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Writing a good business plan takes time, deep thinking and hard work. So why bother?
Several reasons exist to have a good business plan. A good business plan can . . .

< Help you understand where you are now 
< Identify new opportunities 
< Enable you to exploit those opportunities successfully.

Business plans serve different functions. You may need bank financing or equity
investors. Perhaps you want to map out your cash needs, or find avenues for growth.
Maybe your want to focus on retirement and an exit strategy.  

Regardless of the reason for writing a plan, you can find templates on the web, in your
word processing program, or at a business supply store. Most templates include an
Executive Summary; a description of the business, its mission, products or services;
the market and competition; and the company organization and management. 
Financial reports and projections are also a key component of a business plan.

While each part of a business plan serves an important purpose, many business owners
lack accurate information about the market and competition, and thus struggle with
these sections. You cannot succeed in business without accurate information about your
market and your competition. 

First, identify your perfect customer:

< Who buys your goods or services? 
< Where do they live?
< Where else can these customers get what you offer? 
< How much will the customers spend? 
< What else do they buy (or not buy) and why? 

Next, scrutinize your competition: 

< What strengths and weaknesses do your competitors have?
< How you can use their weaknesses to your advantage and learn from their

strengths?
< What barriers exist to your entry into the market or your expansion? 
< What opportunities exist in the marketplace that competitors are not

exploiting?

You may need to do some market research to answer these questions. What you learn
may surprise you, and will help you map out a strategy for building your business.

A business plan provides a snapshot of today, and a map to the future. As your goals,
the competitive milieu, and the marketplace change, take out your plan and revise it,
so that you remain ready to meet new challenges, and enjoy continued success.
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