
How to write a one-page business plan

You have an idea. You want to test it without drowning in spreadsheets and 40-page
documents. A single-page plan forces clarity. It strips away the noise and leaves you with
the raw logic of your business. Most founders overcomplicate this. They write a novel instead
of a map. Here is the direct path to a plan that actually gets used.

The mental model: a single sheet of paper is a
constraint, not a limitation

Think of a one-page plan like the cockpit checklist a pilot runs before takeoff. It does not
explain aerodynamics. It lists the critical actions that prevent a crash. Your business version
does the same. It covers the few things that will kill you if you get them wrong. Everything
else is a distraction. If you cannot fit your core strategy on one page, you do not understand
your own business well enough yet. This is the filter. If a detail does not fit, it is probably not
essential right now.

The eight boxes you actually need

Forget the standard 12-section template from business school. Real startups need eight
boxes. Each box answers one brutal question. If you cannot answer it in two sentences, you
are guessing.

Problem: What specific pain are you solving? Name it. "People hate filing expense
reports" is vague. "Freelancers waste 4 hours a week manually categorizing receipts"
is a problem you can sell against.
Solution: How does your product fix that pain? Be concrete. Do not say "an AI-
powered platform." Say "an app that scans receipts and auto-tags them by client in
under 10 seconds."
Target Customer: Who pays? Pick one narrow group. "Small business owners" is too
wide. "Solo plumbers in Texas with 5-15 employees" is a group you can actually
reach.
Unique Value Proposition: Why you? Why not the competitor? If your answer is
"we are cheaper," you have a pricing problem, not a value proposition. Find a real
difference.
Revenue Model: How does money enter your bank account? Subscription? Per-job
fee? Freemium? Write the exact number you will charge and how often.
Key Metrics: The 2-3 numbers that tell you if the business is alive. For a SaaS
product, that might be monthly recurring revenue and churn rate. For a service
business, it might be average job value and repeat customer rate.



Primary Marketing Channel: One channel you will hammer until it works. Not
"social media." Choose "LinkedIn DMs to construction company owners" or "Google
Ads for 'emergency plumber Austin.'"
Cost Structure & Breakeven: Your fixed costs per month. Your variable costs per
sale. The revenue number you need to stop losing money. This is not a fantasy.
Calculate it.

Rule of thumb: If you cannot explain your business model to a stranger in an elevator
between two floors, your one-page plan is too complex. Strip it down.

The workflow: fill the boxes in 45 minutes, then
argue

Do not write the plan alone in a vacuum. Grab a co-founder, a mentor, or a skeptical friend.
Set a timer. Spend 5 minutes on each box. Write the first thing that comes to mind. No
editing. After the timer, read the whole page out loud. This is where the real work starts. The
gaps become obvious. Your "solution" might not match the "problem." Your "marketing
channel" might not reach your "target customer." Fix those contradictions. That is the value
of the exercise. The plan is not the output. The alignment is.

Here is a concrete example. A friend of mine wanted to start a dog-walking service. Her first
draft said "solution: reliable dog care." That is meaningless. After the argument phase, she
rewrote it as "solution: GPS-tracked walks with daily photo updates sent to the owner's
phone by 5 PM." That is a service people will pay a premium for. The one-page plan forced
her to get specific.

Three mistakes that turn a one-pager into a waste of
paper

First mistake: treating it like a vision board. "We will change the world" belongs in a pitch
deck for investors who do not ask hard questions. Your one-pager is for you. Be cold and
honest. Second mistake: writing it and never looking at it again. A one-page plan is a living
document. Review it every month. If your key metric changed, update the box. If your
marketing channel stopped working, swap it. Third mistake: hiding the financial box. Many
founders skip the numbers because they are scary or uncertain. That is exactly why you
must include them. A rough estimate is better than a blank space. You can refine the
numbers later. You cannot refine a blank.

Decision support: when to use the one-pager versus
a full plan



If you are raising venture capital from institutional investors, you will need a full business
plan with financial projections and market sizing. The one-pager will not cut it for that
audience. But if you are bootstrapping, testing a side project, applying for a small business
loan under $50,000, or trying to align a small team, the one-pager is the right tool. It is
faster, clearer, and harder to lie to yourself with. Use the full plan when you need to prove
something to someone else. Use the one-pager when you need to prove something to
yourself.

Frequently asked questions from founders who have
actually tried this

Q: What if my business model changes every week?
A: That is normal in early stages. Update the one-pager every Monday morning. It takes 10
minutes. The act of rewriting forces you to notice when your strategy has drifted into
nonsense.

Q: Should I include competitor names in the boxes?
A: Only if you have a direct competitor that customers actually mention. Do not list 10
competitors you found on Google. List the one or two that your target customer would
choose if you did not exist.

Q: Can I use a tool or template?
A: A blank sheet of paper and a pen works best. No formatting distractions. If you must use a
digital tool, a simple Google Doc or a whiteboard is fine. Avoid complex templates with color-
coded sections. They make the plan look finished when it is not.

Q: What is the biggest sign that my one-pager is bad?
A: If you read it and feel inspired but confused, it is bad. If you read it and feel
uncomfortable because you see a gap you need to fix, it is good. Discomfort means honesty.
Inspiration without clarity means you are fooling yourself.

Stop planning. Start testing.

A one-page business plan is not a document you file away. It is a hypothesis written down.
The real test happens when you talk to customers. If your plan says "target customer is solo
plumbers" and the first five plumbers you call say they do not have the problem you solved,
your plan is wrong. That is fine. Change the plan. Talk to five more people. Repeat. The one-
pager makes this loop fast. Use it to find the truth, not to prove you are right.
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