENCES

1. Abdull Rahman, S. H., Mat Isa, C. M., & Ab Rani, N. L. (2025). Fostering sustainable communities through
international SULAM projects in engineering programmes. International Journal of Modern Education,
7(24), 605-619.

2. Ahmed, E. R., Alabdullah, T. T. Y., Ardhani, L., & Putri, E. (2021). The inventory control system’s
weaknesses based on the accounting postgraduate students’ perspectives. JABE: Journal of Accounting
and Business Education, 5(2), 1-8.

3. Akanmu, M. D., Hassan, M. G., Mohamad, B., & Nordin, N. (2023). Sustainability through TQM practices
in the food and beverages industry. International Journal of Quality & Reliability Management, 40(2),
335-364.

4. Akmal Mohd Jais, M. A., & A. Gani, N. (2024). Explore the non-performance among entrepreneur of
street food coffee in Malaysia. [International Journal of Socio-Economy Planning, 1(1).
https://journal.uptm.edu.my/index.php/ijsep/article/view/336

5. Alsoussi, A., & Tahboub, K. (2025). Inventory management practices and challenges: An exploratory
study. An-Najah University Journal for Research-A: Natural Sciences, 40(1), 43-58.

6. Ananda, Y.P., Rizan, M., Wibowo, S. F., & Sebayang, K. A. (2024). Consumer loyalty and its application
to MSMEs sector: Systematic literature review. International Journal of Research and Review, 11(6), 661—
682. https://doi.org/10.52403/ijrr.20240673

7. Andriansyah, R., & Susanto, A. H. (2025). Customer relationship management in SMEs: A literature
review. International Journal of Understanding New Insights in Value, Enterprise, Resources, Strategy,
and Leadership, 1(1), 42—47. https://jurnal.unsaka.ac.id/index.php/universal/article/view/166

8. Antwi, S. K., & Hamza, K. (2015). Qualitative and quantitative research paradigms in business research:
A philosophical reflection. European Journal of Business and Management, 7(3), 217-225.

9. Arora, L., Singh, P., Bhatt, V., & Sharma, B. (2021). Understanding and managing customer engagement
through social customer relationship management. Journal of Decision Systems, 30(2-3), 215-234.

10. Atnafu, D., & Balda, A. (2018). The impact of inventory management practice on firms’ competitiveness
and organizational performance: Empirical evidence from micro and small enterprises in Ethiopia. Cogent
Business & Management, 5(1), Article 1503219.

11. Azionya, C. M., & Mashigo, R. D. (2025). WhatsApp business as a digital engagement tool: Factors
influencing success among South African small and micro-retailers. Communitas, 30, 1-16.

12. Barney, J. B. (1991). Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. Journal of Management, 17(1),
99-120. https://doi.org/10.1177/014920639101700108

13. Berman, B. (2006). Developing an effective customer loyalty program. California Management Review,
49(1), 123-148.

14. Boadu, A. A. K. (2019). Customer relationship management and customer retention. GRIN Verlag.
https://www.grin.com/document/505290

Page 3756 . )
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://journal.uptm.edu.my/index.php/ijsep/article/view/336
https://doi.org/10.52403/ijrr.20240673
https://jurnal.unsaka.ac.id/index.php/universal/article/view/166
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920639101700108
https://www.grin.com/document/505290

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue XX VI June 2026 | Special Issue on Education

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

Carpitella, S., & Izquierdo, J. (2025). Trends in sustainable inventory management practices in Industry
4.0. Processes, 13(4), Article 1131.

Chevallier-Chantepie, A., & Batt, P. J. (2021). Sustainable purchasing of fresh food by restaurants and
cafes in France. Agronomy, 11(11), Article 2357.

Collins, J. D., Worthington, W. J., Reyes, P. M., & Romero, M. (2010). Knowledge management, supply
chain technologies, and firm performance. Management Research Review, 33(10), 947-960.

Dressler, M., & Paunovi¢, 1. (2020). Towards a conceptual framework for sustainable business models in
the food and beverage industry: The case of German wineries. British Food Journal, 122(5), 1421-1435.
Edin, K. (2001). More than money: The role of assets in the survival strategies and material well-being of
the poor. In T. M. Shapiro & E. N. Wolff (Eds.), Assets for the poor: The benefits of spreading asset
ownership (pp. 206-231).

Enaifoghe, A., & Ramsuraj, T. (2023). Examining the function and contribution of entrepreneurship
through small and medium enterprises as drivers of local economic growth in South Africa. African
Journal of Inter/Multidisciplinary Studies, 5(1), 1-11.

Hajdukiewicz, A. (2016). A new approach to customer loyalty programs in the era of digitalization: The
example of the Freebee loyalty technology platform. Trade Perspectives, 159—-171.

Halid, H., Mohd Yusoff, Y., Wan Mohd Nowalid, W. A., & Johari, N. A. (2026). Linking business
strategies and digital marketing to competitive advantage in local cafes in Malaysia. International Journal
of Entrepreneurship and Management Practices, 9(33), 83—94. https://doi.org/10.35631/IJEMP.933006
Hang, J. W. (2024). Managing order fulfillment disruptions: A multiple case study of café operations in
Melbourne [Doctoral dissertation, RMIT University].

Hassan, M. K., Rusli, M. H. M., Kayat, S., & Mokhtar, W. M. A. W. (2025). Enhancing spare parts
inventory control in automotive SMEs: A digital approach with Google tools integration. International
Journal of Integrated Engineering, 17(8), 115-128.

Hawkins, D. L., & Hoon, S. (2019). The impact of customer retention strategies and the survival of small
service-based businesses. SSRN. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3445173

Hoq, M. E. (2025). Assessing the impact of digital transformation on operational efficiency and guest
satisfaction: A mixed methods case study of X Cafe in Bangladesh [Bachelor’s thesis, LAB University of
Applied Sciences]. Theseus. https://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:amk-2025121135254

Jannah, R. (2023). Utilization of WhatsApp Business in marketing strategy to increase the number of sales
through direct interaction with customers. Syntax Idea, 5(4), 488—495.

Jean Lee, S. K. (1992). Quantitative versus qualitative research methods: Two approaches to organisation
studies. Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 9(1), 87-94.

Karamshetty, V., De Vries, H., Van Wassenhove, L. N., Dewilde, S., Minnaard, W., Ongarora, D., &
Yadav, P. (2022). Inventory management practices in private healthcare facilities in Nairobi County.
Production and Operations Management, 31(2), 828—846.

Karim, N. A., Nawawi, A., & Salin, A. S. A. P. (2018). Inventory control weaknesses: A case study of
lubricant manufacturing company. Journal of Financial Crime, 25(2), 436—449.

Khan, M. T. (2013). Customers loyalty: Concept and definition: A review. International Journal of
Information, Business and Management, 5(3), 168—191.

Koval, O., Nabareseh, S., Chromjakova, F., & Marciniak, R. (2018). Can continuous improvement lead to
satisfied customers? Evidence from the services industry. The TOM Journal, 30(6), 679-700.

Lamsal, B. (2025). The role of sustainability marketing strategies and customer awareness in Finnish
SMEs: An analysis in sales and customer retention [Bachelor’s thesis, LAB University of Applied
Sciences]. Theseus. https://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:amk-2025120131059

Litvaj, 1., Drbul, M., & Blizek, M. (2023). Sustainability in small and medium enterprises, sustainable
development in the Slovak Republic, and sustainability and quality management in small and medium
enterprises. Sustainability, 15(3), Article 2039.

Lugina, S., & Myamba, B. (2025). The effect of inventory management practices on supply chain
performance of perishable food products: A case of small enterprises in Dar es Salaam. International
Journal Papier Public Review, 6(4), 1-12.

Page 3757

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://doi.org/10.35631/IJEMP.933006
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3445173
https://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:amk-2025121135254
https://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:amk-2025120131059

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue XX VI June 2026 | Special Issue on Education

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

. Masudin, 1., Kamara, M. S., Zulfikarijah, F., & Dewi, S. K. (2018). Impact of inventory management and

procurement practices on organization’s performance. Singaporean Journal of Business Economics and
Management, 6(3), 32-39.

Mohamad, J., Baharun, N., & Janah Singh, D. S. S. (2024). The implementation of Service-Learning
Malaysia-University for Society (SULAM) programme at Universiti Teknologi MARA Perak Branch,
Malaysia. Creative Practices in Language Learning and Teaching, 12(2), 49-62.

Mohamad, S. F., Shahrin, S. A., & Ghazali, H. (2025). Exploring human resource management practices
in independent small and medium-sized restaurants in Klang Valley. Quantum Journal of Social Sciences
and Humanities, 6(S11), 210-228.

Mokoena, S. K. (2019). The role of local economic development on small, medium and micro enterprises.
Acta Universitatis Danubius: Administratio, 11(1), 59-83.

Moore, J. (1992). The firm as a collection of assets. European Economic Review, 36(2-3), 493-507.
Mostofa, M. G. (2024). Store, warehousing and inventory management system in Bangladesh:
Upgradation approach in Bangladesh Civil Aviation Authority (CAAB) [Master’s practicum report, BRAC
University]. BRAC University Institutional Repository. http://hdl.handle.net/10361/24555

Munyaka, J. B., & Yadavalli, V. S. S. (2022). Inventory management concepts and implementations: A
systematic review. South African Journal of Industrial Engineering, 33(2), 15-36.

. Nomleni, A. P., Nugroho, W., Gracia, R., & Persius, A. A. (2025). Inventory management analysis in

supporting production sustainability: A case study of a catering MSME in South Tangerang. Al-Kharaj:
Journal of Islamic Economic and Business, 7(3).

Oluwaseyi, J. A., Onifade, M. K., & Odeyinka, O. F. (2017). Evaluation of the role of inventory
management in logistics chain of an organisation. LOGI: Scientific Journal on Transport and Logistics,
8(2), 1-11.

Panigrahi, R. R., Shrivastava, A. K., & Kapur, P. K. (2024). Impact of inventory management practices on
the operational performances of SMEs: Review and future research directions. International Journal of
System Assurance Engineering and Management, 15(5), 1934—1955. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13198-023-
02216-4

Panigrahi, R. R., Shrivastava, A. K., & Nudurupati, S. S. (2024). Impact of inventory management on
SME performance: A systematic review. International Journal of Productivity and Performance
Management, 73(9), 2901-2925. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPPM-08-2023-0428

Purcidonio, P. M., Grillo, N. M. L., & Alarcdo, V. D. C. C. (2020). Critical success factors in integrating
sustainability with quality: The case of a food and beverage company. Brazilian Journal of Operations &
Production Management, 17(2), 1-14.

Ranaweera, C., & Prabhu, J. (2003). The influence of satisfaction, trust, and switching barriers on customer
retention in a continuous purchasing setting. International Journal of Service Industry Management, 14(4),
374-395.

Riswanto, H. A., Maruf, M., & Syafrizal, S. (2024). Sustainable evolution: Investigating the factors
contributing to the transformation of coffee businesses from unplanned to well-planned, sustainable
enterprises in Padang. JMKSP: Jurnal Manajemen, Kepemimpinan, dan Supervisi Pendidikan, 9(1), 711—
730.

Robinson, E., Gordon, R., & McAdams, B. (2024). Assessing the current sustainability initiatives of
Canadian SME restaurants. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Insights, 7(4), 1766—1786.

Saad, M. N., Ismail, M. R., Manshor, M., Mohamad Khan, N. R., & Mohd Shobri, N. (2024). Determinants
of sustainable development among Malaysian food and beverages small and medium enterprises: From
the perspective of VUCA approach. Journal of Sustainability Science and Management, 19(11), 177-198.
https://doi.org/10.46754/jssm.2024.11.011

Scuotto, V., Caputo, F., Villasalero, M., & Del Giudice, M. (2017). A multiple buyer-supplier relationship
in the context of SMEs’ digital supply chain management. Production Planning & Control, 28(16), 1378—
1388.

Stanger, S. H., Wilding, R., Yates, N., & Cotton, S. (2012). What drives perishable inventory management
performance? Lessons learnt from the UK blood supply chain. Supply Chain Management: An
International Journal, 17(2), 107—123.

Page 3758

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
http://hdl.handle.net/10361/24555
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13198-023-02216-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13198-023-02216-4
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPPM-08-2023-0428
https://doi.org/10.46754/jssm.2024.11.011

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue XX VI June 2026 | Special Issue on Education

54. Taiwo, M. A., Ayodeji, A. M., & Yusuf, B. A. (2012). Impact of small and medium enterprises on
economic growth and development. American Journal of Business and Management, 1(1), 18-22.

55. Verhoef, P. C. (2003). Understanding the effect of customer relationship management efforts on customer
retention and customer share development. Journal of Marketing, 67(4), 30—45.

56. Wallin, C., Johnny Rungtusanatham, M., & Rabinovich, E. (2006). What is the “right” inventory
management approach for a purchased item? International Journal of Operations & Production
Management, 26(1), 50-68.

57. Wambui, M. J. (2010). Stock monitoring and supply chain management model for supermarket retail
services: A case of Uchumi, Uganda [Bachelor’s project report, Kampala International University].
Kampala International University Institutional Repository.
https://ir.kiu.ac.ug/bitstream/20.500.12306/7067/1/Migwi%20Jane%20Wambui.pdf

Page 3759 . )
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/
https://ir.kiu.ac.ug/bitstream/20.500.12306/7067/1/Migwi%20Jane%20Wambui.pdf

