How to Prepare a professional Business Plan: Dos and Don’ts 
There is really no “ideal” business plan as the so called “Business Plan” might serve very different purposes: 
a) Attract attention from Venture Capitalist

b) Convince the Investor / VC to confirm the initial positive impression in the “Due Diligence”

c) Serve as a roadmap for the entrepreneur and be a base for Budget and a multiyear Strategic Plan

The relative importance of the above purposes depends on the specific situation. A successful and reputable entrepreneur proposing a new project to his old investors can probably attract the necessary level of attention and “be listened” even without a formal business plan. On the contrary a first year college graduate is unlikely to be even accorded a meeting by an established VC unless something attracts the attention of the reader.

My Do’s and Don’t here will focus mainly on the business plan I receive everyday and therefore the “A” purpose even if most of those apply to B and C as well:
1 DO Explain clearly and rapidly what you’re going to do. This might seem obvious to you but, believe me, it’s the single most important thing of all and I’d say less than 20% of the plans I receive succeed in this dimension. Most entrepreneurs who might have been thinking about the project they’re undertaking days and nights for several months, tend to give many things for granted and are unable to achieve a sufficient score on this dimension. 

Nothing is more annoying for a reader of a BP than spending several minutes reading pages and flipping chart (often with a lot of details on competitors, swot analysis and figures) without having understood the basics.
The first page of your presentation should contain the clearest possible explanation of what your project or idea is about. In the rare case where the product or service cannot be very thoroughly explained in words you should use diagrams, animated demos, videos…. And link them to this very initial part of the presentation.  
Only if and when a VC has understood (and possibly appreciated) the very basic he will consider all the rest. To ensure you achieve your goal you should have several people reading and counselling you…. Ask your mother or your sister or your friends if they can understand the very basics of your proposition after the first 2 pages … if they cannot go back and work on it. Nobody like to think (particularly VCs with big Egos) that they are too stupid or ignorant to understand the proposition and in the doubt you’ll end up in the “OUT” basket rather than in the “TO MEET” one. This (1) is probably the most useful piece of advice I can give you…. Please read it again and make sure you remind it before starting writing.
2 DO Explain who you are: even though it’s widely know that VC invests in People even before than Ideas it is also always very surprising to me how few of the plan received scores high on this dimension. Many do not even have a session containing the profile of CEO and Key members of the team. It is an absolute MUST (particularly for founder and CEO). If you don’t have it at best people will thing you’re poorly qualified or you are afraid to associate your name to the project (hence you’re not totally convinced…. Why should somebody else be then ?). If you are afraid about your  profile not being sufficiently experienced address it by:
a) Surrounding yourself by sufficiently senior advisors and board members (it is a sort of endorsement which is better than nothing)

b) Outlining the profile of the people you’ll bring in the organization in the future (including possibly a more experienced CEO at some point).
In the Team section of your presentation include a reasonably short profile and highlight the experience which is more relevant to the project. A simple list of names and a two words definition (eg: Mr. Mario Rossi – PhD Engineering ) is (obviously) NOT enough. DON’T overdo either: no need to read an accolade of accomplishments from your college years, nor to spend 10 minute going through the 10 different position you held in each of your last employments or go though a list of your 20 different hobbies.
3 DO Size your Market. Of course its not always easy when you are trying to create a new market outright or when no precise estimate is available form third party sources. If you are in such situation try to guide the reader through reasoning by proxy and to follow a certain logic. Lay out clearly the assumptions for people to be able to perform quick and dirty sensitivities right on the spot (eg: If they don’t believe 20% of adults between 20 and 30 will buy your product but just 10% is your plan still viable/attractive ?). DON’T just bury the key assumptions in a hidden cell of a huge excel spreadsheet. Remember that no VC in principle likes to invest in small and low growth markets. This is also a very common reason to put BPs in the “OUT” basket.

4 DO extend your financial projections until a time when your economics become significant: of course time matters and investors will discount heavily your P&L and cash flows 5 years from now… but you might have no choice. Uncertain projections are anyway better than nothing. DON’T stop your plan on year 3 if revenues and profitability are meaningless at that time as the investors will not be able to make their return analysis which is an absolute must to push the investment through in a Partners’ meeting.
5 DON’T precook a deal for your investors nor define your valuation. Nothing is more irritating than charts (usually the last one or two) where the entrepreneur come out with an NPV of future (and heavily uncertain obviously) Cash Flows and then tells you that by paying a 50 million pre-money you’ll make your 30 or 40% IRR!
Remind that investors have their own thresholds and do not like at all that you do their homework. On top of that those methodologies almost always lead to hyperbolic valuation that are completely out of the market. Nobody wants to be fooled nor simply waste time on something which will not fly due to unrealistic expectations. If your goal is to maximise your valuation (and within reasons I don’t think this shall really be your key objective), there is no better way than sane competition (and obviously your capacity to convince meeting after meeting your potential investors that you are a MUST do opportunity). If they are really convinced they’ll probably do a lot to bridge yours expectations with their goals. DON’T however try to change in your favour terms of a deals at the very last minute and well after a term sheet is signed. Remember your reputation is one of the few assets you’ll not be able to rebuilt overnight.
In summary while there is not a real magic formula for building a business plan I believe that by avoiding the common mistakes which I outlined above will almost certainly help your project to put on the top of the pile … or at least among those who deserve a 1 hour meeting. 
Fausto Boni 
fausto.boni@360capitalpartners.com

Fausto Boni: Venture Capitalist, co-founder and General Partner of 360° Capital Partners in 2006 (www.360capitalpartners.com) the leading French-Italian Venture Capital Fund (Euro 100 Million under management) and previously (since 1997) of Net Partners Ventures (Eur 200 Million under management). Fausto Boni invested and holds or held board positions in growth companies like SelfTrade (FR), Yoox (IT), Mutuionline (IT), Smartjog (FR), Erenis (FR) and Co.Import (FR). Fausto Boni is member of the Board of AIFI (Private Equity and Venture Capital Italian Association). Before co-founding Net Partners Ventures Fausto was with McKinsey & Company in Italy, Brazil, India, the United States and France and with L'Air Liquide (Paris and Lisbon) as Logistic manager. Fausto graduated from the Bocconi University of Milan with a degree in Business Economics, and received an MBA from INSEAD.
