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According to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 82% of small businesses fail due to cash flow
problems. Many seasonal small businesses fail due to lack of cash during the slow season
to pay fixed costs such as mortgages and utilities. Cash flow management can be difficult
for seasonal small business owners to navigate as there is little time for administrative
tasks during the busy season and the slow season can be anxiety ridden due to low cash
reserves. This paper proposes five strategies for seasonal small businesses to manage
cash flow during the busy season for use in the slow season. The cash flow management
strategies proposed are supported by existing literature and examples for cash budgeting,
forecasting, and cost-volume-profit analysis strategies. Seasonal small business owners
from any industry and those who advise seasonal small business owners may benefit from

the strategies proposed in this paper.

Seasonal small businesses can be a rewarding type of
business to own and operate for those who enjoy extended
periods of demanding work followed by an almost equal pe-
riod of little work with time for more rest and recreation.
There are over thirty-three million small businesses in the
U.S. in 2023 and many of these small businesses are sea-
sonal, especially those in retail and in e-commerce (U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, 2025). A seasonal small business
owner who also has another source of income would likely
not be concerned with cash flow fluctuations inherent in
seasonal businesses. Likewise, a seasonal small business
owner who owned another business with the opposite sea-
son would likely not suffer from cash flow volatility, how-
ever, would forego enjoying a period of rest and rejuve-
nation enjoyed by the seasonal business owner with one
business. For most seasonal small business owners though,
the slow season brings to time of stretching the cash gen-
erated during the busy season to pay the fixed costs such
as mortgages and utilities and taxes during the slow season
(Zhua et al., 2023). Seasonal small businesses may suffer
during their slow season unless they have saved cash gen-
erated during the busy season or have other resources to
survive during their slow season. Alternatively, they may be
using the cash generated in the busy season to make im-
provements and expansions while they have the cash, with-
out regard to how much cash they will need to save for
the slow season (Kamaliah et al., 2024). In addition, cash
management during the busy season with a focus of sav-
ing for the slow season may be foregone as business owners
are busy with day-to-day operations. Seasonal small busi-
nesses may also be affected by uncontrollable external fac-
tors such as the economy and weather more dramatically
than small businesses that are not seasonal. Brown et al.

(2021) found that severe weather does affect cash flows in
businesses. Since a seasonal small business relies on most
of its annual cash flow generation during its busy season,
adverse weather during that time would affect both the cash
inflows and outflows. For example, unusually cold temper-
atures or unusually long periods of rain would affect a sum-
mer seasonal business’s cash inflows due to lack of tourists
(Shields & Shelleman, 2013) and may affect cash outflows
with increased utility bills or rainwater mitigation costs.
Seasonal small businesses must prepare for these possi-
ble weather-related cash flow interruptions in addition to
the volatility of cash flows due to the inherent seasonal-
ity of the business. The purpose of this paper is to pro-
pose five strategies for seasonal small businesses to manage
cash flows during their busy season to increase available
cash during their slow season. Cash flow management re-
quires planning (Shields & Shelleman, 2013) and discipline
and commitment to a plan as well as flexibility to change
the plans if they need to be adjusted. Managing cash ef-
fectively also requires financial discipline (Appuhami et al.,
2024) which Brown et al. (2021) states is not an inherent
trait among small business owners.

Financial Discipline

Financial discipline involves maintaining respect for
keeping track of finances and building a positive attitude
toward money in general (Kamaliah et al., 2024). Many sea-
sonal small business owners do not enjoy the accounting
aspects of keeping track of business, especially during the
busy season when time must be focused on the operations.
Financial discipline requires some degree of financial lit-
eracy. Financial literacy is the ability to understand the
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implications of financial decisions through knowing how
to read financial reports, understanding the risks involved
with borrowing and capital spending, and exercising finan-
cial discipline habits (Kristanto, 2022). Lack of financial lit-
eracy can undermine financial discipline and become a rea-
son the business fails. The seasonal small business owner’s
attitudes about financial discipline or aversion to account-
ing and financial administrative tasks may negatively in-
fluence their cash flow management strategies (Kristanto,
2022).

Empirical studies show that financial literacy in small
business owners is relatively low. Eniola and Entebank
(2017) claim the lack of financial literacy is a common prob-
lem for small businesses. Smit and Kotze (2008) show that
a lack of financial literacy is a major reason for small busi-
ness failure. On the other hand, Widdowson and Hailwood
(2007) found that financial literacy helps small business
owners succeed. The authors found that when small busi-
ness owners take advantage of increasing competition in fi-
nancial markets by applying risk management knowledge
and financial literacy skills enabling them to communicate
more effectively with bankers, their business is more suc-
cessful. According to Kristanto (2022) small businesses
need financial literacy to make good financial decisions.
Kristanto also found that financial education helps small
business owners to overcome challenges in obtaining loans
and managing cash reserves. Financial discipline, sup-
ported by financial literacy, is a successful combination for
all small business owners and especially for those who own
seasonal businesses with cash flow challenges. In addition,
financial literacy will enhance obtaining loans and lines of
credit (Kristanto, 2022) while financial discipline may help
small business owners manage their cash flows successfully
(Przychocka et al., 2024).

Small Business Seasonality

Shields and Shelleman (2013) studied small business
seasonality by surveying 73 small business owners and
gathering data on the cyclical demand attributes and sea-
sonality phases of small businesses. The authors found four
phases of seasonality: Shoulder up, busy, shoulder down,
and slow, with each season having a duration of one to
three and a half months depending on the type of business.
They also found that seasons are affected by weather, reg-
ular customers vacationing, holiday weekends, and school
year cycles. The authors studied the ways in which the
seasonal business owners managed tasks according to the
seasons. For example, they found that the owners in their
study saved cash generated in the busy season for use in
the slow season as their most mentioned task in the busy
season. Other tasks related to cash management under-
taken during the busy season mentioned in the study in-
cluded hiring additional employees and increasing prices.
During the shouldering down season most tasks were re-
lated to cash management such as decreasing employee
hours, discounting prices, decreasing advertising, and de-
creasing inventory purchases. The slow season cash man-
agement related activities included retaining critical em-
ployees. According to Shields and Shelleman (2013) very

few of the owners in their study closed down for the slow
season. The shouldering up season cash management re-
lated tasks were similar to shouldering down, but in the op-
posite direction.

Small Business Cash Flow Management in
Adverse Conditions

Small businesses are more vulnerable to uncertainties
caused by weather, economic factors, and political factors
more significantly than large businesses (Przychocka et al.,
2024). Wiatt et al. (2021) studied small business recovery
after a natural disaster. The authors surveyed 499 small
businesses in Southern Mississippi several years after Hur-
ricane Katrina. The businesses surveyed reported frequent
shortfalls in cash that were satisfied by the use of family re-
sources and utilizing alternative financing strategies such
as bootstrapping. According to Wiatt et al. (2021) boot-
strapping, which is using methods of obtaining resources
other than through financial institutions, occurs often in
small businesses. The authors found that financial recovery
occurs in the short term after a natural disaster and finan-
cial resilience is the long-term ways in which operations are
conducted after recovery. Resilience includes reorganizing
the business after the disaster while recovery is achieved by
opening as quickly as possible after the disaster. The au-
thors also found that businesses that had employees sur-
vived more often than businesses with no employees. Im-
plications of the study indicate that small business owners
should be educated on cash flow management and boot-
strapping as a form of maintaining positive cash flow (Wiatt
et al., 2021).

According to Przychocka et al. (2024) small businesses
must approach planning for uncertainties seriously and
systematically using modern tools such as financial man-
agement software, data analytics, and e-commerce plat-
forms to build financial resilience. The authors studied Eu-
ropean small businesses in the wake of the Russian
invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and inflation that occurred due
to changes in global markets. The authors recommend that
small businesses regularly forecast and manage cash flow
gaps to maintain liquidity. Identifying potential risks of re-
duced cash inflows and increased cash outflows is also a
strategy the authors recommend.

Olubimbo and Omotayo (2021) studied how small con-
struction companies manage their cash flows to remain fi-
nancially stable. The small and micro businesses the au-
thors surveyed had remained in business for ten years or
more. The authors found several strategies these construc-
tion businesses employed to manage cash flows. The busi-
nesses surveyed used favorable trade credit with suppliers
to delay payments and also structured their client billing
with front-loading which allowed them to receive more
cash at the beginning of the project. The most practiced
technique for cash flow management in the study was to
structure bids for projects with low profit margins to in-
crease the probability they would win the contract. The au-
thors’ recommendations from the findings suggest that the
use of favorable trade credit terms should be maximized as
the most favorable cash flow management technique. The
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practice of low profit margin bidding increases the volume
of contracts but does not guarantee to contribute to cash
inflows in proportion. In addition, the practice of front-
loading may have ethical implications and compliance is-
sues with accounting standards.

Strategies for Managing Cash Flow in a Seasonal
Business

This paper proposes five strategies to manage cash flow
in a seasonal small business. Each seasonal small business
has unique circumstances however these strategies may
provide ways in which successful seasonal cash manage-
ment may be achieved in many types of seasonal businesses
and economic environments. The strategies presented are
not presented in ranked order but could be implemented in
the order presented. The least difficult strategy to imple-
ment is presented first and the most difficult strategy to im-
plement presented last. Employing the four seasons Shields
and Shelleman (2013) found in their study, the strategies
proposed in this paper will indicate if implementation
would be best during the shoulder up phase, the busy
phase, the shoulder down phase, or the slow phase.

Strategy 1: Maintain a Weekly Cash Flow Budget

Uhlig et al. (2023) found that planning behaviors un-
dertaken at the beginning of the week positively benefited
overall work engagement and completing unfinished tasks
at the end of the week. Maintaining a weekly cash flow bud-
get is an effective way to understand a business’s cash in-
flows and outflows and provides information for decision
making (Przychocka et al., 2024). Seasonal small business
owners may experience difficulty managing time to main-
tain the weekly cash flow projections during the busy sea-
son as they focus on operations (Hidayati et al., 2023). This
strategy of maintaining a weekly cash flow budget may be
implemented anytime and maintained weekly during all
four seasons. The weekly cash flow budget can aid small
business owners in learning the cash flow patterns of their
business and provide better planning and decision-making
in every season. Figure 1 in the Appendix provides an ex-
ample of a weekly cash flow budget forecast in Excel based
on common costs in small business.

Strategy 2: Maintain Boundaries with Family and
Employee Requests for Cash

When plenty of cash is available, it may be more difficult
for the small business owner to resist generous gifts to fam-
ily and good employees by providing bonuses and raises.
The shouldering down season brings a time when cash may
still be plentiful if the season was successful (Shields &
Shelleman, 2013), and the slow season may not seem so
daunting. Seasonal small business owners that implement
the first proposed strategy of maintaining a weekly cash
flow budget may use this budget to support decisions for
cash advancements to family or employees. The savings
section of the budget shows the amount of cash on-hand
to pay fixed costs not covered by slow season cash inflows.

Figure 1 in the Appendix shows the example of cash savings
where the decision may be made to use excess cash for ex-
pansion or investments or to gift to family and employ-
ees. Figure 2 in the Appendix shows an example of how the
weekly cash flows budget may be used in the shouldering
down season to support cash outflow decisions by adding
the number of weeks remaining until the next busy season
and determining how much excess cash per week is avail-
able during the shouldering down, slow, and shouldering up
seasons.

Strategy 3: Temporary Funding Pays Bills, Not
Expansion Projects

The slow season for a seasonal business may be a time
when expansion projects may be initiated. The slow season
may also be a time when cash on hand is low and meeting
the fixed costs such as mortgages and utilities that continue
through the slow season may be challenging (Shields &
Shelleman, 2013). Seasonal small business owners may
bootstrap or use credit cards during the shouldering up sea-
son to stretch to the busy season when these costs will
be covered by the excess cash flows in the busy season.
Credit card use should be considered as working capital, or
short-term debt (Harvard University Clinics, 2015). Expan-
sion projects may facilitate creating more volume in the
next busy season, but the cost of the expansion, or capital
needed for the expansion, should be funded with long-term
payback in mind while cash needed for current bills should
be funded with short-term, or working capital, payback in
mind. Credit lines are another form of borrowing that may
be available to seasonal small business owners. According
to Brown et al. (2021) bank credit lines are an important
tool for managing cash flow volatility in small businesses,
especially if the small business is solvent and the bank from
which the small business is borrowing is a local bank.

Budgeting for capital projects requires careful planning
with cash flows discounted to determine the present value
of the cash flows meets or exceeds the invested amount.
Seasonal small businesses carry more risk with endeavors
that require a new fixed cost payment (Kristanto, 2022).
Risk associated with implementing an expansion project
may be determined by understanding the seasonal busi-
ness’s regular cash flows during the busy season and the
difference in cash flows in the slow season. According to
Kristanto (2022) seasonal small business owners need fi-
nancial literacy to assess risk to make sound decisions
about long-term financing. Figure 3 in the Appendix illus-
trates a cash flow budget with an added capital expendi-
tures section.

Strategy 4: Apply Due Diligence When Seeking
Funding

If external funding is needed during the slow season, due
diligence must be applied to determine the type of funding
to obtain. External funding for paying existing fixed costs
should be short-term financing to match the short-term na-
ture of existing costs (Kristanto, 2022). Long-term loans
obtained for large projects may require external funding
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such as bank loans. The most common forms of small busi-
ness capital funding include friends and family support,
bank loans (traditional loans, home equity loans, and credit
lines), government supported loans such as from the Small
Business Administration, and fundraising through crowd-
funding (Harvard University Clinics, 2015). Table 1 below
provides guidelines for choosing potential long-term pro-
ject funding strategies.

Table 1 shows that seasonal small business owners seek-
ing funding to pay existing fixed costs during slow season
and shouldering up season, for example under $50,000,
may use savings, credit cards, and even crowdfunding cam-
paigns. For larger projects over $50,000 loans and investors
may be needed to provide capital.

Strategy 5: Cost-Volume-Profit Analysis for
Planning and Forecasting

Seasonal small business owners have accepted the risks
associated with operating a seasonal business and after two
to three years of owning and operating a seasonal small
business will likely have a good understanding of their sea-
sonal cash inflows, (Shields & Shelleman, 2013). At the be-
ginning of a new busy season, the pricing of the product
or service may need to increase, factors may cause sales
volume to increase or decrease, and variable costs to pur-
chase or make products or provide services could increase.
Any of these changes will affect cash flows and can be
anticipated or leveraged to optimize profits in accordance
with the changes. Cost-Volume-Profit (CVP) analysis tech-
niques provide information for forecasting and planning
for changes in costs and how those changes will relate
to volume and profit. According to Hidayati et al. (2023)
small businesses tend to focus operations on surviving.
However, Shields and Shelleman (2013) found that seasonal
small business owners in their study used the slow season
for planning. CVP analysis is a tool that can be used for
planning, growth, and profit optimization (Hidayati et al.,
2023). CVP analysis techniques include calculating
breakeven, target profit, and multiple scenarios of sales vol-
ume and sales prices. A caveat with CVP analysis is the
assumptions made when forecasting pricing and volume.
Viewing CVP results as an estimate can be useful for pro-
viding information for decision making. For example, some
seasonal small business owners raise prices during busy
season (Shields & Shelleman, 2013). CVP analysis may be
used to forecast the achievement of the desired profit given
the new pricing. Similarly, small business owners may ex-
perience an increase in their inventory costs during the
busy season. CVP analysis may be used to forecast the im-

pact of the increase in the inventory cost to determine at
what point profit will be achieved. Figure 4 in the Appendix
illustrates target profit and breakeven through the variable
costing income statement where inventory is considered a
variable cost.

Implementing the Proposed Cash Flow Strategies
for Seasonal Small Businesses

The five proposed cash flow strategies for seasonal small
business owners are summarized below in Table 2 with the
suggested season in which implementation of the strategy
may best occur.

Recommendations for Future Research and
Conclusion

Seasonal small businesses can provide distinctive peri-
ods of time with different objectives for the owners to ad-
dress. Managing cash flows during the shouldering down
season through the shouldering up season can be challeng-
ing if the owner has not planned properly to save or invest
cash generated during the busy season for use during the
slower seasons. The five strategies proposed in this paper
are supported by the literature on financial discipline, small
business seasonality, and small business cash flow manage-
ment. Financial discipline is a key indicator of success in
small business (Kamaliah et al., 2024). One key discipline
seasonal small business owners can employ is saving cash
generated during the busy season for use in the slow season
(Shields & Shelleman, 2013). Cash flow management can
be enhanced with the use of tools such as financial track-
ing software (Przychocka et al., 2024) and cash flow budgets
prepared with Excel spreadsheets as presented in Appendix
A.

Further research in specific industries could provide
more specific strategies for seasonal businesses in that in-
dustry. Other studies involving interviews with seasonal
small business owners would likely garner new and fresh
insights and updated strategies for cash flow management
within each season. Many small businesses not considered
seasonal have a seasonal component such as construction
businesses and could also benefit from strategies proposed
in this paper. Small business advisors may also find the
strategies proposed in this paper useful for their clients’
success. Cash flow management for any small business can
become an important issue in times of uncertainty. This pa-
per proposes that by focusing on strategies based on finan-
cial discipline and financial literacy, seasonal small busi-
nesses can enjoy each season of the year.

Table 1. Guidelines for Choosing Funding Strategies in U.S. Dollars

Capital Needed in 2024 U.S. Dollars Potential Funding Strategies

Under $50,000 Savings from the busy season, business credit cards, line of credit, crowdfunding campaigns
$50,000 - $250,000 Small Business Administration loans, home equity or line of credit, alternative lenders
Over $250,000 Traditional financial institution loans, potential investors

Note: Adapted from Harvard University Clinics (2015). Dollar amounts have been restated to 2024 equivalents.
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Table 2. Cash Flow Strategies for Seasonal Small Businesses

Strategy Description Proposed Best Implementation Season

Maintain a Weekly Cash Flow Budget Implemented during any season, maintained weekly during all four
seasons

Maintain Boundaries for Family and Employee Requests Implementation during shouldering down

for Cash

Temporary Funding Pays Bills, Not Expansion Projects Implementation during shouldering down and slow season

Apply Due Diligence When Seeking Funding Implementation during slow season or shouldering up

Cost-Volume-Profit Analysis for Planning and Forecasting Implementation during slow season when there is more time for
analysis

Note: Nomenclature for season names adapted from Shields and Shelleman (2013).
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Appendix

Spreadsheet Examples

Weekly Cash Flows Budget Forecast In-Season Sample

Bank Balance Date

6/30/2024

Cashin Bank

$21,353.27

Cash In-Flows (estimated from previous week's actual)

115,267.00

Total Cash Available This Week $136,620.27
Cash Out-Flows:
Regular payments: Budget amount | frequency paid | paid this week
Mortgage/Lease $10,000 | monthly $10,000
payroll $15,600 | Bi-Weekly $15,600
utilities $750 | varies monthly
supplies $675 | varies monthly $200
software subscriptions $200 | monthly
other
other
other
Total cash outflow this week $25,800.00
Estimated cash available at the end of the week $110,820.27

Savings Balance Date

6/30/2024

Savings in Bank

$77,396.00

Figure 1. Example of a Weekly Cash Flow Budget in Excel

Weekly Cash Flows Budget Forecast Off-Season Sample
|Bank Balance Date 10/15/2024| Cashin Bank $11,232.15
Icash In-Flows (estimated from previous week's actual) 2,800.00
Total Cash Available This Week $14,032.15
|Cash Out-Flows:
IRegular payments: Budget amount | frequency paid | paid this week
IMortgageILease $10,000 | monthly
Ipayroll $3,000 | Bi-Weekly $3,000
Jutitities varies monthly
supplies varies monthly $400
software subscriptions $200 | monthly $200
other
other
other
Total cash outflow this week $3,600.00
Estimated cash available at the end of the week $10,432.15
Savings Balance Date 10/15/2024| Savings in Bank| $191,430.00
savings per
# weeks to busy season 29 $6,601.03 [week

Figure 2. Example of Weekly Cash Flows Budget in Off-Season
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Weekly Cash Flows Budget Forecast With Capital Expenditure
IBank Balance Date 10/15/2024] Cash in Bank $11,232.15
Cash In-Flows (estimated from previous week's actual) 2,800.00
Total Cash Available This Week $14,032.15
Cash Out-Flows:
JRegular payments: Budget amount | frequency paid | paid this week
IMortgageILease $10,000 | monthly
I_payroll $3,000 | Bi-Weekly $3,000
utilities varies monthly
supplies varies monthly $400
software subscriptions $200 | monthly $200
other
other
other
Total cash outflow this week $3,600.00
Estimated cash available at the end of the week $10,432.15
Savings Balance Date 10/15/2024] Savings in Bank| $191,430.00
[Expansion Project Cost $20,000.00
IrRemaining Savings $171,430.00
savings per
# weeks to busy season 29 $5,911.38 (week

Figure 3. Weekly Cash Flow Budget with Capital Expenditures Section

CVP Analysis Breakeven Proof

Per Unit 2,000 units
Sales Price $75 $150,000
Less Variable Costs $25 $50,000
Contribution Margin $50 $100,000
Less Fixed Costs $100,000
Operating Income $0

CVP Analysis Target Profit Proof

Per Unit 3,000 units
Sales Price $75 $225,000
Less Variable Costs $25 $75,000
Contribution Margin $50 $150,000
Less Fixed Costs $100,000
Operating Income $50,000

Figure 4. Contribution Margin Income Statement Proof of Breakeven and Target Profit Formulas
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