
Avoid these 10 mistakes to get your business plan approved

Description

Your business plan is your key to funding. This guide reveals the 10 common pitfalls to avoid 
and provides the expert advice you need to create a plan that inspires confidence.

This guide breaks down the 10 most common and fatal mistakes entrepreneurs make when
writing a business plan. You’ll learn how to create realistic financial forecasts, conduct a
powerful market analysis, and present a plan that inspires confidence and secures funding.

Introduction: Your Plan’s First Five Minutes

An investor might spend less than five minutes on their first pass of your business plan. In
that short time, they aren’t just reading your idea; they are looking for signs of
professionalism and competence. Simple mistakes don’t just look bad, they signal a deeper
lack of preparation.

The stakes are incredibly high:

Businesses with a completed business plan are 16% more likely to achieve viability
than those without one. (Source: Small Business Economics)
A primary reason VCs pass on a deal is a lack of understanding of the market and 
the competition shown in the business plan. (Source: Harvard Business School)
Over 50% of entrepreneurs admit their financial projections are the weakest part
of their plan, which is the first thing an experienced investor will scrutinize. (Source:
Forbes)

Avoiding these common mistakes is the first step toward getting a “yes.”

10 Business Plan Mistakes to Avoid

1. Unrealistic Financial Projections
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This is the most common and easily identifiable mistake, often referred to as the “hockey
stick” fantasy. It’s a forecast that shows slow initial growth followed by a sudden, dramatic,
and unsupported explosion in revenue. This is an immediate red flag to investors because it
signals you are either naive about how businesses truly grow or are not being honest.

To build credibility, ground your projections in reality:

Forecast from the bottom up. Instead of a top-down “we’ll capture 1% of a billion-
dollar market” approach, calculate based on real-world constraints, such as the
number of sales calls one person can make.
Show your assumptions. List the key assumptions your forecast is based on (e.g.,
“We assume a 2% conversion rate and a customer acquisition cost of $50”).
Create three scenarios. Present a best-case, worst-case, and realistic forecast to
show you are prepared for adversity.

2. Weak or Missing Market Analysis

This mistake involves claiming your product is for “everyone” or failing to provide a detailed
analysis of your target market. A plan that doesn’t deeply understand its customer is a major
red flag, as it signals you haven’t done the most basic homework. If you don’t know who
your customer is, you can’t know how to reach them or price for them.

Demonstrate your market expertise with these steps:

Create a detailed customer persona. Go beyond demographics to describe your
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ideal customer’s goals, pains, and motivations.
Calculate your market size (TAM, SAM, SOM). Show your Total Addressable
Market, Serviceable Addressable Market, and Serviceable Obtainable Market to prove
you understand the opportunity realistically.
Provide evidence. Use market research reports, survey data, and industry statistics to
back up your claims.

3. Ignoring or Belittling the Competition

Claiming you have “no competition” is one of the fastest ways to lose credibility. It shows a
naive understanding of how markets work, as every problem has an existing solution, even if
it’s just a manual workaround. Belittling your competitors is just as bad, as it signals
arrogance.

Instead, show your strategic awareness:

Create a competitive matrix. Make a simple chart that lists your top 3-5 competitors
and compares them to your business across key features like price, quality, and target
market.
Identify your Unique Value Proposition (UVP). Based on your analysis, clearly state
what makes you different and better in a way that matters to your customer.
Acknowledge their strengths. Show respect for your competitors by noting what they
do well. This builds your credibility.
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4. A Vague or Confusing Executive Summary

The executive summary is the most important section of your business plan, yet many treat
it as an afterthought. A summary that is too long, vague, or full of jargon is a red flag
because it’s the first impression of your ability to communicate. A messy summary often
signals a messy business.

Make your executive summary compelling and clear:

Write it last. It’s much easier to summarize the plan once you’ve written all the details.
Keep it to one page. Be ruthless in your editing to ensure it’s concise.
Include the “Ask.” Clearly state how much funding you need and what you’ll use it for.

5. A Great Idea, But No Clear Business Model

You might have a brilliant product, but if you can’t simply explain how you will make money,
you don’t have a business. This is a red flag that signals your venture may be more of a
hobby than a serious commercial enterprise. It’s also a sign that the business is stuck in an
early, chaotic phase and hasn’t developed the formal systems needed for success.

Here’s how to define your business model clearly:

Use the Business Model Canvas. Before writing your plan, map your business on a
canvas to think through your key partners, activities, resources, channels, and revenue
streams.
Be specific about pricing. Don’t just say “we will be competitively priced.” Explain
your pricing strategy and why it works.

6. An Inexperienced or Incomplete Team

Investors often say they “bet on the jockey, not the horse.” A business plan can have a great
idea, but if the team section shows a lack of relevant experience or major skill gaps, it’s a
major red flag. A weak team is unlikely to execute even the best of plans.

Strengthen your team section with this approach:

Be honest about gaps. Acknowledge a skill gap and state your plan to fill it (e.g., “We
are currently seeking a CFO with experience in SaaS models”).
Create an advisory board. If your core team is young, supplement it with experienced
advisors to show you are proactive about solving weaknesses.
Focus on relevant experience. Highlight past achievements that are directly relevant
to the challenges your startup will face.

7. Poor Formatting and Sloppy Writing

Your business plan is a reflection of your professionalism. A document filled with typos,
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grammatical errors, and inconsistent formatting is a huge red flag. If an investor can’t trust
you to perfect your business plan, they won’t trust you to manage their money.

Ensure your plan is polished and professional:

Proofread, then proofread again. Read it out loud and use tools like Grammarly.
Ask someone else to read it. Get a fresh pair of eyes to catch mistakes you’ve
become blind to.
Use a professional template. A clean template ensures your formatting is consistent
and easy to read.

8. A Product-Centric, Not Customer-Centric, Approach

Many founders are in love with their product, filling their business plan with pages about its
features and technology. This is a red flag because it shows you haven’t validated your idea
with real customers. You’ve built something you think is cool, not something the market has
proven it needs.

Put your customer at the center of the story:

Start with the problem. Frame your entire business plan around the customer’s pain
point.
Use the “Voice of the Customer.” Include quotes or data from your customer
interviews and surveys.
Focus on benefits, not just features. A feature is what your product does. A benefit
is what your product does for the customer.

9. A Lack of a Clear Marketing and Sales Strategy

Having a great product is not a marketing strategy. A plan without a clear, realistic, and
budgeted strategy for attracting customers is a major red flag. It shows a naive “if we build it,
they will come” mentality, which rarely works.

Outline a clear path to your first customers:

Identify your key channels. Be specific about where you will find your first 100
customers (e.g., “We will use targeted LinkedIn ads and content marketing”).
Create a sales funnel. Explain the steps a customer takes from initial awareness to
making a purchase.
Budget accordingly. Your financial projections must include a realistic budget for the
marketing and sales activities you’ve described.

10. Forgetting the “Ask”
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You’ve written 30 pages detailing your brilliant plan, but you forget to clearly state what you
want. This makes you look unprepared and makes it impossible for an investor to evaluate
the deal.

Be direct and specific about your needs:

Create a “Sources and Uses of Funds” table. This simple table shows where the
money is coming from (the “ask”) and where it will be spent (e.g., $50k for hiring, $30k
for marketing).
Be specific. Don’t just say “$100,000 for growth.” Say, “$100,000 to hire two
developers and launch a Q4 marketing campaign to acquire 1,000 new customers.”

Final Thoughts

Writing a business plan is more than just an exercise in documentation; it’s a critical test of
your thinking as an entrepreneur. Avoiding these ten traps isn’t about being perfect; it’s
about being professional, thorough, and honest.

A great business plan doesn’t just sell an idea; it sells the founder behind the idea. It proves
that you have the clarity, foresight, and strategic mindset to turn a vision into a viable,
successful business.

Ready to build a plan that inspires confidence? Start with our professional Business Plan 
Template, designed to help you avoid these common mistakes from the very beginning.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
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How long should a business plan be?
For an investor, a concise plan of 15-25 pages is usually ideal. Focus on being clear
and to the point. You can always provide more detail in an appendix.
Is it okay to use a template?
Yes, absolutely. A good template ensures you don’t miss any key sections and that
your formatting is professional. The key is to fill it with your unique research, strategy,
and insights.
What if I don’t know the answer to something, like the exact market size?
It’s better to make a well-researched, documented assumption than to make up a
number or leave a section blank. State your assumption clearly (e.g., “Based on
industry reports, we estimate the local market size to be…”). This shows honesty and
resourcefulness.
Can’t I just use a pitch deck instead of a full business plan?
A pitch deck is great for presentations, but most serious investors will want to see the
detailed research and financial projections that are in a full business plan before they
make a final decision.
What’s the single biggest mistake to avoid?
Unrealistic Financial Projections. It’s the fastest way to lose all credibility with an
experienced investor or lender.
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