Business Plan Writing Tips
As you develop your business plan, it's easy to make mistakes or leave out important elements. Here are a
few of the most common business planning pitfalls and some tips on how to avoid them:
1. Keep your eye on the competition. If you assume your business will be the only game in town or
if you fail to take existing competitors seriously, you're asking for trouble. Your competitors can be a
great source of information about what works and what doesn't. Be sure to evaluate each of them of
pricing and the quality of their products/services.
2. Listen to your customers. This may sound obvious, but too many entrepreneurs assume they
know exactly what their customers need without bothering to ask. Take the time to learn about your
customers, and build your business plan around their needs and desires. Don’t rely solely on the
opinions of family & friends, while it is important to have their support, they will often provide a
biased opinion.
3. Remember what makes you unique. A business plan might help you get started, but it won't help
you succeed. And while it helps to look at your competitors, don't model your business after them.
After all, you're in business to beat the competition. Learn from your competitors' strengths, but also
learn how to spot their weaknesses and use them to improve your own business plan.
4. Honest financial projecting. Be responsible in laying out your financial forecast. Most
businesses will not generate a profit in the first year or two of business, and many will have
months where they run a deficit. Having a solid plan for these shortfalls will contribute to the
overall success of your business.
5.

Adequate Financing. Whether you are funding your business with personal investment, or
through debt/equity financing be sure to have enough money so you don’t run into cash flow
problems early in your business. It’s better to have too much in the beginning, than not enough.
Many businesses fail in the early stages of development due to inadequate finances.

6. Get a second (or third) opinion. The most experienced entrepreneur can still benefit from a
different point of view. Even if you're the only person involved in your business, find someone who
can study your plan objectively and point out possible weaknesses you might have missed. Taking
advantage of resources that are available to new and existing businesses is an important aspect of
being a successful entrepreneur.
For assistance in planning your new or existing business, please contact the StFX Extension Innovation
Centre at (902) 867-5543.

Business Plan Guide
This business plan guide is generic in nature and is intended to be a menu; some headings may not apply to
your business. Select only those headings that are pertinent to your business and change titles where
appropriate.

I.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This section typically gets written last and is a one-page summary of the business highlighting the most
pertinent points of your business plan including any financing required.

II.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
A.

Rationale
This is your opportunity to describe why you believe your business will be successful; to do
this you will need to establish a demand for your product/service.
• Are you filling a void in the market?
• Is the market growing?
• Are you offering a better product/service than the competition?

B.

Legal Standing of the Business
What legal structure will you use for your business? Common structures are: sole
proprietorship/partnership, and corporations. The proposed name of the business should be
stated, and how the business will be divided if there is more than one owner.

C.

The Principals of the Business
The people involved can make a major difference in the success of a business venture. Provide
a brief description of each principal in the business including experience, education, pertinent
resume, attach it as an appendix.
contacts etc. If you are including a

D.

Mission Statement
A mission statement is a formal short written statement describing the purpose of your
business. The mission statement should guide the actions of the organization, provide a sense
of direction, and guide decision-making.

E.

History of the Business
If the business is established, provide a general background of the business and the reasons
for it changing ownership.
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III.

IV.

THE INDUSTRY
A.

The Industry
Give an overview of the industry you are entering. Try to answer the following questions:
• What is the size of the industry
• What are the trends?
• What is the long-term outlook?

B.

The Competition
Identify your key competitors and describe how your business or product compares. Be sure to
include any alternatives or substitutes, there very rarely is no competition. Some important pieces
of information are:
• Who are they? / Where are they?
• Why do customers buy from them?
• Product/service offered & pricing

C.

Barriers and Solutions
Are you entering into a highly competitive marketplace and if so how will you overcome the
competition? Do you need to be aware of regulatory issues (environment, zoning, safety etc)?

BUSINESS OVERVIEW
A.

Product/Service Profile
Describe products or services individually; make a list of each product/service along with a
description of the product.

B.

Product/Service Pricing
What is the pricing of your product/service? How is your product/service price arrived at? How
do your prices compare to the competition?
• Are you offering superior quality, or lower pricing?

C.

SWOT Analysis
A scan of the internal and external environment is an important part of the business planning
process. Environmental factors internal to the firm usually can be classified as strengths (S) or
weaknesses (W), and those external to the firm can be classified as opportunities (O) or threats
(T).
• Strengths: A businesses strength lies within its resources and capabilities that can be used
as a basis for developing a competitive advantage.
• Weaknesses: The absence of certain strengths may be viewed as a weakness.
• Opportunities: The external environmental analysis may reveal certain new opportunities
for profit and growth.
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• Threats: Changes in the external environmental also may present threats to the firm.

V.

D.

Market Research
Provide information on where and to whom you plan on selling your product/services.
Questions that are important to address include:
• Who is your target market?
o Age
o Location
o Income level

E.

Development Schedule/Projected Timing
This section will allow you to set goals for you and your business. Keep important dates in mind.
• Business plan complete, financing in place
• When do you plan to open your doors for business?
• Is your business going to be implemented in different stages?

OPERATIONAL STRATEGIES
A.

Location
Where will your business be located? Where will your targeted geographic area be? Some
important pieces of information are:
• Amount of space required (sq. ft.)
• Benefits and advantages of location
o Walk in traffic
o Parking
o Suitable environment
• Zoning regulations
• Affordable – are the rates competitive?
• Is the lease flexible and has it been carefully reviewed?

B.

Operations
The purpose of this section is to describe the how’s of your business. It will assist you in planning
out the logistics within your business.
• Work flow and efficiency
• Inventory control
• Supplies and materials purchasing (C.O.D., 30 day or 60 day terms)
• Shipping and distribution (freight, mail, etc.)
• Workers Compensation Act
• Safety in the workplace
• Communications systems (phone, fax, long distance, (1-800 #’s, internet)
• Accounting and bookkeeping systems
• Office management
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C.

Management and Personnel
If you intend on hiring employees then planning out how much they will be paid, when they will
be paid and their job description will be important to the success of your business. Consider the
following:
• Organizational structure
• Personnel policy (i.e. overtime, holidays, maternity leave etc.)
• Job descriptions
• Employee benefits (health insurance/vacation)
• Payroll (weekly, bi-weekly)

D.

Advisors
When necessary it will be important to rely on professional opinions and advice, knowing who
those people are before starting your business is important.
• Lawyer
• Accountant
• Banker
• Insurance agent

E.

Sales and Marketing
This section describes how you will get the word out about your business. It will also assist you in
planning out your businesses advertising to maximize its effectiveness. Take into consideration
your target market before committing to a specific form of advertising.
• Sales methods (sales agent, direct sales, retail outlet)
• Wholesale, retail and/or consignment sales
• Advertising (where and when)
• Internet marketing (e-commerce, website, social networking)
• Sales Promotions, discounts, events

F.

Customer Service
Carefully plan out policies you will have in place for your business. Research what other similar
businesses offer, they are typically a good starting point and will allow you to develop your own
strategy.
• Order-taking, re-orders
• Returns or exchange policy
• Guarantees: services, warrantees
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VI.

FINANCIAL PLANNING & PROJECTIONS
A.

Personal Budget
Completing this worksheet in a realistic manner will assist you in determining how much you will
need to draw out of your business to meet your personal needs. See worksheet #1

B.

Personal Assets & Liabilities
Completing this worksheet will assist a lending agent in determining your bankability. See worksheet
#2

C.

Start-up Expenditures
You will need to list all of the items you will need to get your business started, be sure to include
costing and even quotations on larger pieces of equipment.
• Purchase of equipment and machinery
• Leasehold Improvements – construction and decorating
• Equipment installation
• Cars/trucks purchase
• Starting inventory costs
• Promotions/advertising for opening
• Licenses and permits (business registration)
• Insurance

D.

Cash Flow Projections (See worksheet #3)
This will help you understand your operating expenses on a monthly basis. Consider the
following:
• Sales forecasts – by month
• Cost of sales (labour & material)
• Supplier payment terms (COD, 30/60 days)
• Customer payment terms (COD 30/60 days)
• Employee payroll (weekly/bi-weekly)
• Frequency of loan and interest payments (separate row for each)
• Accurate projections for travel/phone/advertising keeping in mind fluctuations for
busy/slow periods
*Provide notes on how estimated figures were calculated, such as monthly phone charges, and
advertising.

E.

Projected Income Statement (See worksheet #4)
• Use cash flow statements as a guide and total all sales and expenses.
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Use the projected income statement to determine your gross margin, compare your gross margin
with industry averages to assist in determining if your projections are accurate.
F.

Balance Sheet (see worksheet #5)
This is a snapshot of the financial state of your business and helps you to know the net worth of
your business. It is an indication of the company’s financial state. It will list your current assets;
i.e. property, equipment, fixtures, and their depreciated values. Liabilities will be balanced with
assets.

G.

Break Even Calculations
This will help calculate the amount of sales needed for your business to break even – where total
costs and total revenues are equal. Only after you reach the break-even point will the business start
turning a profit.
The break-even point is calculated by the following formula:
Breakeven Point = Fixed Costs/(Unit Selling Price - Variable Costs per unit)
Fixed Costs: These are costs that are the same regardless of how many items you sell. All start-up
costs, such as rent, insurance and computers, are considered fixed costs since you have to make
these outlays before you sell your first item.
Variable Costs: These are recurring costs that you absorb with each unit you sell. These typically
include the materials and labour you use in producing your product.

H.

Summary of Financing Required
This is a description of where the funds necessary to get your business operational are coming
from. It includes the amount of financing required (from the start-up expenditures section), the
amount of personal investment, and any additional investment required.
Example:
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Worksheet #1

Personal Budget
Income
Employment
E.I. Benefits
Social Assistance
Student Loan’s or Grants
Pension or Severance
Child Tax Benefit
GST Rebate
Spouse’s Income
Other
Other
Total Income

Amount ($)

Total Income
Total Expenses
Surplus (Shortage)

Expenses
Rent or Mortgage
Utilities
Food
Clothing
Personal Care
Travel/Parking
Child Care/Babysitting
Child Maintenance
Loan Payment
Credit Card Payment
Insurance
Medical and Dental Other
Other
Total Expenses

StFX Extension Innovation and Enterprise Centre Business Plan Guide

Amount ($)

Page 8

StFX Extension Innovation and Enterprise Centre Business Plan Guide

Page 9

Worksheet #4

Business Name
Projected Income Statement For the Year
Ended 2XXX
Revenue:
Gross Sales

$0.00

Cost of Goods Sold·
Beginning Inventory
Add: Materials
Direct Labor

$0.00
$0.00
$0.00

Less: Ending Inventory

$0.00

Cost of Goods Sold

$0.00

Gross Profit (Loss)

$0.00

Expenses:
Loan Interest
Advertising
Asset Purchases
Automobile (lease or loan payment)
Insurance
Leasehold Improvements
Material Purchased
Maintenance (cleaning, snow removal)
Office

$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00

Shipping
Trade Show fees
Telephone
Travel
Utilities (heat & lights)
Other

$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00
$0.00

Total Expenses

$0.00

Net Operating Income

$0.00

Net Income before taxes (Loss)

$0.00

Provision for Income Taxes

$0.00
$0.00

Net Income

* Net Sales - Cost of Goods Sold

*

Worksheet #5

- NOTES -
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