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Ten Tips for Planning Your Business 

 
 
People often ask us for tips about creating a marketing or business plan for their 
small business. We believe that these steps are essential and can help you 

successfully develop an effective plan for any size of business. 
 

1. Make the Time to Put Together a Plan 
 
The stereotype is that entrepreneurs fly by the seat of their pants. But according 

to studies, successful entrepreneurs overwhelmingly use business plans — those 
who completed a business plan are six times more likely to start a business than 

others, and thriving entrepreneurs are much more likely to have a formal 
business plan (1). Why? Simple — putting together a business plan forces you to 
think through your opportunities, make best use of your strengths and shore up 

your weaknesses. 
 

And planning isn’t just for start-ups — established businesses that wish to grow 
need to keep up with changing market conditions, trends, and competitive 
offerings.  

 
So whether you’re an entrepreneur starting a new business or a business owner 

wanting to grow your existing business, a market analysis and internal review 
are the best way to get the facts needed to answer the core strategic questions 

faced by all businesses: 
 

i) What exactly is your product or service?  

ii) Who is your customer?  
iii) How will you compete? 

 
2. Focus on the Thinking — Not the Presentation  
 

A marketing plan focuses on the revenue-generating part — sales and 
marketing. It examines your market, sizes and segments it, specifies your 

product, identifies your target customer, and explains how you will reach your 
target customer and sell to them. It usually includes a sales forecast and a 
budget of sales and marketing expenses. An established company that wants to 

grow usually needs a new marketing plan. 
 

A business plan is an expanded version that covers all aspects of a business, 
and includes details of the management team, HR and IT requirements, 
projected financial statements and other operational aspects. A start-up usually 

needs a complete business plan. 
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Remember that the thinking is what’s most important in your plan, not a pretty 
format. Invest your time in answering the strategic questions above — don’t get 

bogged down making pretty presentations or using complex planning software. 
 

3. Cover the Essentials in Your Plan 
 
The core of a marketing plan are the internal review and market analysis. 

 
The goal of your internal review is to define the current situation faced by your 

business, and what you want to do. The internal review should cover: 
 

 A review of your company’s current situation  

 Your company’s vision and goals 
 Your target customer definition 

 A description of your products 
 A VCP calculation and its implications 
 Your company’s historical sales analysis 

 Your company-specific strengths and weaknesses 
 Your company-specific opportunities and threats 

 
The market analysis should include: 

 
 An industry overview 
 Identification and description of relevant industry codes 

 A description of your product category or categories 
 The industry value chain 

 An analysis of industry attractiveness using Porter's 5-force model 
 Identification and profiles of key competitors 
 Competitors’ pricing strategies and levels 

 A review of industry-wide opportunities and threats  
 Industry trends from product and operational perspectives 

 A PEST review of  political, economic, social and technological factors 
 A SWOT analysis summary 
 The total market size and growth 

 A market segmentation model 
 Definition of your target customer 

 Targeting of specific market segment/s  
 The size of your addressable market  
 The addressable market size 

 An understanding of how your target customer buys   
 

4. Gather Together the Tools You’ll Need to Get it Done 
 
You’ll need to make time, discipline to get it done, and a PC with a high-speed 

Internet connection — but that’s just the start.  
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Most importantly, you’ll need access to information resources not usually 
available to employees at most companies. The following lists essential 

information resources (note — links to some of this information can be found on 
our web site’s Resources page at www.marketmetrics.ca).  

 Industrial classification manuals to define what industry or industries your 
company is involved in; these classification systems were developed by 
economists to track industry and statistical data 

 Purchasing directories, catalogues and mailing lists to identify industry 
participants 

 Security Exchange Commission (SEC) filings to get detailed information 
about publicly-traded competitors and industry participants 

 Business press clippings; while Google and other search engines can 

provide some info, professionals use on-line databases that often include 
material from sources that don’t put their content on-line for free 

 Credit reports to determine the location/s and size of competitors and 
industry participants 

 Financial ratio handbooks for financial benchmarks to help in forecasting 

and budgeting 
 Industry reports to identify the latest trends 

 Executive interviews to find out what industry leaders think about the 
future 

 Product reviews to compare product attributes 
 

A suitable marketing plan outline, spreadsheets and/or templates are very 

handy. If you work at a large company, there may be internal templates 
available. There are many free templates on the Internet, and an endless choice 

of books and PC software available for purchase.  
  
5. Involve Your Key People 

 
It isn’t realistic to expect your people to wholeheartedly support a plan if they 

had no input to it. You should involve your management team and perhaps 
some key employees.  
 

In most SMEs, the business owner, President or General Manager frequently 
assumes responsibility for developing strategy with assistance from the VP of 

Sales & Marketing. Your sales and marketing staff should definitely help flesh 
out the go-to-market plan. The Controller can help with historical financial data 
and analysis, while the COO or VP Operations will want to understand and 

discuss any business process impacts.  
 

If you have had any recent management turnover, it might be a good 
opportunity to review and even fine-tine your marketing plan. At worst, your 
new managers will learn the thinking behind the plan; at best, they can 

contribute fresh ideas. Either way, they’ll obtain a better understanding of your 
company’s plans and maybe even a higher level of commitment. 

http://www.marketmetrics.ca/
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6. Develop a Go-To-Market Action Plan 
 

After identifying a viable opportunity, you have to figure out how to seize it. You 
will need to develop a “go-to-market” action plan that defines how you reach 

your customers and sell your product or service to them. After you’ve answered 
this conceptually, you need to identify specific practical actions, and budget the 
time and money to do them. Then use your plan to manage your activities.  

 
Developing a go-to-market action plan typically involves activities such as: 

 
 Creating a positioning statement 
 Targeting prospects 

 Forecasting and monitoring sales 
 Developing a distribution plan 

 Finding distributors and/or recruiting salespeople 
 Setting up service processes for your customers 
 Budgeting sales and marketing expenses 

 Deciding how to promote your business 
 Writing a brochure 

 Creating a web site 
 Developing creative materials for advertising 

 Identifying trade shows, conferences and other marketing events 
 Designing an effective customer demo and setting up equipment 

 

7. Evaluate Getting Help versus Doing It Yourself 
 

If you are performing your own market analysis, don't underestimate the time 
required to source relevant information, analyze it, draw meaningful 
conclusions, and clearly articulate the results. This process usually takes 6-10 

weeks, although it can easily drag out longer if nobody is dedicated to it. From a 
financial perspective, consider what the value of your time — or a member of 

your senior management team’s time — is worth. 
 
Consultants can help you with any or all of the activities discussed above. Some 

companies hire consultants because they lack the resources to create a 
marketing plan in a timely manner. Other firms bring in external expertise to 

supplement their internal skills and/or knowledge. Most find that a consultant 
can offer at least two important benefits: experience managing the planning 
process, and an objective and independent viewpoint.  

 
If you use a consultant, make sure that the consultant understands your 

company’s specific needs and prepares a custom proposal for you. An 
experienced consultant will want to learn about you and your company before 
putting together a proposal, so make time for a meeting. When evaluating 

consultants, we suggest that you look for the following qualifications: 
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 Real-world work experience in management positions 
 Appropriate professional credentials such as the Certified Management 

Consultant designation 
 A proven consulting track record 

 Formal business education 
 Access to the resources required to carry out the project 

 

Remember that consultants sell their expertise by units of time, so be sure that 
you jointly define the consultant will — and won’t — do. This is called the 

“project scope”. If something isn’t included in the project scope, you probably 
won’t get it. A reputable consultant won’t start a project without an agreement 
in place since this might lead to disagreement later over the project scope. For 

this reason, such practice is explicitly forbidden by the Canadian Association of 
Management Consultants’ Code of Professional Conduct. 

 
Of course, consultants may offer you a fixed price for the scope of work. With a 
fixed-price proposal you will have to pay extra for anything not included in the 

proposal. Remember that the meter is running when you ask for changes or 
extras, and ask about rates.  

 
Most consultants use a payment schedule that combines an advance with 

progress payments. An advance commits both parties to the project and is a 
tangible sign that the proposal satisfactorily addressed the client’s needs.  
 

8. Know When to Stop Planning 
 

Making a good plan is important, but your success will come when the plan is 
executed. Don’t let the planning process drag past the point when further 
improvements are marginal — just so you can add that little bit more detail or 

polish the prose further. Use this checklist to determine when it’s time to move 
on from planning to execution. 

 
- Can you clearly explain the business concept to someone who doesn’t know 

anything about it? 

- Can you answer their questions? 
- Have you identified the key success factors, meaning the most vital aspects 

that will determine if your business concept will be successful? (In our 
experience, small Canadian businesses often suffer from insufficient 
financing, poor marketing, and lack of access to good talent.) 

- Have you adequately determined how to address the key success factors?  
- Do you have a well-thought out action plan? 

- Have all major revenues and costs been quantified? 
- Have you properly evaluated the risk by running different financial scenarios? 

For example, what if your first year’s revenues are only half of what you 

expect them to be?  
- Do you feel confident about moving forward? 



 

 

Copyright © 2006-2011, Market Metrics Inc. 

For more information, see www.marketmetrics.ca or call (613) 270-9676 

6 of 6 

9. Communicate Your Results… to Everybody! 
 

The best market analysis and go-to-market plan won’t help if your people don’t 
know about it and work towards executing it. Prepare a concise summary and 

present your marketing plan to all of your staff.  
 
It might be appropriate to share some of this information outside the company, 

too. Prospective investors will definitely want to see your marketing plan. So will 
your advertising agency or free-lance writers. It could help suppliers anticipate 

your needs as a customer. Don’t worry about giving away the company secrets 
— you can prepare a short for-external-use version that doesn’t contain 
confidential information. And you can use it to help customers understand your 

company and its direction — big companies usually like to see a “corporate 
introduction” presentation before doing business with a new supplier. 

 
10. Put a Review Process in Place 
 

In practice, start-ups often work simultaneously on their market analysis and 
go-to-market action plan since they don’t have either on-hand. Established 

companies may wish to revamp their marketing strategy and/or focus on better 
execution. Larger companies almost always have an established management 

practice whereby an annual planning cycle is used to update market analysis, 
revise go-to-market plans, and prepare a budget to quantify both the desired 
results and the necessary resources. 

 
After you’re finished, put together your own process to come back and review 

your results on a regular basis. After all, you need to monitor the execution of 
your go-to-market plan. You may need to make mid-course corrections and a 
good review can be your “early warning” system. 

 
And since the business environment changes over time, you’ll eventually have to 

adjust your strategy. That means re-analysing your market. 
 
The ideal process for an established business is a thorough quarterly business 

review — a half- or even full-day meeting that includes your management team 
and key staff — with an annual planning review. Start-ups need to be even more 

focused. A shorter monthly business review meeting is a reasonable frequency 
for most start-ups. 
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