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Getting a Head Start on Your Business 
 

If you think you are ready to open your own small business, the first step is to write a business 
plan. You’ll need one to help you formulate your idea in detail, and also to be able to present it 
to others, so they can support your request for a grant, loan, or investment, or simply to 
understand your vision of your company. 
 
But before you jump into preparing that document, there are a few activities to undertake up 
front. Not only will they help you determine whether or not you have a solid business idea, but 
they’ll also help to ensure your business plan comes together with minimal fuss when you do 
get started on it.  
 
There are 6 activities listed below. Some may seems straight forward and you already have 
them covered. That’s great! Others you may struggle a little with especially the ones that take a 
bit more effort. That’s okay too. Getting clear on these questions are crucial to your success. 
Take your time. 
 
When you’re done you’ll have a better understanding of the information you need before 
committing to a new business, and as a bonus you’ll have the bare bones of your business plan 
crafted. You will also have a better idea of whether it makes sense for you to move forward 
with your plan.  

1. Decide what business you want to start 
 
On the surface, this may seem really obvious, but nonetheless first-time small business owners can often find 
it difficult to see the wood from the trees. They have so many ideas, and all seem like great opportunities, it 
is difficult to know which one to focus on. If this sounds like you, read on.  
 
Winning businesses tend to revolve around simplicity and focus—as well as all the other things that will make 
them successful like: profit margins, customer need, industry trends, etc. So to have a very clear business 
focus up front is essential especially when the ideas cannot easily be combined. 
 
There are lots of ways to help you consider how to make this decision. You could create a comparison table 
of advantages/disadvantages for each. You could create a business plan for each option (a lot of work, but 
the more analytical amongst you will find it beneficial). You could also look at how quickly you could get each 
off the ground, or decide which one would make the most money, most quickly.  
 
As a starting point, consider the following 4 factors; they may help you put that decision into focus: 
 
Motivation 
Successful business owners tend to balance motivation between both profit and passion. But when you’re 
starting out your personal situation may dictate where you fall on that scale. For example, if you need to get 
going quickly because your family is dependent on your income, the project that suggests quicker profits will 
no doubt take priority. If this is a project you wish to undertake as a side-line or to supplement another 
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income, you may want to focus on the passion side of the scale. Asking yourself “what best motivates me?” 
may help you make a decision regarding which project to focus on first.  
 
Mindset 
Some projects may be easier to get started than others. Some of that is to do with available financial 
resources, or it could be that you have a community which is already clamouring for your products or 
services. Sometimes though it is down to your mindset. For example, how confident are you in your ability to 
deliver your idea from start to finish? How well do you feel you handle risk? How well do you multi-task 
before you start feeling stressed or overwhelmed? How well do you do networking with others, online 
and/or offline. One of your business idea options may be a better “fit” with your mindset at this particular 
time.  
 
Personal resources 
It is the rare business that requires no money to start. Even if you are seeking funding from a business loan or 
partnership deal, most organisations will still require you to invest cash or assets into your business yourself. 
Often this will be around 20-30% of your start-up costs. Do you have it? If finding cash is challenging for you 
at this point, you may want to focus on the project that has the lower start-up initially. It will be less for you 
to save, crowdfund, or borrow. Of course, this decision should also be balanced against your forecasted 
profits.  
 
Do your research 
When it comes to choosing which project to initiate, it pays to do your research first. Never assume that just 
because you think you have a good idea, other people will agree. Researching who your clients will be, what 
geographical area you will operate in, what your competition is, what services your potential customers 
actually need (and will pay for), is essential. You will be asked for all of this information in your business plan, 
anyway so thinking about it up front will not be wasted time. The results of the research may throw up a 
challenge—or even a roadblock—which may give you the opportunity to focus on a more promising project.  

2. Craft your business concept statement 
 
Now you’ve decided on your business concept or idea, can you encapsulate it into a single sentence? Often 
this is very challenging. Being able to communicate your idea clearly and simply, so that anyone can 
understand it immediately, is your goal. 
 
You will use your business concept statement (or parts of it) over and over again: in the opening line of your 
business plan, on your business license application, on your insurance documents, when filing your first tax 
return, to name just a few. You will also use it to open a discussion with your financial institution, networking 
partners, website copywriters. Anyone who needs to understand what your business is in a nutshell. 
 
It will also help drag you back to the root of your business whenever you get carried away with excitement 
during the business planning process (which happens to everyone). This is not your sales or “elevator” pitch, 
this is a simple, specific statement—in plain English ie removing all industry jargon—describing the service 
you will be providing. 
 
There are 4 main parts to this sentence (the order will depend on a few things), they are: 

 Who are you? 

 What is your business status? 

 What is your product or service? 

 Where are you providing it? 
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 To whom are you providing it?  
 
Example: Joe’s Used Cars is a start-up sole-proprietorship located in Nisku, Alberta, which sells bargain used 
cars to low/no credit customers in the Edmonton region. 
 
You’ll be surprised how often this sentence comes in handy.  

3. Calculate how much start-up money you will need 
 
There are very few businesses that have no start-up costs attached. Even an online business will have some 
costs associated with it, and at the very least there will be business registration costs, insurance, etc.  
 
In order to start to get a feel for the costs involved to start up a small business in your area, take a visit to 
your local Registries office to find out how to register a business of the type you have chosen, and how to do 
a search to register its name. Both of these services require payment and may also be online. Then check 
with your local authority regarding where you will be siting your business. There will be licensing and zoning 
considerations. Lastly, think about business and property insurance.  
 
You will get down into the nitty-gritty of your budget when you create the financial section of your business 
plan, but it’s never too soon to make a short list of likely start-up costs, in order to get a ballpark figure to 
work with. You can then have a realistic view of what financing options may be available. 
 
Here are the further considerations for that start-up list (all are dependent on the type of business you are 
starting, and where you are located): 

 Business name search and registration 

 Local and federal licenses and/or development permits and/or zoning authorities 

 Business insurance 

 Property insurance 

 Legal costs: to help with contract development and/or negotiation (staff, customer, leaseholds), 
other legal guidance 

 Equipment, machinery, vehicles 

 Service/product supplies/inventory 

 Office equipment (including PC, printer, laptop, etc) and furniture 

 Office supplies 

 Software for book keeping, order, and stock managements, client management, payment system 

 Staff wages/your own salary 

 Other crucial operating costs ie website hosting, internet, rent/lease, power, heating, phone, etc (it is 
advisable to have at least 3-6 months operating costs available to you, more if your business is likely 
to be slower start up ie it will be longer before you see an adequate profit to cover these costs) 

 Marketing budget 

 Training budget (if necessary), including skills certifications/tickets if you don’t already have them 
 
In addition, you will also need to ensure you have your personal expenditure covered until your business 
becomes profitable, via savings, personal credit, or another stream of income. 
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4. Investigate who can help you with your funding 
 
It is rare to find a new business owner that does not need some sort of financial assistance. So there are a 
number of places you can explore as possible options to help you finance your start-up. Traditional financial 
lenders like banks or credit unions, non-traditional options like not-for-profit institutions like Community 
Futures, grant providers, partners/investors.  
 
However, before approaching any of them, you will need a business plan, and you should also be aware that 
most banks and other financial institutions, will want to see that you have invested some cash into your idea 
yourself - 20-30% of your loan request is usual, more if you have a particularly risky business idea. 
 
As well as having a certain proportion of your start-up costs to put down, there will no doubt be other 
requirements for your loan provider. Here are some of the most commonly asked for, but you should always 
check requirements with your lender:  
 
Business Plan 
It is rarely a requirement for the first time small business owner that your business plan is professionally 
prepared but a plan that is incomplete, full of typos, full of jargon, or sparse on detail, is likely to be returned 
– or else the loan rejected. If you are in doubt as to what should be included in a simple but complete small 
business plan for a start-up, check out this page on our website: https://cfinsider.ca/business-planning/  
 
Security 
Most business lenders will want you to offer some security for a loan. This could be in the form of personal or 
business items (equipment, property, vehicles) you already own; or it could be a combination of assets you 
will be purchasing with the business loan itself. Or both. There may be some restrictions, so it is always best 
to speak to your financial provider to see what their security requirements are. 
 
Credit Rating/Check 
Most lenders will want to run a credit check before they make you a loan offer. Different lenders are looking 
for different things. More traditional banks may be looking for a rating on or above a specific target, others 
may be looking for a history of consistent payments. Most will be looking for proof that any bankruptcies 
have been discharged, and any blips in payment schedules are explained.  
 
Application Form 
You will also be asked to complete a loan or grant application form for the institute to which you are 
applying. This will most likely be an extensive document that will also ask you about your current personal 
finances.  
 
For more on small business financing, check out this page on our website: https://cfinsider.ca/small-business-
loans/  

5. Check in on your mindset and schedule 
 
Starting a business is an exciting thing to do, but there is no mistaking the time it takes to get it set up and 
going. In addition, if you haven’t gone through the process before, it can be very stressful. 
 

https://cfinsider.ca/business-planning/
https://cfinsider.ca/small-business-loans/
https://cfinsider.ca/small-business-loans/
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Generally speaking entrepreneurs spend long hours getting their business going, and will often do a lot of the 
work themselves until they are making enough money to employ some help. Starting a business will sap your 
energy, and time, and will often steal your attention away from family and friends.  
 
Before you start, ask yourself the questions: Is this the best time, for me and/or my family? Do I have the 
resilience to see this through? What will I do if the stress starts to take its toll on my physical or mental 
health? How well do I manage my time? 
 
It’s time to be honest with yourself regarding whether or not starting a business is a possibility for you at this 
point in time. Here are three key skill-sets you will need if you are going to have a successful business:  
 
Time management 
There are many different time management techniques from writing a simple list of things-to-do to 
scheduling each minute with a specific activity. Which method you choose will depend on your personality 
and you may need to try a few different techniques before you find the right method that suits you. 
Whichever you choose, managing your time and consequently your activities, is something that cannot be 
ignored if you are to run your business successfully. It should also help with home/work life balance. 
 
Self-motivation 
Being an entrepreneur can be very lonely, especially when that initial excitement fades. You may not have 
too many people to cheer you on especially if it’s just you, with no support staff, and you’re building your 
empire from scratch. It’s wonderful to have a mentor (online or offline) or local business group to talk 
challenges through with – and share successes, of course. How much support you need will depend on your 
personality type, and how successful you are at motivating yourself when these sources are not available. 
 
Take care of yourself first 
There is advice given to airline passengers that says something like, “in an emergency, put your own oxygen 
mask on first.” Effectively, it means that you cannot help anyone else if you can’t breathe. Take that advice to 
your business. If you work all hours, eat sparsely, spend no time exercising, and no time relaxing, you will 
soon burn out. Look after yourself first and you will have more energy for your business.  

6. Finally, research, research, research 
Before you produce your business plan, it’s time to test your business idea. You will only know if it will work if 
you test it against the market, not just your view of the market. And this will take, research.  
 
In your business plan you will justify your business idea in terms of validating: 

 The products and/or services you want to offer, and whether there is a need for them 

 Who your ideal client or customer is and how you will attract them 

 Whether there are enough of your target customers in your location (if a local business) to create a 
profit for your business 
 

The first two parts of the business plan are used to outline your business idea and your marketing plan. These 
sections are as valuable to yourself, and those assessing your plan, as the operation and financials sections. 
They are crucial and yet so many small business owners, scrimp on them.  
 
Again, all the information you will use to justify your financials later (your Financial Plan), including why you 
will be constructing your business in a particular fashion (your Operating Plan), are explained in these first 
two sections. Without these sections being completed competently the rest of your plan will look weak – even 
if the profit numbers look amazing! 
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Here’s an example:  
Your financial cash flow forecasts (part of the Financial Plan) call for you to provide your “best guess” of how 
much money you will make month on month for years 1-3 of your business. To work this out you will need to 
know how many products or services you are likely to sell.  
 
In order to come to this conclusion, you will need to know to at least the following:  

 Who will buy my product or service?  

 How will I attract them and develop a relationship with them sufficient for them to purchase from 
me? 

 How much can I charge them? 

 How many of them are there in my target area (and what proportion of that market is likely to 
become mine)? 

 What are the expenses to provide that product or service to them? 
 
All of those questions require your consideration just to be able to pinpoint an accurate enough number for 
your financial institution to agree or disagree with.  
 
The Business Idea and Marketing sections of your plan justify your financials later. Without them, you are not 
grounding those figures in facts – they are still just dreams.  
 
To get ready for those sections in the Business Plan, research is needed. Here are some suggestions of places 
to go and things to do to help you gather the evidence you need, to then produce a convincing and justified 
Business Plan, including a tempting financial analysis. 
 
The most important aspect of this research is to ascertain whether the target market you have chosen 
actually wants or needs your service or product. And that there are enough of them to ensure your business 
becomes profitable. 
 
You can gain information about your target market from: 

 online sources such as government websites for demographical information  

 online or offline periodicals about your chosen industry 

 joining online social media groups or forums which are frequented by your target market 

 if you are already a member of such a group or have existing relationships with your target market, 
you can survey that market to find out directly what they need 

 visit your competition and ascertain price-points, quality of service, products, weaknesses, strengths 

 find a mentor from another area (who you will not be in competition with) and see if they can help 
you build a solid plan based on some real-world experience of running a similar operation 

 visit your local economic development departments and talk to the managers or directors to see if 
you can learn about how they would welcome your business to their area – often they will have 
contacts who can help 

 join your local Chambers of Commerce to talk to other local business owners 

 take training which is specific to your business offerings, or more general business start-up training, 
to gain expertise and avoid pitfalls 

 online industry coaches, bloggers, YouTube experts, and specialised Facebook groups for your 
industry. They may have already done the heavy lifting for you. Online experts of worth MUST stay 
up to date with the latest industry trends, facts and figures. Plus they’ve usually been around the 
block and tested different ways of doing things in order to find best practices. Dig into these 
resources to get some of the best information around. 
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This is just a starting point. Use the information you glean from your research to develop a business plan 
which is solid, justified, and based in reality.  
 

Good luck with getting started with your business. I hope this fact sheet has 
proven useful. 

 
 
PS If you think you’re now ready to tackle your business plan, checkout this page on the website 
https://cfinsider.ca/business-planning/ The business planning freebies are on the free gift page you got with 
your email confirmation so you don’t even need to sign up again to get it.  
 

https://cfinsider.ca/business-planning/

