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•A business plan is a document that outlines your business’s financial goals and explains •A business plan is a document that outlines your business’s financial goals and explains 
how you’ll achieve them. 
•A strong, detailed plan will provide a road map for the business’s success! 
•Nearly 70% of successful business owners recommend writing a business plan before 
you start a business, and yet, more than 10% of prospective business owners said they 
do not intend to write a business plan. 
•Another 10% aren’t sure if they need a plan at all.
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•It’s more than the old cliché: A failure to plan is a plan to fail. 

•In fact, a wealth of data now exists on the difference a written business plan makes, 
especially for small or growing companies. 

•Even if you are not trying to get a bank loan, You NEED a Business Plan!

•When done right, business plans have enormous payoffs. Let me show you how!!!
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Traditional Business Plan Format
•You might prefer a traditional business plan format if you’re very detail-oriented, want 
a comprehensive plan, or plan to request financing from traditional sources.
•When you write your business plan, you don’t have to stick to the exact business plan 
outline. Instead, use the sections that make the most sense for your business and your 
needs. Traditional business plans use some combination of these eight sections.
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•This is going to be the first page of your business plan. Think of it as your sales pitch. 
•It should include a mission statement, a brief description of the products or services 
offered, and a broad summary of your financial growth plans.
•Though the executive summary is the first thing your investors will read, it can be 
easier to write it last.
•That way, you can highlight information you’ve identified while writing other 
sections that go into more detail.
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Investors want to know you have:

Product-market fit: Have you done the research to determine the demand for your 
product or service?
A solid team in place: Do you have the people you need to support your goals and 
objectives?
Scalability: Can you grow your sales volume without proportional growth in employees 
and fixed costs?

A templated business plan gives investors a blueprint of what to expect from your 
company and tells them about you as an entrepreneur.company and tells them about you as an entrepreneur.
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•Briefly tell your reader what your company is and why it will be successful. 
•Include your mission statement, your product or service, and basic information 
about your company’s leadership team, employees, and location. 
•You should also include financial information and high-level growth plans if you plan 
to ask for financing.

•You need a business plan because the majority of venture capitalists (VCs), and all 
banking institutions will not invest in a startup or small business without a solid, 
written plan. 
•If you are operating a non-profit and applying for grants, you will also need a 
business plan. 
•Not only does a business plan help you focus on concrete objectives, but it gives 
outside parties reassurance that you’ve thought ahead.



11

What is an executive summary?
•An executive summary is a short, informative, and easy-to-read opening statement to 
your business plan. Even though it’s usually  just one to two pages, the executive 
summary is incredibly important.

•An executive summary tells the story of what your business does, why an investor might 
be interested in giving funds to your business, why their investment will be well-spent, 
and why you do what you do. An executive summary should be informative, but it should 
also capture a busy reader’s attention.
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Why write an executive summary?

•Anyone you’re sending your executive summary and business plan to is likely busy—
very busy. An entire business plan is long, involved, and deals with a lot of numbers.
•Someone busy wants to get an understanding of your business, and they want to do it 
quickly, which is to say not by diving into a complicated, 80-page business plan. That’s 
where your executive summary comes in.
•An executive summary provides just the opportunity to hook someone’s interest, tell 
them about your business, and offer a clear selling point as to why they should consider 
investing in your business.
•Your executive summary is your chance to sell your business to potential investors and •Your executive summary is your chance to sell your business to potential investors and 
show them your business is worth not only their money but also their time.
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1. The hook

The first sentence and paragraph of your executive summary determine whether or not 
the entire executive summary gets read. That’s why the hook or introduction is so 
important.
In general, a hook is considered anything that will get a reader’s attention. While an 
executive summary is a formal business document, Your hook should make you stand 
out from the crowd—without wasting time.
Your hook can be sharing something creative about your company, an interesting fact, or 
just a very well-crafted description of your business. It’s crucial to craft your hook with 
the personality of your reader in mind. Give them something that will make your 
company stand out and be memorable among a sea of other business plans.company stand out and be memorable among a sea of other business plans.
Grab their attention in the first paragraph, and you’re much more likely to get your 
executive summary read, which could lead to an investment.
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2. Company description summary

Now that you’ve hooked your reader, it’s time to get into some general information about 
your business. If an investor is going to give you money, after all, they first need to 
understand what your company does or what product you sell and who is managing the 
company.
Your company description should include information about your business, such as when 
it was formed and where you’re located; your products or services; the founders or 
executive team, including names and specific roles; and any additional details about the 
management team or style.
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3. Market analysis

Your market analysis in the executive summary is a brief description of what the market 
for your business looks like. You want to show that you have done your research and 
proven that there is a need for your specific product or services. Some questions you 
should answer:
•Who are your competitors?
•Is there a demand for your products or services?

•What advantages do you have that make your business unique in comparison to others?
To reiterate, stick to the highlights of your market analysis in your executive summary. 
You’ll provide a complete analysis in a separate section of your business plan, but you You’ll provide a complete analysis in a separate section of your business plan, but you 
should be able to communicate enough in the executive summary that a potential 
investor can gauge whether your business has potential.



16

4. Products and services 

•Now that you’ve established a need in the market, it’s time to show just how your 
business will fill it. 
•This section of your executive summary is all about highlighting the product or service 
that your company offers. Talk about your current sales, the growth you’ve seen so far, 
and any other highlights that are a selling point for your company.
•This is also a good time to identify what sets your business apart and gives you a 
competitive advantage. After all, it’s unlikely that your business is the first of its kind.
•Highlight what you do better than the competition and why potential customers will 
choose your product or service over the other options on the market.choose your product or service over the other options on the market.
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5. Financial information and projections

•In this section of your executive summary, you want to give the reader an overview of 
your current business financials. Again, you’ll go more in-depth into this section later in 
your business plan, so just provide some highlights. 
•Include your current sales and profits (if you have any), as well as what funding you’re 
hoping to acquire and how this will affect your financials in the next few years.
•This is also where you can explain what funding, if any, you’ve received in the past. If 
you paid back your loan on time, this is an especially bright selling point for potential 
lenders.
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6. Future plans

•While asking for what funding you need is essential, you’ve also got to make clear what 
you’re going to use that funding for. If you’re asking for money, you want the person to 
know you have a plan to put those funds to good use.
•Are you hoping to open another location, expand your product line, invest in your 
marketing efforts? 
•This final section of your executive summary should detail where you want your 
business to go in the future, as well as drive home how funding can help you get there.
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Be concise
•An executive summary should include everything that’s in your business plan, just in a 
much shorter format. Writing a concise executive summary is no easy task and will require 
many revisions to get to the final draft. And while this is the first section of your business 
plan, you’ll want to write it last, after you’ve put together all the other elements.
•To choose your most important points and what should be included in the executive 
summary, go through your business plan, and pull out single-line bullet points. Go back 
through those bullet points and eliminate everything unnecessary to understanding your 
business.
•Once you have your list of bullet points narrowed down, you can start writing your 
executive summary. Once it’s written, go back in and remove any unnecessary executive summary. Once it’s written, go back in and remove any unnecessary 
information. Remember, you should only be including the highlights—you have the rest of 
your business plan to go into more detail. The shorter and clearer your executive summary 
is, the more likely someone is to read it.
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Use bullet points
•One simple way to make your executive summary more readable is to use bullet points.
•If someone is reading quickly or skimming your executive summary, extra whitespace can 
make the content faster and easier to read.
•Short paragraphs, short sentences, and bullet points all make an executive summary 
easier to skim—which is likely what the reader is doing. 
•If important numbers and convincing stats jump out at the reader, they’re more likely to 
keep reading.
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Play to your strengths
•One of the best ways to catch the attention of your reader is to share why your 
business is unique. 

•What makes your business unique is also what makes your business strong, which can 
capture a reader’s interest and show them why your business is worth investing in. 

•Be sure to highlight these strengths from the start of your executive summary.
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How long should an Executive Summary be?
•There’s no firm rule on how long an executive summary should be, as it depends on the 
length of your business plan and the depth of understanding needed by the reader to 
fully grasp your ask.
•That being said, it should be as short and concise as you can get it. In general, an 
executive summary should be one to two pages in length.
•You can fudge the length slightly by adjusting the margin and font size, but don’t forget 
readability is just as important as length. 
•You want to leave plenty of white space and have a large enough font that the reader is 
comfortable while reading your executive summary. 
•If your executive summary is hard to read, it’s less likely your reader will take the time to •If your executive summary is hard to read, it’s less likely your reader will take the time to 
read your business plan.
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The Bottom Line
•While an executive summary is short, it’s challenging to write. Your executive summary 
condenses your entire introduction, business description, business plan, market 
analysis, financial projections, and ask into one to two pages. 
•Condensing information down to its most essential form takes time and many drafts. 
When you’re putting together your business plan’s executive summary, be sure to give 
yourself plenty of time to write it and to seek the help of friends or colleagues for editing 
it to perfection.
•However, some tools make crafting a business plan, including your executive summary, a 
simpler process. A business plan template is a great place to start. After all, a well-
written executive summary can make all the difference in obtaining funding for your 
business, so you’ll want all the help you can get.business, so you’ll want all the help you can get.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3oNdiDVlSXU
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Compose your company description
Within a business plan, your company description contains three elements:
•Mission statement
•History
•Objectives

Your company description should also define your business structure — such as a sole 
proprietorship, partnership, LLC, or S-corp — and include the percent ownership that 
each owner has and the extent of each owner’s involvement in the company.

These elements give context to the bigger picture in your business plan, letting investors 
know the purpose behind your company so the goals make sense as well.know the purpose behind your company so the goals make sense as well.
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What is a mission statement?
A mission statement is your business’s reason for existing. It’s more than what you do 
or what you sell, it’s about why exactly you do what you do. Effective mission 
statements should be:
Inspirational to make others believe in your vision
Emotional to captivate readers and grab their interest
Throughout every part of your plan, less is more. Nowhere is that truer than your 
mission statement. Think about what motivates you, what causes and experiences led 
you to start the business, the problems you solve, the wider social issues you care 
about, and more.
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How do you describe a company’s history?
Don’t worry about making your company history a dense narrative, especially if it’s a 
new business. Instead, write it like you would a profile:
•Founding date
•Major milestones
•Location(s)
•Number of employees
•Executive leadership roles
•Flagship products or services

Then, translate that list into a few short paragraphs (like the example next).Then, translate that list into a few short paragraphs (like the example next).
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Example of a company description
Laura’s Landscapers’ mission is to change the face of our city through sustainable 
landscaping and help you create the outdoor living space of your dreams.

Founded in 2021 by sisters Laura and Raquel Smith, we have over 25 years of combined 
landscape architecture experience. Our four employees work in teams of two and have 
already completed 10 projects for some of Richmond’s most influential business and 
community leaders.community leaders.

Our objectives over the next three years are to:

•Solidify a glowing reputation as a service-based business that always exceeds customers’ 
expectations and honors the environment
•Complete at least 18 projects during year one, 24 in year two, and 36 in year three 
generated through word of mouth, referrals, and home shows
•Increase revenue from $360,000 in FY2021 to $972,000 in FY2023 based upon 10 
completed projects in the last nine months
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Why do business objectives matter?
Business objectives give you clear goals to focus on, like the North Star. These goals must 
be SMART, which stands for:
•Specific
•Measurable
•Achievable
•Realistic
•Time-bound
They must also be tied to key results. When your objectives aren’t clearly defined, it’s 
hard for employees and team members to work toward a common purpose. What’s 
worse, fuzzy goals won’t inspire confidence from investors, nor will they have a profitable worse, fuzzy goals won’t inspire confidence from investors, nor will they have a profitable 
impact on your business.
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•The next step is to outline your ideal potential customer as well as the actual and 
potential size of your market. To do this you'll need a good understanding of your 
industry outlook and target market. 
•Competitive research will show you who your competitors are, and what other 
businesses are doing, and what their strengths are. 
•In your market research, look for trends and themes. What do successful competitors 
do? Why does it work? Can you do it better? Now's the time to answer these questions.

•Lenders and investors will want to know what sets your product apart from your 
competition. Discuss what they do well, and point out what you can do better. If you’re 
serving a different or underserved market, explain that.serving a different or underserved market, explain that.
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Target markets—also known as personas—identify demographic information like:

•Location
•Income
•Age
•Gender
•Education
•Profession
•Hobbies
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By getting specific, you’ll illustrate expertise and generate confidence. If your target 
market is too broad, it can be a red flag for investors.
Example: If your product is perfect for people with money to hire landscape architects, 
listing “anyone with a garden” as your target market might not go over so well.

The same is true with your market analysis when you estimate its size and monetary 
value. In addition to big numbers that encompass the total market, drill down into your 
business’s addressable market—meaning, local numbers or numbers that apply the grand 
total to your specific segments. You may even map your customer’s journey to get a 
better understanding of their wants and needs.
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Market research shows the opportunity for Laura’s Landscapers has never been better:

•In the U.S., total revenue for landscaping services increased from $69.8 billion in 2015 to 
$99 billion in 2022. 
•Among landscaping contractors, designing and building is the second fastest growing 
service offering. 
•What’s more, landscape design and construction is the number one “new service” 
existing companies plan to add over the next year. 

Leading indicators for interest in green, eco-friendly, and sustainable landscaping have all 
increased exponentially over the last five years:increased exponentially over the last five years:
•Online search volume for those terms is up 467%
•10 new community organizations have been formed
•73 high-profile projects have been covered by local media
And currently 13% of residents have a household income of $125,000 or more 
(compared to the U.S. average of 5%)
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4. Conduct competitive analysis

Competitive research begins with identifying other companies that currently sell in the 
market you’re looking to enter. The idea of finding enough time to learn about every 
potential competitor you have may sound overwhelming, but it can be extremely useful.
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Answer these additional questions after you’ve identified your most significant 
competitors:
•Where do they invest in advertising?
•What kind of press coverage do they get?
•How good is their customer service?
•What are their sales and pricing strategies?
•How do they rank on third-party rating platforms?

Spend some time thinking about what sets you apart. If your idea is truly novel, be 
prepared to explain the customer pain points you see your business solving. If your 
business doesn’t have any direct competition, research other companies that provide a business doesn’t have any direct competition, research other companies that provide a 
similar product or service.
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5. Describe your product or service
This section describes the benefits, production process, and life cycle of your products 
or services, and how what your business offers is better than your competitors.
When describing benefits, focus on:
•Unique features
•Translating features into benefits
•Emotional and practical payoffs to your customers
•Intellectual property rights or any patents that protect differentiation
•Your supply chain and order fulfillment strategy
•Your sales strategy
•Your distribution strategy
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Within the product life cycle portion, map elements like:

•Time between purchases
•Up-sells, cross-sells, and down-sells
•Future plans for research and development
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6. Develop a marketing and sales strategy
Your marketing strategy or marketing plan can be the difference between selling so much 
that growth explodes or getting no business at all. Growth strategies are a critical part of 
your business plan.
You should briefly reiterate topics such as your:
•Value proposition
•Ideal target markets
•Existing customer segments



52

Then, add your:
•Launch plan to attract new business
•Growth tactics for established businesses to expand
•Retention strategies like customer loyalty or referral programs
•Advertising and promotion channels such as search engines, social media, print, 
television, YouTube, and word of mouth

You can also use this section of your business plan to reinforce your strengths and 
what differentiates you from the competition. Be sure to show what you’ve already 
done, what you plan to do given your existing resources, and what results you expect 
from your efforts.from your efforts.
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There's no single way to approach a marketing strategy. Your strategy should evolve and 
change to fit your unique needs.

Your goal in this section is to describe how you'll attract and retain customers. You'll 
also describe how a sale will actually happen. You'll refer to this section later when you 
make financial projections, so make sure to thoroughly describe your complete marketing 
and sales strategies.
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•You can also use this section of your business plan to reinforce your strengths and what 
differentiates you from the competition. 

•Be sure to show what you’ve already done, what you plan to do given your existing 
resources, and what results you expect from your efforts.
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Example of marketing and sales strategy
Laura’s Landscapers’ marketing and sales strategy will leverage, in order of importance:
1 Word of mouth
2 Referrals
3 Reviews and ratings
4 Local Google Ads
5 Social media
6 Home shows
7 Direct mail

Reputation is the number one purchase influencer in high-end landscape design. As 
such, channels 1-4 will continue to be our top priority.such, channels 1-4 will continue to be our top priority.
Our social media strategy will involve YouTube videos of the design process as well as 
multiple Instagram accounts and Pinterest boards showcasing professional photography. 
Lastly, our direct mail campaigns will send carbon-neutral, glossy brochures to houses in 
wealthy neighborhoods.
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7. Compile your business financials
If you’re just starting out, your business may not yet have financial data, financial 
statements, or comprehensive reporting. However, you’ll still need to prepare a budget 
and a financial plan.
If your company has been around for a while and you’re seeking investors, be sure to 
include:
•Income statements
•Profit and loss statements
•Cash flow statements
•Balance sheets

Other figures that can be included are:
•How much of your revenue you retain as your net income
•Your ratio of liquidity to debt repayment ability
•How often you collect on your invoices

https://quickbooks.intuit.com/r/bud
geting/essential-small-business-
financial-tools-free-startup-budget-
template-and-guide/

Link to a free start-up budget guide
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Ideally, you should provide at least three years’ worth of reporting. Make sure your 
figures are accurate and don’t provide any profit or loss projections before carefully going 
over your past statements for justification.

Avoid underestimating business costs
•Costs, profit margins, and sale prices are closely linked, and many business owners set 
sale prices without accounting for all costs. 
•New business owners are particularly at risk for this mistake.
•The cost of your product or service must include all of your costs, including overhead.
•If it doesn’t, you can’t determine a sale price to generate the profit level you desire.



60

Funding request
•If you're asking for funding, this is where you'll outline your funding requirements. Your 
goal is to clearly explain how much funding you’ll need over the next three years and 
what you'll use it for.
•Specify the terms you'd like applied, and the length of time your request will cover. Give 
a detailed description of how you'll use your funds. Specify if you need funds to buy 
equipment or materials, pay salaries, or cover specific bills until revenue increases. 
Always include a description of your future strategic financial plans, like paying off debt or 
selling your business.

Financial projections
•Supplement your funding request with financial projections. Your goal is to convince •Supplement your funding request with financial projections. Your goal is to convince 
the reader that your business is stable and will be a financial success.
•If your business is already established, include income statements, balance sheets, and 
cash flow statements for the last three years. If you have other collateral you could put 
against a loan, make sure to list it now.
•Provide a prospective financial outlook for the next three years. Include forecasted 
income statements, balance sheets, cash flow statements, and capital expenditure 
budgets. 
•For the first year, be even more specific and use quarterly — or even monthly —
projections. Make sure to clearly explain your projections, and match them to your 
funding requests.
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In the case of Laura’s Landscapers, this big picture would involve steadily increasing the 
number of annual projects and cost per project to offset lower margins:
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8. Describe your organization and management

Your business is only as good as the team that runs it. Identify your team members and 
explain why they can either turn your business idea into a reality or continue to grow it.
Highlight expertise and qualifications throughout—this section of your business plan 
should show off your management team superstars.
You should also note:
Roles you still need to hire to grow your company
The cost of hiring experts to assist operations
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•To make informed business decisions, you may need to budget for a bookkeeper, a CPA, 
and an attorney. 
•CPAs can help you review your monthly accounting transactions and prepare your annual 
tax return. 
•An attorney can help with client agreements, investor contracts (like shareholder 
agreements), and with any legal disputes that may arise.
•Ask your business contacts for referrals (and their fees), and be sure to include those 
costs in your business plan.
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9. Explain your funding request

•When outlining how much money your small business needs, try to be as realistic as 
possible. 
•You can provide a range of numbers if you don’t want to pinpoint an exact number. 
However, include a best-case scenario and a worst-case scenario.
•Since a new business doesn’t have a track record of generating profits, it’s likely that 
you’ll sell equity or shares to raise capital in the early years of operation. Equity means 
ownership—when you sell equity to raise capital, you are selling a portion of your 
company.
•Remember: An equity owner may expect to have a voice in company decisions, even if 
they do not own a majority interest in the business.they do not own a majority interest in the business.
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•Most small business equity sales are private transactions. The investor may also expect 
to be paid a dividend, which is a share of company profits, and they’ll want to know how 
they can sell their ownership interest. 
•Additionally, you can raise capital by borrowing money, but you’ll have to repay creditors 
both the principal amount borrowed and the interest on the debt.
•When drafting your business plan, decide if you’re willing to accept the trade-off of 
giving up total control and profits before you sell equity in your business.

Tip: Put together a timeline so your potential investors have an idea of what to expect. 
Some customers may not pay for 30 days or longer, which means the business needs a 
cash balance to operate.cash balance to operate.
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The founder can access cash by contributing their own money into the business or by 
securing a line of credit (LOC) at a bank. If you raise cash through a LOC or some other 
type of loan, it needs to be paid off ASAP to reduce the interest cost on debt.

Example of a funding request

Laura’s Landscapers has already 
purchased all necessary permits, 
software, and equipment to serve our 
existing customers. Once scaled to existing customers. Once scaled to 
$972,000 in annual revenue—over the 
next three years and at a 10% profit 
margin—our primary ongoing annual 
expenses (not including taxes) will total 
$874,800.
While already profitable, we are 
requesting $100,000 in the form of 
either a business loan to purchase 
equipment necessary to outfit two 
additional  crews.
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10. Compile an appendix for official documents

Finally, assemble a well-organized appendix for anything and everything readers will 
need to supplement the information in your plan.

Consider any info that:
Provides supporting information or additional materials that you couldn’t fit in 
elsewhere, such as resumes of key employees, equipment leases, receipts, bank 
statements, contracts and personal and business credit history. 

Useful details to cover in an appendix might also include:Useful details to cover in an appendix might also include:
•Licenses, Deeds, local permits, and legal documents
•Certifications that bolster your credibility
•Business registries and professional licenses pertaining to your business
•Patents and intellectual properties
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How to make a business plan that stands out

Investors have little patience for poorly written documents. You want your business plan 
to be as attractive and readable as possible.
•Keep it brief. A typical business plan can range from 10 to 20 pages. As long as you cover •Keep it brief. A typical business plan can range from 10 to 20 pages. As long as you cover 
the essentials, less is more.
•Make it easy to read. Divide your document into distinct sections, so that investors can 
quickly flip between key pieces of information.
•Know your margins. List every cost your business incurs, and make sure that you’re 
assigning those costs to each product or service that you sell.
•Proofread. Double-check for typos and grammatical errors. Then, triple-check. 
Otherwise, you might risk your credibility.
•Invest in quality design and printing. Proper layout, branding, and decent printing or 
bookbinding gives your business plan a professional feel.
•Be prepared in advance. Have everything ready to go at least two weeks ahead so you 
have time to make revisions in case of a last-minute change.
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Business plan template

Even if you don’t plan on seeking investments early on, there are other important 
reasons to use a business plan template to write a great business plan:
•Clarifies what you’re trying to accomplish
•Identifies opportunities to understand your market, like demographics and behaviors
•Establishes the role of each team member
•Gives team members a benchmark to reference and stay on track
•Helps catch errors to make sure financial projections are accurate
•You’ll see the holes and blind spots that could cause future issues
Download the following template to build your business plan from the ground up, Download the following template to build your business plan from the ground up, 
considering all the important questions that will help your investors and employees.
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We Can Do It Consulting 
Business Plan 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rebecca Champ, Owner 
Created on December 29, 2016 

This example business plan is provided by the Small Business Administration. 
Get help starting and running your small business at SBA.gov. 

 

 
 

Wooden Grain Toy Company 
Business Plan 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Andrew Robertson, Owner 
Created on December 29, 2016 

 

This example business plan is provided by the Small Business Administration. 
Get help starting and running your small business at SBA.gov. 



78



79

Let’s face facts: Writing a traditional business plan is a hassle.

•A traditional business plan takes too long to write.
•Most people won’t even read it from cover-to-cover.
•It’s often outdated by the time you finish writing it.
•It doesn’t lend itself to frequent and easy updating—and that’s the core of the 
problem.
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•Historically, entrepreneurs have taken months to craft detailed business plans without 
even gathering feedback from potential customers. 
•They’ve viewed business planning as a single hurdle to get their business up and running 
or a thick wad of paper to shove across a banker’s desk in order to get the funding they 
need.
•These business plans end up as just a collection of guesses and assumptions, instead of a 
proven roadmap for growth.
•But planning is still critical, even if the business plan might be broken. Studies have 
shown that businesses that set goals and track their progress grow 30 percent faster 
than those who “just wing it.” Furthermore, even established businesses grow faster 
when they have a plan.when they have a plan.
•So what if I told you there was a better way to do business planning? One that lets you 
adjust and refine your plan as you gather more information about your business and your 
customers.
•A method known as Lean Planning.
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Lean Planning is a 4-step process that helps you discover a business model that works 
and manage your company successfully.
Here’s the Lean Planning process:
1. Create a Lean Plan
2. Test the plan
3. Review your results
4. Revise your plan

These 4-steps replace the traditionally lengthy business plan with a 20-minute planning 
process. This ensures that you are taking small steps, reviewing your results, and creating 
incremental improvements—all while reducing your risk of failure.incremental improvements—all while reducing your risk of failure.
It’s also simpler and faster than writing a traditional business plan. And, possibly the 
greatest benefit is that this method can benefit both startups and established 
businesses.



82

If you’re a startup
Lean Planning helps you quickly figure out if your idea is any good and what you need 
to change to build a viable business.

If you’re an established business
Lean Planning works even if you’re already up and running. It helps you continually 
refine and tweak your strategy while measuring your progress toward your goals. After 
all, planning is about making better management decisions, not about producing a thick 
document that sits in a drawer.
Read on to learn how to make the lean model work for you by creating your own Lean 
Business Plan.Business Plan.
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Step 1: Create a Lean Plan
•The Lean Planning methodology starts with a one page Lean Plan that you can create in 
20 minutes.
•That’s right—one page. Lean Planning is a simple methodology and your Lean Plan 
should be simple, too. You can download a Lean Plan template and fill it in as you follow 
the steps below.
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What to include in your Lean Plan
1. Strategy: What you’re going to do
2. Tactics: How you’re going to do it
3. Business model: How you’re going to make money
4. Schedule: Who is doing what and when

Let’s dive into each section.
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The problem you’re solving
Businesses exist to solve problems for customers. Their products and services fill a need 
or satisfy a desire. If all you have is a solution that is in search of a problem, you’re or satisfy a desire. If all you have is a solution that is in search of a problem, you’re 
going to have a hard time building a successful business. So, start with the other side of 
the equation and focus on how you can help your customers solve a problem.
Start small with just one or two sentences or a few bullet points to identify the problem 
you are solving. Do the same thing to describe your solution.



88

Your ideal customer
Now, quickly describe your target market. Who is your ideal customer? If you know how 
many potential customers are out there, great. If you’re in the early stages of fleshing many potential customers are out there, great. If you’re in the early stages of fleshing 
out your business idea, don’t worry too much about detailed market research. Instead, 
focus on defining your ideal customer—who are they, and what are their key 
attributes?

Your competition
Finally, create a shortlist of your competition. How do your potential customers solve 
their problems today?
That’s it. A business strategy doesn’t have to be complicated with Lean Planning. It’s just 
a few bullets points that describe the essence of your business: what you’re doing and 
who you’re doing it for.
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If you’re a startup
•Your next step is to get out from behind your desk and go talk to your potential 
customers (I’ll go into more detail on this in a moment). 
•Your goal will be to verify that you’ve defined a solid strategy. To that end, a startup’s 
schedule should include things like conducting customer interviews, sending out surveys, 
researching physical locations, interviewing potential suppliers, and so on.

If you’re an established business
•Your schedule will probably be focused on specific business milestones that are related 
to executing your strategy and implementing your tactics.
•It’s critical to have accountability here. Your schedule should have dates and people 
responsible for completing each task.responsible for completing each task.
•Finally, make sure to include a time to regularly review your Lean Plan. You’ll want to 
review and revise this plan frequently, so having a regular review point is critical. I 
recommend a monthly review cycle, but reviewing more frequently is fine, too.
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4
How you can solve 
their problem
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Key partnerships
Note the other businesses or services you’ll work with to run your business. Think about 
suppliers, manufacturers, subcontractors, and similar strategic partners.
Key activities
List the ways your business will gain a competitive advantage. Highlight things like selling 
direct to consumers, or using technology to tap into the sharing economy.
Key resources
List any resource you’ll leverage to create value for your customer. Your most important 
assets could include staff, capital, or intellectual property. Don’t forget to leverage 
business resources that might be available to you, such as SBC’s, SBDC’s, & VBOC’s.
Value proposition
Make a clear and compelling statement about the unique value your company brings to Make a clear and compelling statement about the unique value your company brings to 
the market.
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Customer relationships
Describe how customers will interact with your business. Is it automated or personal? In 
person or online? Think through the customer experience from start to finish.
Customer segments
Be specific when you name your target market. Your business won’t be for everybody, so 
it’s important to have a clear sense of whom your business will serve.
Communication Channels
List the most important ways you’ll talk to your customers. Most businesses use a mix of 
channels and optimize them over time.
Cost structure
Will your company focus on reducing cost or maximizing value? Define your strategy, Will your company focus on reducing cost or maximizing value? Define your strategy, 
then list the most significant costs you’ll face pursuing it.
Revenue streams
Explain how your company will actually make money. Some examples are direct sales, 
memberships fees, and selling advertising space. If your company has multiple revenue 
streams, list them all.
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THE LEAN BUSINESS PLAN TEMPLATE - Your business plan on a single page. 
 
 

    IDENTITY 

    PROBLEM WORTH SOLVING OUR SOLUTION 

    TARGET MARKET     THE COMPETITION 

    SALES CHANNELS     MARKETING ACTIVITIES 

    REVENUE     EXPENSES 

    MILESTONES 
 

   TEAM AND KEY ROLES    PARTNERS AND RESOURCES 
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3 tips to update your business plan

It’s a good idea to periodically revisit your business plan, especially if you are looking to 
expand. Conducting new research and updating your plan could also provide answers 
when you hit difficult questions.

Mid-year is a good time to refocus and revise your original plans because it gives you the 
opportunity to refocus any goals for the second half of the year. Next are three ways to 
update your plan.
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1. Refocus your productivity

When you wrote your original business plan, you likely identified your specific business 
and personal goals. Take some time now to assess if you’ve hit your targets.

Example: If you planned to launch a new tips and trends video series and it hasn’t 
happened yet, what’s stopping you? Put a timeline together and set a launch date.

If you only want to work a set number of hours per week, you must identify the products 
and services that deliver the returns you need to make that a reality. Doing so helps you 
refocus your productivity on the most lucrative profit streams.refocus your productivity on the most lucrative profit streams.

Also, use what you’ve achieved and the hard lessons you’ve learned to help you re-
evaluate what is and isn’t working.
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2. Realign with your goals

Do a gut check to determine whether all of your hard work is still aligned with your 
original goals and your mission statement. 

Ask yourself these questions:
•Are my goals still relevant?
•Am I still focused on the big picture?
•Where do I want to be a year from now?
•Will my existing plan still take me where I want to go?

These questions may be tough to answer at first glance, but they reveal your ties to your 
goals and what most likely needs to change to achieve new wins.
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3. Repurpose your offerings

If your time has become more focused on small projects rather than tangible growth 
and building a valuable client list, consider packaging your existing products or services 
differently. Can you bundle a few things together?

Example: Laura’s Landscapers might be able to offer a special pool and patio package. 
Doing so might help them bring in fewer yet higher-paying projects. 

Perhaps they can offer a maintenance package as well to keep that customer long term.

You must deliberately manage your revenue streams, and that might require shuffling 
things around a little to focus on what is working for you.


