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Typical Business Plan Elements


A business plan is a document that outlines a business’s operating and financial strategy. A business plan defines the structure of the business, identifies the products and services it intends to offer, defines the operating strategies the business will use, and identifies how it will make money. 

A typical business plan includes seven major sections: 
1. Executive summary: The executive summary outlines the content of the business plan. It includes the business’s key strengths, identifies how much money is needed and for how long, and projects how the business will repay the loan. The executive summary is best kept brief, generally no more than one or two pages.

2. Company organization and owner background: The business plan should describe the legal form of the company, the capabilities and experience of the owner and other key employees, the staff organization, and the major facilities and equipment to be used. 

3. Product and services: This section should describe the products and services to be produced and sold, including a categorization, if appropriate, by product type and price, with sales projections. 

4. Market analysis: Here’s where the competitive advantage of the business is addressed as well as the market segments that will be covered by each product or service the business offers. The advantages your products and services will have over those currently on the market should be discussed, in addition to the marketing, advertising and selling activities planned. 

5. Competitive analysis: This section should explain your business strategy and the source of your competitive advantage. It should also identify major competitors, describe their strengths and weaknesses, and discuss how you’ll maintain your competitive edge against them. In addition, you’ll describe the local economy and how its current composition and expected changes will affect the business as well as review any technological or regulatory trends likely to have an impact. 

6. Operating plan: The operating section explains how the business will produce and deliver products and services using facilities, equipment, technology, suppliers, and labor, including a breakdown of the labor, materials and overhead costs. This section should also discuss the sources and adequacy of startup capital. It’s particularly important to address how likely the business is to need more capital in the future. 

7. Three years of financial statements: The cash flow statement, profit and loss statement, and balance sheets should show the most likely forecast for the business and include the critical ratios and other industry standard benchmarks for the business. For a startup business, these can be projected financial statements. For an existing business, you should include the business’s actual financial statements.

Our companion workbook, the Finance Without Fear Business Forecasting Workbook, describes how to develop financial projections for your business.

Business plans can be relatively brief or long, depending on the complexity of the business and the expectations of the lender. You might ask your lender what he/she wants to see in the plan and then create the document with that lender in mind. Writing the business plan can be a great way to think through the viability of the venture and identify its danger points. Creating the financial projections will also force you to look at the financial operations of the business and identify the sources of startup and operating capital so you can determine how much money will be needed to start and operate the business.

Helpful Business Plan Websites

Small Business Administration Business (SBA) Plan Guide

http://www.sba.gov/smallbusinessplanner/plan/writeabusinessplan/index.html
Small Business Administration (SBA) Business Plan Template

http://web.sba.gov/busplantemplate/BizPlanStart.cfm
Sample Business Plans from the SBA and the makers of Business Plan Pro software

http://www.bplans.com/samples/sba.cfm
Entrepreneur Magazine – Business Plans

http://www.entrepreneur.com/businessplan/
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