Checklist for Strategic & Business Plans
        Business 290 – Strategic Thinking – Prof. Wood
Ver. 1.1

I generally do not urge students to buy a book on how to write a business plan.  The right structure for plans differs enormously depending on what is being planned.  However, it is helpful to make sure that the plan includes the following elements.  
Key issues (A summary of everything you have to address)
1) Is the product and/or service COMPELLING?

-what distinguishes it from similar products/services?

-why will customers switch? 

2) Is the product/service TECHNICALLY sound; can it done reliably & well?

-what resources do you have now? 
- have you identified the resources you need?

-what is the current stage of development; how much additional development?

-is the technology easily scalable (that is, when customers demand a lot of your product/service, can you produce it easily; 
-how hard will it be to achieve proof-of-concept, prototype, and large scale production (or service delivery)?

-what liability and other insurance protections are needed?

3) WHO wants it; WHAT do they want; WHAT will they spend; 
HOW URGENTLY do they want it & WHEN?

-what is the real size of the current and future markets?

-how will the product be sold; directly or indirectly; what sales channels?

-how much market share will you capture?

4) What is MANAGEMENT’S EXPERIENCE & EXPERTISE?

-does the top management team have each of the skills that will be needed?

-does top management team work together effectively; what kind of teamwork?

-what additional human resources are needed? sources, selection, retention, reward?   

5) Do BARRIERS TO ENTRY deter competition; what LEGAL protections exist? 
-who are competitors? 
-how hard is the product/service to imitate?

-what substitutes exist? 

-do you have patent, trademark and/or copyright protection?

-how else are you protected from copying? 

-is the product in an embryonic, emerging or mature industry? does product strategy match industry? are complementary products needed?

-will you have a sustainable competitive advantage?
6) How much MONEY over what TIME is needed till breakeven, positive cash flow, and strong revenue growth are achieved?

-is the revenue model realistic; how many versions have you created?  How realistic is your pricing strategy?

-how much do rivals charge for similar products/services?

7) TIMELINE for the project

- how will organizational resources & capabilities evolve?

-three key phases: acquiring resources, developing resources (capabilities), and creating and ensuring that you have distinctive capabilities (competencies).

- how might macro and microeconomic events (recessions, new product introductions by competitors) affect your product’s evolution?

-how will organizational learning be captured and harnessed to project goals? 

8) For strategic plans in existing firms:  What is the state of the ORGANIZATION’S EVOLUTION?

-in what stage of development does the organization find itself?

-is further organizational evolution or revolution needed; how much resistance to change is there?

Comprehensive Checklist for the Plan:

Key elements to include (in some form) at the beginning of the plan  

Key sections of the business plan should be thought of as essays.  A good essay has three parts: an introduction, a middle, and a conclusion.  In the introduction, major themes and hypotheses are set up, they are elaborated in the middle, and the conclusions wrap everything up.  No more than three or four main points can be remembered; draft your executive summary and other key sections accordingly.    

1. Executive Summary or Goals, Mission & Vision statement (1-2 pages)

2. The Problem/Challenge and Proposed Solution (1-2 page)

3. The Value Proposition or “How much for how much?” – brief summary of what you are doing from the customer’s point of view and what you are asking him/her to pay (1 page)
The Product or Service
1. Detailed description

2. Description of the customer and the need or want that the product will fill

3. Product’s benefits for customers 

4. Development done so far

5. Major technical and other challenges that must be overcome to deliver the product; time and resources needed to overcome them

Customers
1. Describe the individuals or organizations you will sell to. 

2. How have you gotten to know these people?  

3. What are they saying about your (proposed) product/service?  What makes you confident they will want it and pay enough to make it profitable?  

4. Quantitative estimates of size of the market (now and over next 6-12 years).

Marketing and Sales
1. How will customers learn about your product/service?  

2. What will be the process by which you close sales?  

3. What share of the market identified in under “customers” above do you expect to capture?  Why are you confident of gaining these sales?  
The External Environment

1. How is the general economy doing (supply/demand conditions; GNP/GDP; employment trends; interest rates; trade flows)?  How will this affect your plan?
2. How is the industry doing; growth rates in different segments and places; investments trends; S-curve issues?

3. At what stage of development is your industry?

4. Competitor analysis models: 5 Forces, Value net  (complementor analysis)   
Competitors

1. What firms are in your competitor comparison group (focus on at least 2 or 3, matched by resource endowments and industry).

2. Product/service 2x2 comparisons – you vs. the competitors; price & speed, price & performance, quality, reliability, depreciated value, etc.;

What are the key differentiators in this segment & industry?  Speed, service, quality, reliability, comfort, convenience, trade-in value, etc.?  What will differentiate your product/service? 
3. Competitor analysis models: value chain & product/market segmentation analyses

4. What sustainable competitive advantages will you enjoy relative to the competition?  (SWOT analysis)   
The Internal (organizational) Environment

1. Company (organization) history & product/market evolution

2. Key organizational resources and capabilities

3. What resources & capabilities you have now

4. What resources & capabilities you need (your resource/capability gap analysis)

5. Best uses of organizational resources & capabilities; alternative configurations

6. Resource gaps and recommendations (methods) for filling gaps

7. Your organization’s value chain and product/market segmentation analyses

8. How will you ensure that you are adequately flexible, reliable, and agile in capability mobilization (adaptive capacity)
9. What resources and capabilities will drive your competitive advantage?   Which of these will result in competitive advantage that is sustainable?  Are you confident of this?  Why?
Management

1. Discuss the experience of the top management team. 

2. Discuss evidence of the top management team’s ability to work together.

3. Who owns/will own the firm? To what extent are ownership & management separated?  How will executive compensation be handled?

4. What is the corporate governance model?  That is, who has ultimate right to make decisions if members of the firm disagree?  How is this model enforced?
5. What is the organizational structure & how does it advance corporate strategy?

6. Scalability & flexibility of management system; middle management’s strength?

7. Evaluate the current management system (or the parts that exist) in terms of the 6Cs:  Control, Coordination, Commitment, Culture, Complementary Assets, Coherence 
8. Stakeholder & shareholder issues: with respect to strategy/business plan:  How will shareholders and other stakeholders be taken care of? 
9. How will management evolve as the organization evolves?

10. Legal issues: how will you maintain legal barriers to entry; intellectual property protection? How will you deal with liabilities that may be incurred, labor & consumer rights?
Business Processes

1. Summarize the process by which the product or service will be produced once the business is operating profitably.  Discuss suppliers and how inputs from the suppliers will be transformed into the products or services that will satisfy the customers. 
2. Organizational learning:  How will the organization improve and discover new ways of doing things and satisfying customers once it is operating.  
3. If you are operating in an established business, discuss what business process enhancement methods are in place, such as TQM, 6-Sigma.  How effective are they?  Will they support competitive advantage of the project you are planning?
4. What company-specific training & education programs are/should be in place?

5. How will you develop and extend original/novel resource & capability combinations?  Include discussions of how you will introduce new products and how you will react if competitors introduce a product that undercuts yours.
6. Discuss knowledge management methods; strategies; issues & policies    

7. How will you ensure that key capabilities are in place & vibrant?

Timetable & Implementation

1. Major & minor milestones on path to business/strategy plan execution

2. What do you think are the key success factors in executing strategy: speed, time-to-market, quality, cost, partnerships, innovation?

3. Locational issues; how does location affect strategy?

4. Research, development, engineering, production, operations, logistics, marketing & sales/staffing milestones

5. Alpha, beta & initial market testing; timetable for these?

6. Target markets: how, when & in what order will they be attacked?

7. Buy versus make decisions; partnership selection & management

8. Network effects; strategic alliances & network organization-based strategies.  To what extent do you think you can and will benefit from having contractors and businesses in long-term partnership do work that could be done by employees?
9. Domestic versus international resources & capabilities in strategy execution

10. Human resource issues in staffing, rewarding, advancing & sustaining strategy

11. Product promotion, distribution & after-sales support milestones

12. Product pricing strategies; product versions; packaging, labeling & logistic issues

13. Environmental factors in business: pollution, worker health, consumer use, etc.?

Risk Mitigation Strategies

1. Strategies to mitigate technical, market & organizational risks?

2. Partnership needs & degrees of risk working with different partners?

3. Sensitivity analyses: sensitivity analyses change one variable and hold everything else constant. They can show you, for instance, how pricing might affect sales and profits; how changes in commodity prices might affect the price you have to charge, etc.  You can’t do sensitivity analysis for everything that might be important, but doing it for a few key issues can be important.  
4. Market penetration assessments; what may cause you to fail to achieve the sales you plan on; how can you address these risks? 

5. How much market share could be achieved at what price points?  Are there ways you can cut costs and prices if necessary? 
6. Alternative strategy/ies (scenario planning) if initial strategy/ies fail; how fungible are resources & capabilities?

7. How can insurance and other means be used to limit risk? 

Finances & Budget

1. Pro forma financials – estimates of income and expenses for first three to six (or more) years.  
2. Start-up costs, fixed & variable costs; how will costs vary by quarter & year?

3. Breakeven analysis – how many units (or how many dollars in sales) do you have to achieve to be profitable? 
4. What accounting systems and controls are, or will be, established?  How will project costs be factored into organization costs? Will accounting systems be adequate for rapid firm growth?

5. Time to positive cash flow; time to profitability; time to product upgrades; market growth estimates

6. Valuation estimates (if possible); what is the organization worth at various points in time?

7. How much money will be needed? By when? Where will the money come from? 

Performance Metrics

1. What quantitative measures will you use to track performance, - sales, revenues, market share, turnover, cycle times, # of new customers, defects/rejects, # of new products, time-to-market, etc?
2. Qualitative measures, such as employee commitment & enthusiasm, customer satisfaction & repeat business, corporate goodwill, organizational reputation, etc.
3. Plans for tracking these measures, especially the qualitative ones.  

If you want to review a book on business planning, a standard book is Jeffry A Timmons, Andrew Zacharakis, and Stephen Spinelli, Business Plans that Work, McGraw-Hill, 2004. 
Special thanks to Prof. Mark Fruin for elements used in this checklist
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