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The New Year is a good time to plan for the future. If you are taking on the role of
business planner for your firm, this information could be valuable.

Body:

The New Year is almost upon us. A time of the year when we often reflect on the past
and plan changes for the future in the form of New Year’s resolutions. However, this
kind of forward planning in the New Year does not need to be restricted to our
personal lives.

For many people, heading back to work in January sees them putting on their
business planner hat as they strategize the coming commercial year. The tips below
will help in approaching this task, and assist in avoiding common mistakes often
made when developing a new business plan.

Why Produce a Business Plan?

Before we get into the meat of this post, let’s just step back and ask why we actually
create a business plan in the first place? This is an especially poignant question for a
business planner working in the SME space. With a small business, there is often the
incorrect assumption that planning isn’t as vital. The small management team has
their finger on the pulse at all times, so why plan?

Well, the answer here can be found by looking at the difference between the
often-confused words ‘strategy’ and ‘tactics’. A simple explanation could be:

Strategy = deciding which battles to fight.
Tactics = deciding how to fight these battles.

Small businesses that rely on just in time style management are only operating
tactically. Producing a business plan is pure strategy.

Don’t Skimp on the Research

A business plan follows a fairly formal structure with regards to the sections included
and the content of these sections. One of the key parts the business planner has to



complete is the market analysis. Continuing the military theme, consider the market
analysis section as the equivalent of gathering intelligence about enemy troop
numbers, movements, and deployment. The old adage ‘know your enemy’ fits here.

However, the market analysis section is often the weakest, least comprehensive part
of a business plan. Why? Because it can be hard work tracking down all the required
data, so it gets skipped over. This is a fundamental mistake. How can one plan the
best strategy for defeating the competition (enemy), without finding out exactly who
they are, and what their strengths and weaknesses are?

A rock-solid market analysis section becomes the pivot of the entire business plan.
Exposing the arena that we will do combat within during the coming year.

Finance Comes Last

A business planner may have access to plenty of great data regarding the current and
projected financials of the company on hand. Therefore, it is often easiest to
complete the financials section of a plan in the early stages. This is actually the wrong
way to do it. The financials section appears towards the end of the plan for a reason.
It is supposed to be the sum of the rest of the plan. Like this:

Market analysis + marketing and sales strategy + product provisioning + funding =
financials.

A Goal Orientated Document

A good business planner will produce a document that is focused more on the ‘what’
and less on the ‘how’. We are coming back to the strategy versus tactics thing here.

The plan has to define top level goals very clearly. What it should not attempt to do is
to explain in a granular fashion how these goals will be reached. In effect, it is a
document that tells us what the business will do, and not how it will do it. The how
part is purely tactical and should be the basis of further planning, probably at
departmental level.

Share the Business Plan

Possibly the most common mistake made by many firms with regards to producing a
business plan is to see it as a C-suite and senior management only document.



In reality, with a little editing to remove potentially confidential financial data, the
business plan can be turned into a tool for informing the entire workforce of where
the company expects to be heading in the coming year.

Review and Reiterate

Even the best business plan is of no use at all unless it is actioned. Producing a
business plan is an opportunity to discover facts about the company, its customers,
competition and the market it operates within. Seeing it as an annual headache that
is best produced quickly, then shoved in a drawer and forgotten is wrong.

The plan needs to be followed. It needs to be reviewed frequently to ensure it is still
relevant, and in cases where it is not, the goals set by it should be modified.

In Conclusion

A business planner has the opportunity to deliver some tangible benefits for the
company in the coming year. The better the overall strategy of the company, the
better its results across the year should be.

So, based on business plan best practices, and the points above, we can come up
with the three P’s of a great business plan; prepare, propagate and pursue:

Prepare — produce the very best business plan possible.

Propagate — share it with at least the people who will be responsible for defining the
tactical solutions for the strategic goals it sets out.

Pursue — stick to the plan, change it if necessary, but use it as a steering document to
keep the company focused on its goals.



