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Start up, take off
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The teething years are a trying time for start-ups,
but a comprehensive business plan will keep you
focused — and help see you through to maturity.

“Companies are like children. At the
start they are hard work. They keep
you awake at night and make you
work flat-out through weekends and
holidays. But gradually they become
less effort, Eventually they grow up
a bit and you can start to sleep
through the night again.” Stefan
Wissenbach knows all about rearing
firms. He's founded four, and his
latest offspring, The Wissenbach
Group, gives financial advice to
entrepreneurs looking to turbo-
charge their company’'s growth. He's
an expert on getting firms through

theirinfancy, and - crucially - on what
gathering dust. Make changes, every
week if you need to. If your product
or the market changes, modify your
timetable. In my company we meet
every Monday morning to discuss the
. business plan. All of the staff attend,

: and we discuss figures, progress and
i goals. Everyone gets to contribute to
the debate. If you are keeping secrets
from your staff, you will never get

i them to buy-in to your mission. Are

§ you cheating your staff? Is that why

they need to do when they mature.
Take business plans. Every start-
up's got one. But what do you do
when your first one is obsolete? “You
need a three-year plan,” advises
Wissenbach. “It should show your
target end stage, with the ideal P&L,
turnover, cost of sales, staff costs.
Then start to think about how you get
there. | recommend entrepreneurs
break down the three-year plan into
90-day chunks. You can then analyse
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: what you need to do each month,
i each week and each day.”

The goal, he says, is for the plan

. to keep you disciplined and focused.

i “Business plans allow you no room

i for failure. They show you whether
you are moving fast enough, whether
your costs are too high and whether
your sales are growing at the required
rate. It shows you at any moment

i whether you are on track.”

But, says Wissenbach, the planisa

: two-way document: it influences you,
and you influence it, “The plan should
: be aliving, breathing document.

Keep itin front of you, not on a shelf

at your side

: your planis secret? Be open. These
weekly discussions ensure we are

i up-to-date and the plan is relevant.
¢ Sometimes we only spend five
minutes, but that is time very

well spent!”

Wissenbach says a well-run firm

will make the transition from start-up
to mature business seamlessly.

. “There should be no sudden
changes. Your plan will keep you on

i course like an aeroplane heading for
: its destination. You just need lots of

: little touches on the rudder.”

Areliable plan will stop you losing

faith in your mission. Too many start-
ups believe they can matureina
couple of years. The reality can be a

¢ shock. Graham Whitworth, founder
of smoke alarms manufacturer Sprue
. Aegis, found his plan to be perfect in
. all but one detail: the time frame.

“It took us seven years before we

feltlike we'd made the transition from
start-up to small fast-growth
company,” he says. “Our initial plan

i wasn't executable until year four or

¢ five. Unforeseen problems caused









