
Enterprise Development Training Course 
 
DAY FIVE - SESSION EIGHTEEN 
 

Record Keeping 
 
Objective: to enable participants to identify and recommend appropriate forms of record 

keeping for literate and illiterate owners of micro-enterprises. 
 
Time:  One and a half to two and a half hours 
 
Advance Preparation:  

Participants should be asked before this session to prepare and submit current balance sheets for 
their enterprise experience businesses, together with profit and loss accounts for operations to 
date. The instructor should go through them before the session to identify common errors, which 
can be discussed at the end of this session without revealing the details of the results of each 
business. The accounts should be handed back to the participants who have prepared them, with a 
note of any errors.  These can also be explained to them individually, in order to ensure that they 
are corrected before the preparation of the final results. 
 
 
Session Guide 
 
1. Ask participants whether it is necessary for the owners of businesses to keep business records. 

Some, if not all, will answer that it is.  Ask them whether the owners of most micro-businesses 
are able to read and write.  The answer is that they are not, particularly the women who make 
up the majority of such people. This demonstrates that it is possible to run a micro-enterprise 
without any written records, since so many millions of people do. 

 
Ask participants if they know of any illiterate millionaires. Stress that there are many of them, 
in Europe and North America as well as in India. Literacy can help people to run their businesses 
better, but there are many much more important success factors such as hard work, creativity, 
determination and shrewd judgement. 

 

2. Ask any participants who are involved in training people for self-employment whether they 
include book-keeping in their courses. Ask one who does why he includes it and what his 
trainees actually gain from the knowledge they acquire, in terms of higher earnings. 

 
Stress that keeping business records is in itself a cost; the business person has to buy the pen 
and the paper, and, far more important, she has to spend time on writing down the figures. 
People without good education often take a very long time to keep even quite simple records 
and they often make simple arithmetic mistakes which make the records totally misleading. 

 
The time and money that people invest in keeping records must earn a return, like any other 
business investment. This will only happen if the records are used and most small business 
management training courses fail to teach people how to use their accounts and many do not 
even try to teach them this.  

 

3. Ask participants why it is that so many small business management courses include business 
record keeping, when so few of the trainees actually use what they learn and thus earn a return 
on the time and effort they put into keeping records. You should obtain such answers as: 

 
• Most business management textbooks and formal courses relate to bigger formal businesses, 

whose staff can keep and use records. We have usually learned from such books and courses 
and we teach what we have learned. 

 
• It is relatively easy for people who have never been in business to teach others to keep 

records; it is very difficult to teach less 'formal' but more useful things. 
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• It is easy to find out if we have succeeded in teaching people how to keep records; we can 

set a test, or visit them in their businesses and inspect the records. It is far more difficult to 
evaluate other lessons. 

 
• We may want to be able to assess businesses for evaluation or loan approval purposes. We 

teach them to keep records for our sake, not for their own.  
 

4. We often say that business people should keep records, as if that in itself will improve their 
businesses. Records are only tools which some people need to solve problems. 

 
Write the following brief business problems on the board. Then allow participants up to ten 
minutes to decide how they might advise a literate business person to solve them: 

 
a) A small shopkeeper finds that he often runs out of stocks because he forgets to order new 

goods in time. 
 
b) A shoemaker wants to know how much he should draw from his business every month, and 

how to prevent himself from exceeding the limit. 
 
c) A tea shop owner has to sell on credit in order to compete, but she finds it difficult to 

remember how much each customer owes her. 
 

5. Ask them for their suggestions; they might be as follows: 
 

a) The shopkeeper should make up a simple 'bin card' for each item of stock. He should note 
down the quantities that he receives and that he sells, and the balance, and should also 
note on the top of the card the number at which he should re-stock, allowing for delays in 
delivery. When the balance reaches this ‘reorder’ figure, he should reorder. 

 
b) The shoemaker should record every transaction for one or two months, as illustrated in the 

'dynamic balance sheet' session. He should then calculate his profits, and, depending on his 
needs and future plans, he should fix on a wage for himself which allows for re- investment. 
He should draw this amount every day, week or month as is appropriate. 

 
c) The tailor should draw up a credit record page or card for each customer on the same basis 

as the 'bin card', with columns for the date, credit given, cash paid, the balance and a 
signature or thumb print for the customer to acknowledge each transaction. She should also 
make a note on the card of the maximum amount of credit she thinks that customer should 
be allowed to have.  

She should record each credit sale or cash payment as it takes place, and also calculate the 
balance, so that she can stop giving credit when it reaches the limit, and also tell each 
customer how much he owes whenever he makes a purchase.  

 

6. Now divide the participants into small groups and ask them to perform the same assignment 
again, but this time to assume that the people described are totally illiterate.  They should be 
ready to describe their 'systems' and also actually to demonstrate the system with any materials 
they have to hand. This is clearly a far more difficult task than the first assignment; some 
participants may even object that it is impossible.  

 
People who are literate find it difficult to put themselves in the position of those who are not. 
Some participants may make the common mistake of assuming that people who are illiterate are 
stupid or cannot count. Remind them of the millions of illiterate people who successfully 
manage micro-enterprises all over the world. If they are really to be able to assist micro-
business people they must be able to understand and work with the vast majority who are 
illiterate.  

 
Remind them that the best teachers are often the owners of micro-enterprises themselves. They 
should think of business people they know, such as those whom they interviewed earlier in the 
course, and try to remember how they kept track of important aspects of their businesses. 

© NORAD  2 



Enterprise Development Training Course  Day 5 – Session 18 

 

7. Allow between thirty minutes and one hour for this task. Re-convene the class and ask a 
representative of each group briefly to describe and to demonstrate what they suggest. 

 
Encourage discussion, and ensure that the suggestions are understandable and effective; there 
is a large range of possibilities, but typical systems might be as follows: 

 
a) Stock re-ordering times and quantities can be assessed by making a chalk mark on the shelf 

or floor where the goods are stored, to mark the point at which the number has fallen to 
the 're-order point'.  The mark will be uncovered when the number falls to that quantity, 
and this will show the shopkeeper that he must now re-stock. He should of course move the 
items at the back of the shelf to the front when the new stocks are put on the shelf, to 
prevent accumulation of old stocks.  

 
b) The shoe-maker should estimate his profits over a day, a week or a month as is appropriate 

by simply counting the money he has at the start and comparing this with what he has at 
the end of the period.  He should then decide what should be his wage, based not on what 
he thinks he 'should' earn but on a proportion of the profits, allowing for expansion and for 
bad periods. 

 
He should then put an appropriate number of pebbles in a tin or pieces of paper on a spike, 
one for each one, ten or one hundred rupees as is appropriate, and should remove a pebble 
or tear off a piece of paper each time he takes that amount of money from the business. 
When the tin or the spike is empty, he should not withdraw any more money until the next 
period. 

 
c) If there is strong mutual trust between the woman and her credit customers, the woman 

might keep a page in a note book or a card for each customer, identified with a drawing or 
other indicator of that particular person. She would then make a mark on the page for each 
rupee or ten rupees of credit, and then cross out the appropriate number of marks when 
cash payments were made. The 'balance' of marks not crossed out would be the balance 
unpaid.  

 
If there was any possibility of disagreement or mistrust, she might herself buy, or sell to 
each credit customer, a small box which can be locked with a key. She would mark the 
boxes to show which belonged to each customer, and would then give the keys to the 
customers, retaining the boxes herself.  The customer would have to bring the key and open 
the box to make any credit purchase; the woman would place pebbles, counters or other 
items in the box to represent the amount of each credit sale, and would remove the 
appropriate quantity when cash payments were received.  

 

8. Ask participants to share their experiences of other business record systems used by illiterate 
people. If time allows, ask them to talk to some business people and find out what recording 
'systems', if any, they use to help them manage their businesses.  

 
Stress that the way to obtain such information from business people is not to ask them if they 
keep this or that record, but to ask them how they decide about credit sales, or re-ordering, or 
their own withdrawals. Some literate business people keep records as they have been taught, 
but do not use them to make these or any decisions. Suggest that they, and the participants, 
can learn a great deal from what illiterate people do. It is better not to keep any records than 
to keep them and not use them.  

 

9. Go through any common errors which have been made in the Enterprise Experience accounts 
and ensure that all participants understand them. They should use the Enterprise Experience as 
an opportunity to 'test' the kinds of records which they may ask their clients to keep. Are the 
records really practical to keep and useful for micro-business owners in managing their 
businesses or are they a meaningless exercise?    
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