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Chapter 5: Building the Framework

Business Plans and Other Pipe Dreams
Everyone starting a business is told that it’s critical to write a detailed
business plan. If you don’t have a business plan, how will you know which
way you are going and when you have gotten there? How can you ask a
potential lender for heaps of cash or launch an online fundraising
campaign if you haven’t spelled out what you want to do with the money
when you get it? You’ll certainly need a business plan—complete with
financial projections—to apply for money from a bank or credit union, or
even from family or friends. If you do decide to borrow money, include in
your business plan how you plan to pay back the loan and what you’ll use
the money for.

Whether or not you’re planning to borrow money, writing a business
plan can be a useful reality check. You’ll use your business plan to set
goals for how much income you intend to bring in, how much you need to
pay yourself as a salary, how much overhead you’ll have, where and how
you’ll find clients, and so on. Your business plan should be optimistic and
realistic—there’s no sense aiming low just so you can meet your goal, nor
is it wise to plan on earning $500,000 the first year.

Another reason for writing a business plan is that the process of
putting your ideas into writing helps you make that vision a reality. It’s a
tangible commitment—to yourself if no one else—that you take this new
business seriously, that you intend to make this enterprise thrive. It also
enables you to think through what you need to do and how you intend to
accomplish your goals. One of the characteristics of most successful

entrepreneurs is the ability to see not only the big picture but also the
details, and to pay attention to all the little things that have to happen in
order for the business to succeed. Of course, at some point down the road
as your business grows and matures, you’ll probably notice that real life
has overtaken your well-designed plan and your business has moved into
areas you hadn’t foreseen. That’s OK—it’s an indication that you’re able
to recognize changes in the marketplace and your client base, and adapt
to new situations. That original business plan helped you organize your
thoughts, plan your actions, anticipate challenges and opportunities, and
get started; you can update it as your business evolves.

There’s no single way to go about writing a business plan. In fact,
unless you intend to use it to apply for a loan, the only people who see it
may be you and your business advisor, typically an accountant and/or a
lawyer, or your business coach. Don’t sweat the format; focus on thinking
through what’s involved in getting your business going.

Plenty of web sites give pointers about writing business plans. A good
place to start is the U.S. Small Business Administration’s web site
(sba.gov). There's a section called “Starting & Managing a Business,”
which includes a number of guides and articles on business plans. (Just
type the words starting managing business in the SBA site search
box to find this section.) You can also find large collections of resources at
SCORE (formerly Service Corps of Retired Executives, score.org) and the
Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation (entrepreneurship.org).

Business Plan Checklist
Your business plan may be polished and formal, or it could be a simple
write-up of how you envision your company in its first year. In either case,
you should answer—or at least think carefully about—each of the
following questions.

 Why are you starting this business?
Are you excited about the idea of making a living doing what you love
to do? Or are you starting a business because you feel like you have
no other choice? Do you feel forced into this or are you stepping
forward to a new challenge?

 What service or product are you providing to clients?
You’ll probably not be doing the same kind of work as when you were
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employed, which means that the skills and expertise that are valued in
the workplace are not necessarily those that clients value. What are
you offering to your clients that they can’t find or do themselves?

 Who are your potential clients?
Do you expect to find most of your clients locally? Do you need to
have face-to-face interactions, or can you use voice and video calls
with clients across the country or around the world?

 How will you attract clients?
Most entrepreneurs find that cold calls, direct mail, and unsolicited e-
mails are not effective ways of building a business. How will you start
the word-of-mouth marketing that will sustain your business? Are you
willing to invest a quarter or third of your time in marketing?

 How have you confirmed that your clients actually want, need, and
value this service?
Have you conducted reality-check interviews with people you think
are typical of your potential clients? What did you learn? Will you
have to educate prospects about why they need you, or will your
value be clear to them?

 How many repeat clients do you expect by the end of your first year?
It takes far less time and energy to retain a client than to gain a new
one. Will your clients want to use your services or products regularly?
How will you encourage repeat business?

 Who are your competitors?
Every business has competitors, even if the competition is, “I’ll do it
myself.” How are your clients meeting their needs now? How are you
distinct from others in your field?

 How will you price your services or products?
Do you have an idea of what others charge for similar services or
products? How can you offer something of more value? Are you
comfortable with charging people what you consider a fair price for
your time and expertise?

 What will your overhead be for the first year?
While you can’t anticipate all your expenses, be sure that your fees
are high enough to cover the essentials for a successful business.
These include not only your phone and Internet costs, health

insurance, web site expenses, and so on, but also membership in a
professional association, attendance at conferences your clients
attend, and the cost for professional development workshops.

 What is your expected revenue the first year? And after that?
How big do you see your business becoming? Do you expect it to
support you after the first year? Do you want your business to grow
larger over the years?

 If you’re doing this full time, how will you cover all your living
expenses for your first six months?
Do you have savings you can tap into until your business begins to
show a profit? What expenses can you reduce or eliminate while
you’re in the start-up phase?

 What are your personal strengths and weaknesses as a business
owner?
What aspects of running a business sound the most intimidating to
you? What can you do to build your familiarity and comfort level with
the skills you need? What parts of being an entrepreneur excite you
the most? What can you do to expand those facets of your business?

 What are your strengths and weaknesses in this market?
When you look at others in your field, where do you stand out? Do
you have more years of experience than others? A wider variety of
skills? A familiarity with a number of industries? Do you need to
refresh your skills or build new ones in order to be competitive?

Remember, there are no right or wrong answers. Use these questions
as a framework for creating a business plan that is meaningful to you and
that can serve as a roadmap for your first year.
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Sound interesting? You can buy The Reluctant
Entrepreneur through Amazon at owl.li/yVLdM


