
HOW TO 
WRITE A 

BUSINESS 
PLAN

http://generate.com.au


why do you need to  
write a business plan? sections

For many small business owners and entrepreneurs, a business plan is something 
that exists only in theory. It’s something to get around to one day. It’s something 
you know you should really have, but just at the moment you’re busy doing  
other things.

Or, it’s something that only comes into being when there’s a pressing need  
for it. The bank says I need one! Quick — write me a business plan!

A business plan needn’t be either of these things; neither a permanent item on  
a future “to do” list, nor a rushed response to an external request. Instead it can 
be an effective road map for your enterprise; one that outlines a considered  
and strategic pathway to a bigger, better business.

In this eBook, we’ll strip away some of the mysteries of writing a business plan. 
We’ll talk about when you should write one and when you shouldn’t. We’ll talk 
about what goes in it and what stays out of it. And we’ll give you a business  
plan structure so you can tackle the task.

It doesn’t have to be hard.

It doesn’t have to be fancy.

It does need to be of use to you in growing your business.

Let’s get to it.

what is a business plan anyway?

the building blocks of a business plan

the elements of your plan 

common pitfalls

do it yourself or hire a consultant?
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What is a business plan? 
It’s a written document which sets out the plan for 
your business for a set period of time. It outlines 
what your business goals are and explains how 
you’re going to achieve them. 

But writing a business plan is different to 
undertaking business planning. You should always 
be planning and strategizing for your business,  
but that doesn’t mean you have to write it all down. 

There should be a good reason to go through 
your business bit by bit and collate it in one 
document. Not least of all because it’s going  
take a lot of time and resources.

The crucial thing about a business plan is that it is 
written with a purpose in mind. The usual purpose 
of a plan is to achieve something. So the next 
obvious question is...

What the purpose of a 
business plan?

There are two primary purposes for a business 
plan, depending on who the audience is.

•	� For internal audiences (business owners and 
staff, for example), it’s a guide to the actions 
you’ll take in order to grow your business.

•	� For external audiences (investors, banks, 
funding bodies and so on), it’s a way to 
communicate the plans you have for  
your business.

It’s this second one which is the most important 
and the one that often gets forgotten. A formal 
business plan is a communications tool. 

So what are you communicating and to whom?

Who is the audience?

This is a question which can never be asked 
enough when writing a business plan. 

If your business plan is for your own use, then  
it’s primary purpose is to guide your activities.  
It can therefore take any form which best suits  
this purpose. 

It need not be a long detailed document, if what 
you need to keep you on track is short and 
punchy. It may not be a formal written document 
at all. It might be a poster or a slide deck or an 
infographic. If it’s designed to help you, then make 
it yours, in design and format.

If your business plan is for sharing with others 
(such as investors, funding bodies, credit 
providers and so on), then it’s primary purpose  
is communicate your vision and plans for  
the company. 

In this case, a comprehensive written document is 
often best, because it communicates all manner of 
things which are relevant to your business; things 
that you know well, but that others coming fresh 
to your business need to understand. 

what is a business plan anyway?01

Your plan’s audience and purpose can get very 
specific. For example, it may be directed at one 
handpicked investor to convince him/her to 
contribute $500k to your business. Or it may be 
less focused. For example, it might be to give 
an initial overview of your company to a range 
of potential funders who might provide varying 
amounts of financial support. 

There are myriad variations, all of which are fine if 
you remember what you’re trying to say to whom.

Consider these questions

•	� Do you need a formal written business plan?  
Or will your own planning suffice?

•	� What’s your plan for? What’s its purpose?  
What’s the outcome you want?

•	 Who is your intended audience?

•	� Why is a business plan the best way to 
communicate your message?

Only when you’re clear on these things, should 
you start to write a plan.

So, OK. Got it? Then let’s get started.

Alternatives to writing  
a business plan

Planning for your business is essential. Writing 
a business plan? Maybe not.

If you are after a planning process for your 
own internal purposes, you might find another 
method might suit you better.

•	 Regular planning sessions with senior staff

•	� Occasional planning retreats to plot out  
the coming year

•	� Ongoing coaching with a business advisor 
or a mentor

•	� Drawing up a one page action plan  
every quarter

Whichever you choose, the starting point is  
to articulate your business goals. Ask yourself 
what you really want out of this enterprise  
and what the best way is to achieve it.

Why do you need to write  
a business plan? 

If you run a business, you will have no doubt 
heard a lot of talk about business plans. 

Perhaps you’ve been told, “you need to have  
a business plan”. Perhaps you’ve heard it said,  
“all successful businesses have a business plan.” 
Or maybe, “if you want to get an investor, you 
have to have a business plan.”

So there’s a general sense that a business plan, 
whatever it is, is a good thing to have. But to  
many people, the term itself is snippet of 
corporate jargon. It’s not an unreasonable 
question to ask what exactly one is.

Let’s get started!
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Let’s say you were going to build a house. You 
wouldn’t simply dive into it, tackling random tasks 
in any order. You’d draw up a plan first.

Or what if you were planning a 3 month holiday 
around the world. You’d plot out your itinerary, 
your destinations, where you’d stay and how 
you’d travel between stops. 

A business plan is much the same type of activity. 
It’s your step by step guide to setting up or 
growing a business, as complex a task as building 
a house or travelling the world.

Those building blocks in detail

•	 �Where you are now: otherwise known as 
situational analysis. This is a clear and honest 
assessment of your business and its state 
of health. It’s also a consideration of the 
external factors impacting on your business: 
your markets, your competitors, the operating 
environment and so on. A business health 
check can be useful here.

•	� Where you want to go: otherwise known as 
your vision. This is an expression of what you 
want your company to be at the end of the 
period covered by the business plan. It should 
be ambitious but achievable. And it should 
make sense given your situational analysis.

•	� How you’re going to get there: otherwise 
known as strategy. These are the specific 
actions you’re going to take to realise your 
vision. You express this in your business plan 
through goals, strategies and KPIs.

If it helps, draw these elements:

 

the building blocks of a business plan02

Remember the seven Cs

A business plan should be

•�	 �Clear – it should be written in plain English  
and be easy to read.

•	� Concise – it should get to the point and  
not be over long.

•	 �Comprehensible – it should be easy to 
understand, avoiding verbosity and  
technical jargon.

•	� Consistent – the various parts of the business 
plan should reinforce (and not contradict)  
each other.

•	 �Convincing – it should put forward a case 
which dispels any doubts about the plan.

•	 �Compelling – it should convert readers  
into supporters.

•	� And it should make Common Sense.  
If it doesn’t make sense as a whole,  
that’s a problem.

Business plan? Strategic 
plan? Not fussed.

Some people get hung up on names. Is this a 
business plan? Is this a strategic plan? Some 
say strategic plans are more high level than a 
more operationally focussed business plan.

You’ll find lots of opinions about this and 
so here’s another: don’t get hung up on 
definitions and labels. Call it whatever works 
for you and your audience. 

Let’s worry about what’s in the plan, not what 
it’s called. 

My business plan

Where we are now

$1m turnover
5 staff
office in Surry Hills

How we’ll get there

– better marketing
– more products
– seek investment

Where we want to go!

$5m turnover
20 staff
offices around the world!

The three building blocks 

A business plan sets out  
three things:

•	where you are now

•	where you want to go, and

•	how you’re going to get there.

While you’re writing your plan, keep these three 
points in mind. If you get muddled during the 
writing of it, go back to those three building blocks. 
They are the essence of your plan, whether you’re 
writing for an internal or external audience.
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the elements of your plan03

Having worked out what we need a business plan 
for, and what a good business plan should be, let’s 
talk about the various components which make up 
a business plan.

A shopping list of elements

What follows is a list of sections for a typical 
business plan. You may choose to add to or 
edit this list, but these are the core elements 
one should include.

They are arranged here in an order which 
should be a logical progression. Depending 
on your intended audience, you should 
reorder them in a way which suits them.  
But remember to always put the most 
important information up front.

Think about it your plan in 
four sections:
• Executive Summary
• Strategy
• Analyses
• Finances and Timeline

Also: determine how long your plan is designed  
to last. 3 years? 5? Put it in the title of your plan, 
e.g. Business Plan 2017-2019.

Executive Summary

Vision

A short, snappy description of the ideal future 
state for your company. 2-3 sentences.

Company Overview

A quick rundown on your business and what it 
does, how long it’s been running and the success 
it’s had. 1-2 paragraphs.

Product Description

Describe the product/service you provide, 
and how it makes customers’ lives easier. Also 
describe its business model i.e. how it makes 
money. For instance, do you offer this product  
on a fee-for-service basis, a subscription model,  
a licensing model and so on. 1-2 paragraphs.

Example: 

Problem: Collecting receipts for expense 
purposes is annoying and inefficient.

Solution: Our wearable technology — the Receipt 
Bracelet — can be tapped on to a POS system 
and the receipt is instantly emailed to your 
accounts department.

Business model: Bracelet is given for free with  
a subscription to the Receipt Bracelet software,  
at $39 a month.

Tip: Your product/service should be designed 
with the problem it solves in mind. Don’t design 
products because you think they are neat, design 
them because they are solving a problem for 
somebody. Preferably lots of somebodies and 
somebodies with money!

The pitch

If your aim is to attract investors, be up front about 
what you’re asking for. Put a dollar amount on it 
and briefly describe the return an investor can 
expect over what time frame. 2-3 sentences.

Key People

List the owners and senior staff in the business 
and detail their roles along with their relevant 
work experience. 1-2 sentences per person.

Strategy

Strategic Direction

Take 2-3 paragraphs to outline where your 
company is going and how it’s going to get 
there. You’ll spell this out more fully in the goals, 
strategies and KPIs section, but this section 
should demonstrate that you have an idea of the 
steps you need to take to build the business and 
that you can clearly describe them in plain English.

This is one of the most important sections of the 
plan. It demonstrates not only that you have an 
end goal which is attainable, but that you have 
considered what needs to happen to make it 
work. This is the section which should convince 
your audience that you have a good idea which 
you know how to execute.

Goals, strategies and KPIs

In this section, you get specific about what’s  
going to happen and when. List your:

•	� Goals – these are the things you want to 
achieve. They should be subsets of your  
overall vision, i.e. the reader should see how  
if you achieve these goals, they contribute  
to the overall vision of the company.  
Have 3-5 of these. Make sure they have 
deadlines attached.

•	� Strategies – each goal needs a set of strategies 
which you’ll put in place to reach which help 
you reach the goal. It’s important that these 
strategies actually will help attain the goal,  
so perform that reality check on each of them. 
3-4 per goal.
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•	� KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) – these are 
the measures you’ll use to work out whether 
you’ve achieved your goals. Make them 
quantifiable and give them a time frame.  
1-2 per goal.

the elements of your plan (cont.)03

Tip: to check whether your goals, strategies and 
KPIs have that internal consistency, trace them 
backwards from KPI to strategy to goal. This 
often shows up any flaws in the relationship 
between the three.

Your goals and strategies 
should make sense in the 
context of your operating 
environment. It should be 
clear to your reader why  
the course of action you’re 
proposing is the most  
appropriate in this set  
of circumstances.

Goal Strategies KPIs

To achieve 20%  
sales growth in  
the coming year

•	� Increase subscription price by 5%

•	� Introduce new features to offer 
to existing customers

•	� Design and launch a new 
marketing campaign aimed  
at our key demographic

Sales increase from $100,000 to 
$120,000 by 31 Dec

Analyses

Market Analysis

List and describe the market segments you’re 
targeting. What you’re demonstrating here is that 
there are customers for your product and you 
understand the market segments they are part of. 
If you have any statistical data about them, include 
it. Aim for a paragraph per market segment, but 
ensure you have been comprehensive.

Competitor Analysis

List your competitors, and rank yourself against 
them in terms of key aspects of your products 
which impact purchasing decisions, such as 
price, convenience, quality and speed of delivery. 
Use this section to illustrate your competitive 
advantages over your competitors, and/or  
how you plan to deliver something different which 
will set you apart from everyone else. About a 
paragraph per competitor, but again,  
be comprehensive.

Operational analysis

In this section you demonstrate your ability to 
critically analyse your own prospects of success, 
given the internal and external environments  
you’ll be working in. 

Conduct a SWOT analysis, outlining your 
company’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
and threats. Remember that strengths and 
weaknesses are internal aspects of your business, 
while opportunities and threats are external 
factors impacting on your business. Aim for  
5-6 dot points for each, but don’t be limited  
by that – list all that are relevant.

In addition, conduct a PEST analysis, which lists 
the political, economic, social and technological 
factors which impact upon your plans. This is a 
good way of demonstrating your understanding 
of the world around you and your business, can 
illustrate why this is a good time/place to be 
pursuing your business plan. Again, a few dot 
points for each is usually sufficient, but don’t skimp.

Pull these together with a summarizing sentence 
or two that expresses what this all means for  
your business.

The table below shows an example of a goal, 
with strategies and KPIs which have an internal 
consistency. In the example below, it makes sense 
that you can achieve the goal by undertaking 
the strategies and that the KPIs are appropriate 
measures of whether the goal has been reached.

Finances and Timeline

Financial forecasts 

Pull together a financial overview table, showing 
proposed income and expenditure over the 
timeframe covered by your plan. Also include prior 
year figures if available to add some context. This 
should be high level enough to fit on one page, 
but not leave out any important line items.

The financial table should show when the revenue 
and profits you’re forecasting in the rest of your 
plan start to flow. They should also show the 
investment needed before that to spark that 
revenue growth. In both cases, be careful to 
insure internal consistency. If one of your goals  
is to achieve 20% growth in sales, the figures  
in your financial table need to show that.

Provide some notes to this table which help 
explain significant movements in numbers. The 
more detail you provide here, the more helpful 
it will be to a reader who is not as familiar with 
the numbers as you. Do indicate whether you’ve 
been conservative or ambitious with your financial 
projections, although bear in mind the overuse 
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common pitfalls04

It doesn’t make a compelling case

This is a critical problem, particularly if your 
business plan is designed to garner support from 
a third party. If it doesn’t present make that person 
want to support you and your idea, it has failed. 

Solution: Combat this problem through getting 
rigorous feedback on your plan. Redraft until you 
get widespread agreement that you’ve come up 
with a plan so good it can’t be ignored. 

The proposed product/service isn’t the solution 
to a widespread problem which customers will 
pay to overcome

A fundamental problem, one which undermines 
everything else in your plan. It’s important that 
your product serves a purpose in the market and 
that you can generate profit from it. If not…

Solution: go back to your business model and 
refine this until you have a product/service you’re 
confident can make money.

It lacks internal consistency

In other words, when one part of the plan says 
one thing, only for it to be contradicted in another 
part of the plan.

Solution: careful reading and analysis of each 
section of the plan. Find your most skeptical friend 
and get them to apply their critical blowtorch to it.

Financial projections are unrealistic 

Thus undermining the premise of your business 
plan.

Solution: get advice on the numbers from an 
objective reader. Redraft. Be confident on the 
numbers.

So, what could possibly  
go wrong? A few things  
as it turns out. Here are 
a few common problems 
which can undermine  
a business plan.

the elements of your plan (cont.)03

of the term ‘conservative’ by entrepreneurs to 
describe their forecasts and the skepticism this 
can invite. By all means describe your budgetary 
approach, but strive for accuracy first and 
foremost.

If you’re seeking investment, your financial 
forecasts should clearly show how the proposed 
investment will be used and when your investor 
can start expecting to see returns. Investors will 
also be interested in when they are going to get 
their money back and how.

If numbers aren’t your thing, seek assistance 
from someone who’s thing it is. This is a crucial 
part of your plan and you need to be confident in 
discussing and describing the numbers you are 
presenting. Remember that a page of numbers 
gives as much information as a page of words. 
If you don’t understand them, you won’t be able 
to convince the people you need to that your 
business plan is worth backing.

Timeline

Set out the key dates and milestones for your 
business plan. One page should be enough for 
this. Use a graphical approach if that helps.

Want a template for this?

Download a free business budget and basic 
cashflow spreadsheet from the Generate 
website. You’ll find it on the Resources page, 
along with loads of other free, useful stuff.

Thinking about how to 
start? Here’s a suggested 
way to tackle it

Start here: ANALYSIS. If you undertake these 
analysis sections first, you’ll be road testing 
your ideas about the strategic direction of 
your business. It could impact your plans,  
so it’s a good place to start.

Then do this: STRATEGIC DIRECTION. With 
the analysis under your belt, sharpen your 
ideas and state clearly where you’re going 
and how you’re going to get there.

Next do this: FINANCES & TIMELINE. Do 
the numbers and the dates. Make sure these 
align with your goals, strategies and KPIs.

Finally: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY. Pull it  
all together.

http://generate.com.au
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common pitfalls05

It’s poorly written and/or designed

Readers are easily distracted by poor writing, 
illogical structure, typos, clumsy expressions, 
misuse of terms or sentences that make no sense. 
Not to mention unattractive design, poorly chosen 
images and unsophisticated layout.

Solution: invest in some professional editing and 
design expertise. Or outsource these functions 
entirely.

Important detail is missing

There might be no clearly set out timeline. Or it 
might be unclear who’s doing what. Or the sales 
figures might have been omitted. Whatever it is, 
the detail which sets out what’s going to happen 
and when is important. If you’re a big picture sort 
of person, this sort of fine detail might bore you. 
But it’s important, so make sure it’s covered.

Solution: Edit, redraft and repeat. Regularly show 
it to trusted people who are new to the idea; their 
perspective often brings out hitherto overlooked 
comments and concerns. 

Keep it in Beta

How do you know when it’s finished? 
A business plan is meant to be a living 
document, so it’s hard to put a definitive  
full stop on it.

In many cases, you don’t need to. There’s 
nothing wrong with keeping a business plan 
in an ongoing draft state for a long time, 
even once you’ve started presenting it to 
your audience. Sometimes they will have 
useful input which you’ll want to incorporate 
into your plan. And because your external 
environment is constantly changing, there’s 
good reason for keeping a plan permanently 
in beta.  

do it yourself or hire a consultant?05

At Generate, we write business plans for people. 
So naturally we’re going to say you should hire 
a consultant! But in fact, there are pros and cons 
either way.

DIY Consultant

Pros •	 Cheapest option

•	 Lots of free/low cost templates available

•	 Ready access to info about the business

•	 Professional result

•	 Specific expertise in writing plans

•	 Critical perspective on business

•	 Will actually get finished

Cons •	 It might never get done/finished

•	 Lack of external perspective

•	 Distracts from actually running the business

•	 Can be expensive

•	� Has to take time to learn about  
the business

•	� Might pour cold water on the whole idea

It depends on how much is 
at stake. If you’re writing a 
plan for your own purposes 
and guidance, you might 
find that undertaking it 
yourself is fine. But if you’re 
planning use it to secure  
future growth, investing in  
a professionally scoped and 
written plan may pay for 
itself many times over.

Obvious weaknesses/threats are glossed over

A sure sign that the author hasn’t done their 
homework. Remember that your proposed 
audience for this plan should have no small 
amount of knowledge about your industry 
and your proposed business. If they can see 
something on the horizon which you should have 
spotted, they’re unlikely to give it their support.

Solution: don’t try to shortcut the operational and 
environmental analysis. Do your homework. Read 
widely on your industry and about businesses like 
yours. Make sure you have your bases covered. 

It’s too long

They nearly always are. Remember, your readers 
are short of time. Make their job easier.

Solution: undertake a ruthless edit and strip it 
back to the bare essentials.
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do it yourself or hire a consultant?05

�•	� The banks all have their own version of 
business plan templates and tools available 
online. If you’re aim is to obtain credit from your 
business venture, one of these would be a good 
place to start. ANZ’s is here.

And this is just the tip of a business planning 
iceberg. A few minutes Googling will bring out  
any number of business plan templates to help 
you along.

Where can I get help? I mean, cheap help?

Your go-to people here are your State government 
departments who help out small businesses. 
They often have networks of support agencies 
throughout each state who can help you with 
training and seminars to help with your business.

They differ from state to state, but as an example, 
here are some details relevant to NSW. In that 
state, the Small Business Commissioner’s site  

is a good place to start: They have a network  
of small business advisors around the state who 
can meet with and advise on your individual 
business planning needs.

Those advisers will also link you to your local 
Business Enterprise Centre, where you can access 
events, seminars and other services to help plan 
and run your business.

Each state will have something similar, so take 
some time to research who is around to help  
you out.

If I go for a consultant, how much should I pay?

The cost of business plans vary greatly, 
depending on the expertise of the person you 
consult, their industry specialization and the scope 
of the plan. Expect between $5-10k, but it can well 
be more than this. Generate’s business plans start 
at $8k.

Yikes, that’s too much! I’ll write one myself.

In that case, the good news is there’s plenty of 
cheap/free resources out there to help out.

•	� The Australian Government’s MyBizPlan app is 
a free tool to help develop your business plan, 
straight from your tablet.

•	� LivePlan’s an online system for building your 
business plan, with lots of help and tips along 
they way. A bit more commercially focused than 
MyBizPlan, this one also exports to a handy URL 
for easy sharing. It’s a monthly subscription but 
not too expensive. 

Tim Carroll of Bankstown 
Youth Development 
Service: 

“(Generate’s advisor) has a laser-like ability 
to see the bigger picture and he helped us 
realise we were doing too many things at 
once – we needed to tighten up and focus 
on our core strengths. Our new strategic plan 
focuses the hell out of us. We have a very 
clear vision.”

Kristina Ceyton of 
Causeway Films: 

“We wanted an outside perspective because 
as producers, we’re so attached to our 
projects. We felt we needed to step back  
and look at our company as a business.  
It was a bit like going to couples’ therapy.  
The process makes you ask questions that 
you normally wouldn’t, and it forced us to 
think about our relationship to each other 
and to the business. (Generate’s advisor) 
created a safe place to bring up our concerns, 
articulate things that have the potential to 
become issues, and find solutions.”

Clients talk about the benefits of working with 
a Generate consultant on a business plan What are you waiting for?

Go plan!

If you’re not sure where to 
start, why not try our free 
business coaching taster 
session? 

Head to our Better Business blog on the  
Generate website and sign up using the button  
at the bottom of the blog post.  

We’d love to help.

http://generate.com.au
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