Guidelines for writing your business plan

The following guidelines aim to provide a framework for your centre to develop a business plan. You may already have one in place that requires updating, your existing plan may have different headings to the format suggested here, but please remember, these are only suggestions, feel free to add or subtract elements that are suitable for your centre.

Getting started

It is generally good to have as many key people involved in the planning process as possible, this may include the centre director or manager, head of counselling, head of training, as many trustees as possible. It usually takes half a day to complete a draft of a business plan.
Start at the beginning, even if you have done this before, it is always worth going through this process again, as it helps to focus the rest of the discussion – and situations do change.

Ultimate Business Goal 

What is the primary purpose of your centre? 

Any other ancillary goals – for example a training centre may have a specific goal relating to the training function.

SWOT

When conducting the SWOT, you are not trying to solve problems, but trying to create an accurate picture of the centre (walts and all), so that at the next step (future plans), you have areas to draw on. 

· Strengths of the centre at the present time

· Weaknesses of the centre – again at the present time (it is worth noting that people often identify a weakness but qualify it by saying that something is about to happen to change/eliminate the weakness, so in the plan it is a good idea to include everything, even those areas that changes are in process for).

· Opportunities – Are there any areas that the centre may wish to develop ideas either in the pipeline or brainstorm now any new directions the centre could go, again get down as much as possible, you are not committing the centre to anything at this stage, but some good ideas often emerge at this stage. Things can always be deleted at the editing stage.

· Threats – Any threats the centre is aware of, this may include problems with the premises, changes to funding, expansion of the competition etc.

Future plans 
Staring with your opportunities, are any of these relevant for your centre to focus on? Can you expand on your strengths? Do you want/need to develop the centre or are you happy to maintain a status quo? If you need to develop for financial reasons, you may wish to consider how soon you need additional finance and which opportunity is likely to bring that to fruition quicker.

Also, focusing on the weakness and threats, you can include in the future plans section what you intend to work on to make improvements where needed.

Once you have your future plans, you can put them into the relevant year 1, 2, 3, or longer. This part of the plan needs careful consideration as to what areas the centre wants/needs to be given priority over the coming years. Try to be realistic about what is achievable each year and allow longer time for each development than you expect it to take – (like building work, you can usually double the estimated time from start to finish). 
Marketing strategy
Dividing up marketing into sections may be an easier way to develop this section of your plan.

Internal marketing – this is NOT to customers. This is marketing to stakeholders, people who have an interest in the centre, for example local PCT, local businesses, charitable funding etc.

Many organisations overlook the internal marketing, however it is often here that additional finance can be brought into the centre. 

External marketing – This is to your customers, your clients and potential clients – which for some centres may include GP’s and other referrers.

When considering marketing both internal and external, you will want to refer back to your future plans. What are you trying to achieve in year 1? What marketing will you need to achieve this? (If any). An example might be: If in year 1 your centre would like to secure a contract with your local PCT, then your marketing strategy in year 1 will need to focus on “internal”, which may include:

· attending PCT meetings

· developing promotional material for a commissioning organisation (which is likely to be very different from your client material)

· Developing evaluation material to prove your effectiveness etc.

· developing relationships with key figures on PCT board or local influential GP’s that have an interest in counselling

If in year 2 one of your future plans is to increase the amount of paying clients (paying the going rate for counselling services), then your marketing plan may focus on tne following:

· Developing appropriate literature for clients

· Advertisements in local press, GP surgeries, libraries etc

· Making links with other counselling services for referrals
· Holding open days for people to find out more about the centre

· Sponsoring a local event to publicise your centre and get the name known

Cost of marketing

At this point, most centres will say, but we do not have any/much money for marketing. This is the case for any small business. But if your intention is to develop (even to a small extent), it is likely that a small investment in marketing will be necessary. In most cases this can be kept to a minimum, if the marketing is focused and well planned to meet your future objectives. For example, the cost of the internal marketing mentioned in the example above is likely to be minimal, as most of the effort will be in time (which in itself is a cost), but one that can yield great results if used wisely.

Your marketing objectives need to be clearly linked to your future plans and the financial planning for the centre year on year will need to include the marketing strategy so that the centre can achieve those objectives.

Service comparison table

It is always worth completing this; it can be very simple and may include:

Other local providers of counselling, including their specialties

The fees charged by these other services

The waiting times

Any obvious strengths of the “competition “over your centre

Any obvious weaknesses of the “competition” over your centre

Any possibility of joint/partnership working?

This comparison can throw up gaps in the market, huge variance in your pricing policy versus the competition. It may also lead to some developments, if another provider has a very obvious strength over your centre, can you learn from this? 

Predicted monthly expenditure
From your existing accounting processes, you should be able to assess your predicted monthly expenditure. It is worth looking over the figures at this point, are there any unusual areas of high spending?

Predicated Monthly income

Again, this should be available – is the income sufficient to meet the expenditure? If not this is likely to be the focus of your business plan, to increase the income sufficiently to provide a means of meeting this deficit.

Additional info

Any other areas your plan needs to consider based on your individual centre?

Finally
Congratulations, you now have a draft business plan. At this stage it is a good idea to share the plan with the rest of the team, get their input and have one person responsible for taking on board any feedback. It is worth stating, that not all feedback can be used, it may not fit with the development of the centre and when asking for feedback from the team, it is worth stating this at the beginning. 

How to use your plan effectively

When the finished business plan has been typed up, circulate a copy to all your team. If possible also present it at a team meeting, so that everyone knows where they fit into the plan and what they are doing to work towards achieving it.

Ideally, you will want to refer to your business plan at each management meeting. When used properly, this important document can drive your centre forward and keep you on track. There will always be “fires to put out”, but using your plan as a working tool, will help you to focus on what is really important to your centre and its future. 

