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Executive Summary

The Executive Summary is the first and most important section of your business plan. It provides a concise overview of the entire plan, along with a history of your organization. This section tells your reader where your organization is today and where you want to take it. It is the first thing your readers see; therefore, it is the section of the business plan that will either grab their interest and make them want to keep reading or make them want to put it down and forget about it. More than anything else, this section is important because it tells the reader why you think you are and will be successful.

The executive summary should be the last section you write. After you've worked out all the details of your plan, you'll be in a better position to summarize it--and it should be a summary (for example, no more than four pages in length).

· The Mission Statement -- The mission statement briefly explains the thrust of your organization. It could be two words, two sentences, a paragraph, or even a single image. It should be as direct and focused as possible, and it should leave the reader with a clear picture of what your organization is all about.
· Date your organization began
· Names of the key staff and the functions they perform
· Number of employees
· Location of organization and any branches or subsidiaries
· Description of facilities
· Products and services rendered
· Banking relationships and information regarding current funding streams
· Summary of organization growth including financial or market highlights (for example, your organization doubled revenue in a 3-year period; you became the first organization in lifelong learning or your territory to provide a certain product or service)
· Summary of management's future plans. 

With the exception of the Mission Statement, all of the information in the Executive Summary should be highlighted in a brief, even bulleted, fashion. Remember, these facts are laid out in-depth within the plan itself.

If you're just starting a lifelong learning organization or a spin-off component of your organization, you won't have a lot of information to plug into the areas mentioned above. Instead, focus on your experience and background as well as the decisions that led you to start this particular enterprise. Include information about the problems your target market has and what solutions you provide. Show how the expertise you have will allow you to make significant inroads into the market. Tell your reader what you're going to do differently or better. Convince the reader that there is a need for your service or product, then go ahead and address your organization’s future plans.

To assist the reader in locating specific sections in your business plan, include a table of contents directly following the executive summary. Make sure that the content titles are very broad; in other words, avoid detailed descriptions in your table of contents.

Business Plan

A business plan is a formal statement of a set of business goals, the reasons why they are believed attainable, and the plan for reaching those goals. It usually contains background information about the organization attempting to reach those goals. Normally business plans are developed to generate investment funding and/or bank loans.

What makes a business plan different from other sorts of plans (e.g. one-year operational plans or strategic plans) is that a business plan has detailed and specific financial information and financial forecasts. It is supposed to be a plan for the organization as a whole, not for a particular project. Normally start-up businesses develop business plans in order to get start-up funding and resources.

A business plan is a written plan setting out what an organization intends to do over the coming period of time, say one to three or five years, and what money and other resources the business will need in order to achieve the goals of the business plan. If the research provided is accurate and the business plan followed, the funding should support success. Many times business plans are turned down because the research is flawed, the projections unrealistic, the principals do not have the necessary skills - thus many business plans are not funded (less than 10 out of 100).

A business plan typically includes the following sections: executive summary; business description and vision, thus market need; definition of market, including competition; description of products and services – your solution; organization and management including technology required; marketing and sales strategy; financials (including cash flow projections) and financial management; and exit strategy. 

1. The business plan should tell a compelling story about your business, explaining who, what, when, where, how and why.
1. Your business plan should be focused and clear. It is not about the number of pages.
1. The business plan should define specific business objectives and goals with general parameters to guide the organization.
1. Writing a business plan should force logic and discipline into a business.
1. A good business plan is a living document. It should be updated regularly.

LERN has developed two lifelong learning plans for the community, continuing, and corporate education industry. One plan is the One-Year Plan or One-Year Market Plan which is an operational plan for the upcoming year, and a Strategic Plan, which is a forecasting plan that focuses on organization improvement and the implementation of new initiatives, such as new product areas, new market segments, and new delivery methods.

A business plan is different from these two plans because it is primarily used to generate funding and/or support from a group of other people. A lifelong learning organization might use a business plan to get finance and/or resource support from their institution; the same from one or more community groups and/or funding organizations; or use to tell the organization’s story.

Definition of Market

The Definition of Market describes your business industry and the industry’s future outlook. You need to be able to describe the business industry you are in and explain what is happening nationally and locally in your business industry (history, trends, and so on), as well as providing projections for the next three to five years. You must be able to prove a) you have done your homework and understand your market and b) your market has interest in what you are selling and the size to sustain your business.

You will need to be able to define the critical needs of your perceived and/or existing market. Thus the need to be able to identify your primary market segments – those clusters of students who generate 80% of your business and can be grouped by demographics and interest areas (Generation X males interested in environmental courses). Knowing the detail of your primary market segments, as well as their market potential and your market share percentage demonstrates your knowledge of the business industry, as well as indicating the work you have done and your use of data for decision making.

The Definition of Market should include a general profile listing of your primary market segments – normally seven market segments generate 80% of your business. If the market (or one of the markets) you want to grow is a new market, then you will still need to be able to provide a general profile, as well as justification why this new market is a) a good match for your business and b) has interest in the offerings you are or can provide. Very critical is outlining the new market’s potential and the market share you believe you can garner and over what period of time.

Products and Services

After reading this section, the should understand –
· Basic information about the industry you operate in and the customer needs you are or will be fulfilling.
The scope and share of your business market, as well as who your target customers are.

Description of Products and Services
The Description of Products and Services describes all of your products and services. You need to be able to outline and explain your products and services, but also explain how your products and services are competitive. Where are you the dominant provider, as well as how do you fill gaps – products, market segments, and delivery methods – that the other competitors are ignoring?

If applicable, you may want to reference a picture or brochure of your products and services, which would be included in the plan’s appendix. Your products and services generate your revenue, so it is important you are clear about what it is you are promoting and selling. Although others may be selling the same or similar products and services, you will want to clearly identify what makes what you are promoting and selling is unique.

It is important to remember that one of your responsibilities is to be at least three years ahead of your customers, so besides outlining what you are presently promoting and selling you should be explaining where your products and services are heading. Product/service development is an important component of any company, so you need to be able to explain your process, as well as what is included on your product/service roadmap.

After reading this section, the reader should understand –
· Why you are in business.
· What your products and services are and how much they sell for.
· How and why your products and services are competitive.

Organization & Management

The Organization & Management provides a description of how you are organized, including an organization chart with high-level descriptions of key staffing positions, as well as how your business operates. It is important to include in the description the legal structure of your organization and if applicable your relationship to a larger institution, such as a college, university, or school district. If your organization has to operate with certain licenses and/or permits, such as guidelines because you are grant funded, this too must be included.

When providing your organization chart, it is important that you demonstrate all the important areas of a successful organization in your business are included. In the lifelong learning industry, the primary areas are programming, marketing, sales (if you do contract sales), and operations, so you want to make sure you demonstrate how each of these areas are included and the roles they play. There may be other areas, such as grant writing, that may be included, if they impact the overall performance of your organization.

Your organization should have a management team, and the management team should be listed. The role of the management team is important to outline. You may also use advisory boards, and if so, they should be included (the names of those on your advisory boards may be very positive for the plan), as well as the role of each advisory board. Lastly, you should note the role of vendors in supporting your organization chart. If you outsource certain tasks, such as catalog production, you will want to note that on your organization chart.

After reading this section, the reader should understand –
· The legal form of ownership for your business.
· Who the leaders are in your business, as well as their roles.
· The general flow of operations in your organization.

Marketing and Sales Strategy

The Marketing and Sales Strategy identifies and describes your market. Who are your customers and what is the demand they have for your products and services. You probably have multiple groupings of customers and each may have different products and services. The more in detail you can describe your markets, the clearer your understanding of who you are selling will be. Knowing each groupings key demographics, interest areas, and motivations demonstrates your knowledge.

You will need to be able to explain your distribution channels. What promotion and selling methods will you be using to reach your customers and is their back-up support demonstrating the channels of distribution work. Normally more than one distribution channel would be used per customer grouping.

Next you will want to explain your sales strategy specific to the 4 Ps – pricing, promotion, products, and place. So for each customer grouping what price points will you be selling, what promotion methods and distribution channels will be used, what products will be sold, and where/how will products be delivered.

After reading this section, the reader should understand –
· Who your market is and how you will reach it.
· How your organization will apply pricing, promotion, product diversification, and channel distribution to sell your products and services competitively.


Financial Management

Financial Management includes existing business, new business, and if you are applying for a loan a financial statement and federal tax return. The existing business section demonstrates your present financial performance, while the new business section exhibits how the new business will impact your organizations. The Financial Management component of your Business Plan is critical to getting support and you will probably need support for a person with expertise in preparing balance sheets, income statements, and cash flow statements.

For existing business, you will want to include balance sheets for the last three years, income statements for the last three years, and a cash flow statement for the last twelve months. For new business, you will want to include an estimate of start-up costs, a projected balance sheet for one year forward, a projected income statement for one year forward, and a projected cash flow statement for twelve months forward. The financial information demonstrates your performance and your ability to plan and perform going forward. If you are applying for a loan, you will also need to include a Federal Tax Return for the prior year.

After reading this section, the reader should have a good understanding regarding the financial capacity and/or projections of your organization.

The next Business Plan article will focus on Appendices.

Appendices

Your Business Plan will require attachments. The following are normally expected.
-Organization brochure
-Resume of key employees
-List of business equipment/technology tools
-Copies of press articles or other publicity
-Pictures of your business location and products/services
-Information supporting the growth of your industry and/or products/services
-Key business agreements, such as lease, contracts, etc.

Now with an Executive Summary, Business Description & Vision, Definition of Market, Description of Products & Services, Organization & Management, Marketing & Sales Strategy, Financial Management, and Appendices, you should have a Business Plan. 

