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CEI 047: The One Hour Business Plan with John 
McAdam 

 
Opening Hey there! And welcome to episode number 47 of Connect, Engage, Inspire; the Firepole 

Marketing Podcast with Danny Iny, creator of Firepole Marketing and bestselling author of 

Engagement from Scratch.  

Online entrepreneurs like you tune in to this podcast every week to learn how to build an 

engaged audience that connects with their humanity and drive their business to success.  

For today's episode, Danny caught up with John McAdam, author of the One-Hour Business Plan 

to talk about a simple and practical way to start anything new.  

Let's get on with the show. 

Danny Iny Hi, there! I'm Danny Iny and I'm here today with John McAdam. John, 

you wrote a book called The One Hour Business Plan. So, John, one hour? 

How much can you really cover in one hour? 

John McAdam You can cover a ton in one hour. It’s not meant to be a gimmick as much 

as it is meant to get you started writing, which is the hardest part for most 

people. The point is to make a game of it, and if you just count the writing 

time, you can get a business plan foundation done in one hour. Not the 

thinking time, just the writing time. You can do it. 

Danny Iny So what’s the ratio of thinking time to writing time? 

John McAdam I would say, 2:3:1. 2 or 3 to 1.  

Danny Iny Okay. So this is something that people can do in an afternoon. 

John McAdam Definitely.  

Danny Iny So what goes into a one-hour business plan? What are the key questions 

that need to be covered? 

John McAdam Yeah. I should probably tell you that, I guess, I came to these five basic 

modules. And I came to these five modules after reading over a thousand 

business plans, after teaching strategic business planning at the Wharton 
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SBDC for seven years and advising clients.  

So you go through all these plans and you realize the good ones come 

down to — have five core things. And so let’s start with that and go from 

there. 

Danny Iny Sure. Let’s do it. Tell us about those five things. 

John McAdam Well, the first thing might sound obvious but it is what you’re offering, 

and that’s to find the value proposition that the entrepreneur is offering 

to the marketplace. And it might sound simple but I find that companies, 

those large and small, struggle with articulating what they’re offering the 

market in a way that the market understands it and could gain them 

customers quickly. And so, that’s module one. 

Danny Iny Well, I want to hear about all of them but let me push back with a 

question here. How does — because I mean, entrepreneurs, almost by 

definition, they’re totally enamored with the idea of whatever they’re 

going to create. How did they know? Because it seems super obvious to 

them. My super complicated widget that nobody understands is so 

amazing and I don’t understand how nobody gets it. How did they know 

if they’ve, kind of, got that right and got it clear? 

John McAdam Great question. I think that the litmus test to see if you’ve got a decent 

value proposition is when you get questions, when you get request for 

more information. I mean, if you’re fortunate enough to be in front of a 

customer and you can see their body language and facial expressions and 

the interest in their face then, you know. And if it’s in the email or mail or 

telephone call then really when they start asking questions and wanting 

more, you’ve got a good one. 

Danny Iny What about something like the mom test, like, you go to your mother-in-

law who’s not familiar with you and you can’t explain in a paragraph and 

they get it, then it needs clarifying. Is that useful or is the fact that they’re 

not the target customer doesn’t validate that? 

John McAdam Yes, it’s useful but to a much less degree. I think mom is a great place to 

start. And a lot people start with their significant others or their best 

friend but let’s face it, these people love you. They want you to win. They 

want you to succeed. And they want to say great things to you because 
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they love you. It’s really tough to sell to somebody that doesn’t even 

know you, has never met you before and might dialoguing with you 

solely only on the basis of what you’re offering. So it’d better be clear.  

So, it might not be a bad place to start with mom but let it just be the start 

and build on it from there. Ideally, you want to ask people that you’ve 

never met before because that’s what you’re going to have to do when 

you get to stage two customers.  

Danny Iny Okay. So let’s talk about that. So, we’ve got the value proposition, now, 

customers. 

John McAdam Yeah, and that is module two, logically. We start with in module two with 

this – and each module is roughly 10 minutes, by the way. It’s a complete 

– and writing time.  

And module two, really, is you start with your customers. You do 

describe them in terms of how you’re going to approach them, the 

methods by which you’re going to use to reach them and finish with a 

customer list. The exercise really at the end of the module brings you to a 

list of people in your network or people that are very likely to purchase 

your offering that you can approach using marketing methods and sales 

methods, PR methods that you’ve outlined in the module two exercises.  

So it’s really important to take it to market and not spend so much time 

and money preparing to go to market but actually, just try to pre-sell it or 

sell it to get it in front of people. And then just behind, I’ve done enough 

businesses and seen enough businesses launch and grow to know that 

your business is very different after you have customers versus before.  

You know, before you have your first few customers or your first batch of 

customers, it just looks to so different to you because you really don’t 

know what they want and need and how they want it and how to get 

right. So that’s why I encourage people whether they’re launching 

something new or an existing business or they’re starting a new business 

to really go pitch your offering. Go sell it. 

Danny Iny And this very similar in concept to building start-up, right? 

John McAdam It is similar. There’s truth in repetition, Danny, right? 
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Danny Iny Oh, absolutely. Absolutely.  

John McAdam Yeah. So basically, I think the value here really especially with anybody 

that studied in business school or have been in business a long time, The 

One Hour Business Plan content might not be new. That’s not what 

makes it unique. What makes it unique is that you have really what you 

need the most. What’s the most important? Because there’s a ton of things 

in business planning that you could focus on but what the One Hour 

Business Plan does is try to focus you on the important things, get you to 

market, help you succeed or fail quickly, and regroup, and try again. And 

get it right and then more fully develop your business plan.  

So rather than spending time in the library or in research mode, we’re in 

preparation mode or in spending lots of money mode. Let’s get out there 

in front of customers and let’s do some transactions. 

Danny Iny So I want to hear about the other, the fourth and fifth components. But 

first, I just want to also kind of point out, and we’ll come back to this in a 

moment. But you said you know that a lot of this will be familiar, that 

there’s some repetition here for people who are familiar and experienced 

in business. That’s fine. I mean, the implication of a one-hour plan that 

you can do it a lot faster than what people usually tend to spend or invest 

in their business plan is that there’s a lot that people know that goes into a 

business plan that is generally not useful.  

So this is not about adding stuff necessarily. It’s about taking stuff away. 

So you have only what you have actually absolutely need. Is that right? 

John McAdam Yes. Very well said. Because I think in like this undergraduate business 

colleges or universities, they teach these business planning courses and 

I’ve taken them. And they basically, there’s a lot of analysis. There’s a lot 

of planning about things that you will never know if the market will 

adopt it.  

So why plan out your operations, your human resources strategy if you’re 

not going to be able to get customers and transact?  

Danny Iny Absolutely. I remember someone – I don’t remember where I heard this 

but it was a business school type context. And they said there are two 

kinds of business plans: there’s the simple one that has just the important 
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key information and there’s the complex one where they thought about 

all of the details. And then five minutes later if something doesn’t go the 

way they thought, you’re back to the simple one without a lot of details.  

John McAdam Yeah. I think it’s a trend in this business planning today to get simple and 

to get what’s needed because I think people are fed up with spending 

hours and hours of thought on stuff and getting stymied when it doesn’t 

work out perfectly because it never does. 

Danny Iny And according to some research that I’ve seen recently, I mean, the 

majority of businesses that do get to a point of success, they do not do so 

with their original business plan. 

John McAdam It’s true. 

Danny Iny And that’s just the reality of the business world. You’ve got to pivot, 

you’ve got to iterate—that’s just how it goes. 

 Especially Danny – and you know this as well as anyone. In module two 

in the marketing method, that’s why I try to hit them with the marketing 

methods right out of the shoot because that’s the area where most 

struggle, will have to reiterate, reinvent themselves and find that best 

way to take the offering to market. It’s where people make the most 

mistakes. Spend, waste the most money in life savings in years at a time is 

overestimating the success of their market. 

Danny Iny So what’s the fourth module? 

John McAdam I don’t want to skip the third one which is your competition. So I really 

think— 

Danny Iny How did I miss that? 

John McAdam I don’t know. 

Danny Iny It’s just one of those days. I mean, I’m counting man. 

John McAdam But really I’m trying to, as the instructor or the author, I’m trying to 

prepare my reader really to get in front of a customer. So having been 

there before with both good and bad experiences, I know that they need 

to know who their competitors are. And this is module three and so, it 

answers the question: who are your competition? So how do you stack up 
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against your competition?  

And I know it’s probably politically incorrect today to compare 

yourselves to other people or label yourself but really, your prospective 

customer is doing that when you’re making the offering and they’re 

making a buying decision. They’re most likely comparing you to some 

other options they have to solve their problem that they’re looking to 

solve.  

So I walk them through the competitors’ positioning table and just take 

two or three competitors that are most similar to you and look at your 

offering through your customer’s eyes, not yours. Avoid the competitor 

bashing, look at it objectively, write like an industry analyst and really get 

an objective view back. If you do, your sales call, your offering will be 

much better received. 

Danny Iny Okay. 

John McAdam But moving on then to module four really is – 

Danny Iny So now we’re actually at number four. 

John McAdam Module four really is; what’s next? Answering that question. So we go 

through some business milestones and action planning. So we identify 

the milestones that you want to achieve whether it’s fundraising, whether 

it’s acquiring your first customer, acquiring your hundredth customer or 

whether it’s [jostling] the prototype or finishing the website or engaging 

with your audience with your new blog. Whatever that milestone is, then 

there’s a how-to go through some action plans to help you achieve those 

business milestones at least 90 days in the future. 

It’s very real world. The milestones and action planning takes the 

business plan off the shelf, puts it into do-list and makes it actionable in 

your everyday business life. And business people that do that I have 

found, and the right business plans around that are more successful than 

not. 

Danny Iny Okay. And the fifth module? 

John McAdam How much money are we going to make with this offering? I left it for the 

end unintentionally because I know, as an instructor, that a good percent 
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of people fear numbers. Then they’re definitely afraid to predict. They’re 

afraid to be wrong at how many units they’re going to sell of whatever 

they’re offering. How many dollars they’re going to make. 

Danny Iny Between you and me, they are going to be wrong. 

 Right. They’re either going to be too high or too low. 

Danny Iny Yeah. Those numbers are never accurate. So why is it important to even 

have them in a plan? 

John McAdam Because you need to control yourself. You need to control your 

enthusiasm. We as entrepreneurs are very optimistic bunch, aren’t we, 

Danny? And we tend to over estimate how well the market is going to 

receive our offering.  

And when we do that, the real danger is that we tend to overspend due to 

our optimism. We get to see trouble when our sales forecast don’t meet 

expectations to put it softly. 

Danny Iny That’s interesting because I mean, I could see that being the case if you’re 

kind of going after venture capital, so you’re raising a whole bunch of 

money and then yeah, you just burn through it. But what I’ve often seen 

is actually the opposite kind of problem where entrepreneurs who are not 

raising money, they’re either not in the position to raise money or they 

just think it’s a bad idea. They’re totally bootstrapping, so everything is 

on a budget. 

And the big mistake that they make is that never really evaluated or 

considered whether the business is even potentially profitable or viable. I 

mean, the big challenge that a lot of people have is that when they’re – 

especially if they’re new to the business, you’re accustomed to the idea 

that business models work because every business in the world, if it’s 

existing, if it’s working then the business model works. And you don’t 

realize that the vast majority of business models that people try do not 

work except that they never make it far enough for you to ever see them. 

John McAdam I really think that that point is worth talking about on this podcast 

because I think what the One Hour business plan does for people and one 

of the reasons I wrote the book, is to really protect people from 

themselves because failure is not discussed. When entrepreneurs fail, they 
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often hide or go away or don’t talk about it.  

There’s not a lot of business research about business failure and it’s not 

clear because there’s no one reason. But what I’m trying to do through 

this One Hour Business Plan is to get people to not spend a lot of their life 

savings with the minimum amount of money I need to spend to take this 

offering to market. And let’s do it in a quick time.  

So maybe, it’s not a total failure. Maybe I can reassess it and reposition it, 

repackage it and deliver it another way that’s more acceptable. But that’s 

a great point and it’s one of the reasons why you really want to go 

through how much money you’re going to make and try to predict that, 

real cleanly, real simply because it’s an important question. 

Danny Iny It absolutely is. I mean, at the end of the day, if you’re not making money 

it’s not sustainable. 

John McAdam Yeah. By definition, it needs to go away. So what I’m trying to teach 

entrepreneurs how to do is really to self-fund. 

Danny Iny So that kind of touches on a good question which is; is the One-Hour 

Business Plan something that can be used to raise money, to raise capital, 

is it really more of an operational document? 

John McAdam I think it’s a pre-business planning tool for raising capital. I don’t think – 

by itself, you can’t take the completed five modules and go raise money 

unless you really already had a successful exit in that industry. It’s 

designed but what people will insist on before you raise money is 

customers. With the One-Hour Business Plan, we’ll get you the customers 

and get you the cash fast. 

Danny Iny Okay, cool. 

John McAdam And that takes you closer to getting funded if that’s your ultimate 

objective. 

Danny Iny And you may realize you don’t need funding. 

John McAdam Hopefully, I’m trying to teach people to do both. Even if you’re going to 

go after funding, let your customers fund you because that’s the best 

funding source. The only funding source for the long term is really your 
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customers. 

Danny Iny Absolutely. So we talked a little bit about this and I said I wanted to come 

to it, the idea that, I mean, the One Hour Business Plan, it’s not about a 

new concept. It’s about reducing, you know, going down to what you 

actually need. What are some of the things that people tend to spend a lot 

of time on when they are planning or conceptualizing their business, 

there really is a waste of time. 

John McAdam Wow! Great question. I would say, the thing I most often see is they act 

like they’re writing a term paper. 

Danny Iny And just for clarity, is that because a lot of the people – I mean, you’ve 

taught, right? You taught this at – I mean, a lot of the people who love 

business plans, they were students writing term papers? 

John McAdam Well, there were adult students our age in the evening programs. They’re 

older but I’m talking – even with my clients, I often run into that where 

they don’t outside their office.  

I think one of the biggest mistakes that we make in business planning is 

just staying in our own head. And what the One Hour Business Plan tries 

to stimulate and engage where it doesn’t simulate and engage is get out 

of your office, get out of the classroom, get out of the library and go to 

talk to people. Get in front of people. Get their feedback. Ask if they’ll 

buy it, how much will they pay? The key question; do you buy something 

similar?  

I mean, that dialogue that you have with customers can just totally 

change the way you do business. 

Danny Iny And how do you gather that information because if you ask someone 

what they’ll pay, I mean, that’s a tricky question to ask because people are 

very bad at reporting what their behavior would be. And they have a 

vested interest, like how much would like to pay for this? Well, very little 

if you talk to me. 

John McAdam Yeah. I think a better question would be how much have you paid for 

something similar? Do you know anything else like this and how much 

did you pay for it? I think those are probably better questions because we 

all know pricing can be a tricky game but you need to know it. It’s a 
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common question that when you first go to market, you need to validate 

that you have to get priced properly. 

Danny Iny Absolutely 

John McAdam But there’s other stuff. I mean, people will just answer your question 

further. So staying internal rather than external is real common mistake 

people make. I think that another mistake that people make is really just 

assuming that their sales and marketing methods that they initially 

choose are just going to light the world on fire. 

They’re also assuming that people are going to understand their value 

proposition as well as they do and be as excited about it. And you often 

have to change your methods and change how your customers are 

comfortable with receiving your message. 

So those are probably the top three ways. There’s more but really, overly 

analyzing the industry or over planning just the nth degree of operations. 

The other common – let me give you another one like I see often. Another 

common mistake. I know I’m probably over-answering this question is to 

take business planning and put it way out in the future. We assume 

business planning is this thing that this is visioning of yourself five years 

from now. And it really isn’t. Good business planning is really about the 

next 90 days, the next six months. Because after six months, it really does 

start to get a little fuzzy.  

So good business planners are going to stay in that and work in that 90-

day timeframe, that six-month timeframe. But a lot of people make the 

mistake of looking so far ahead, they’re almost detach from where they 

are today. 

Danny Iny Absolutely. 

John McAdam And then that gap really needs to be bridged to make it a quality process. 

Danny Iny In one of Eli Goldratt’s books, the Operations Guy, he talked about the 

fallacy of – I’m paraphrasing, so I might be misquoting but like the 

concept is there, fallacy of 64 where you estimate that this number is 

going to be eight and you estimate that this number is going to be eight. 

So you multiply them together and you get 64 which feels like a very 

certain outcome but you’re actually multiplying uncertainty by 
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uncertainty and it means nothing.  

So it’s kind of the same thing. The further out your planning, you know, 

30, 60 to 90 days is fairly specific. Three to six months is somewhat 

specific. Five years in the future, it’s a total crapshoot. 

John McAdam Yeah. You know, once get beyond 18 months, it’s tough. It’s really hard. 

And then some of he business planners in the industry that I know 

probably update or plan their every six months. Most people do it once 

annually, like, it’s part of the budgeting process. But really, after two 

years, it really gets fuzzy but – so really keep your eye on the present and 

meet yourself where you are and maybe bring your feet down to earth 

and walk into the future that you can see. 

Danny Iny Absolutely. So John, one last question then we’ll start wrapping up. But is 

there any particular kind of business or industry or stage of growth that 

this plan, this sort of planning process would work very well or not work 

very well for it? For example, I don’t know, business that is very margin 

sensitive or takes a lot of complex financial modeling or something like 

that? 

John McAdam Geez, I haven’t. The people that, it is out there. The One Hour Business 

Plan, it is being used. Has one industry used it more successfully than 

others? I haven’t observed a pattern with that yet because there’s been a 

pretty wide scope. Probably more technology companies that I 

anticipated are using it. 

Danny Iny Well, they tend to be just kind of at the fore of any new – 

John McAdam Maybe. Yeah, so it should be obvious. 

Danny Iny  It could be a sampling bias. 

John McAdam That’s right. But the technology companies are using it to beta test, to test 

their offering to market. And I thought I wrote the book as a mass market 

business planning book. And what I’m finding who’s using it are guys 

running multimillion dollar businesses are using it very quickly, which 

surprised me. I just really, I wrote it for a different audience then I’m 

getting a lot of feedback from people that have established businesses that 

want to launch new division or a new product line. 
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Danny Iny Interesting. 

John McAdam Yeah. That kind of caught me off guard. But yeah, the technology 

companies, I think there’s quite a few more of them using it than others. 

But it’s definitely applicable and even for a product company. I’m really 

trying to get the readers to keep their cost down. Make a prototype and 

go sell it and take it from there.  

But I know you said you wanted to wrap it up, Danny, but really the last 

thing you do in the One Hour Business Plan really is to pull it all 

together. 

Danny Iny Hmm, tell us about that. 

John McAdam We have five modules. We’ve gone through this in 10 minutes. Spend the 

last 10 minutes prioritizing what you need to do next. You’ve gone 

through the five modules, where do you feel like maybe you’re the 

weakest or you need to do some more work? What is that?  

For some people, it could be their customers. They might need to expand 

who they’re going to approach. For other people, it might be how much 

money am I going to make? What should I price this thing at before I go 

try and sell it? And for others, they might feel they just don’t have their 

value proposition enough to take it to market yet so they need to go test it 

in front of somebody other than mom, some strangers to actually see how 

it goes.  

So spend that last 10 minutes kind of prioritizing where you’re at, putting 

it together or figuring out what you need to do next based on your action 

planning and you’re really ready to go. You’re really ready to take your 

offering to market and ask for some customers, ask someone to buy it or 

sign up. 

Danny Iny Perfect. John, usually, when I wrap up a podcast, I’ll ask for practical 

implementable – if someone would clear three hours this afternoon, what 

should they do with it but in your case, it’s a one-hour planning process, 

a 2 or 3:1 thinking to writing ratio. So really the answer to that is to go to 

Amazon or wherever good books are sold, get your book and get 

cracking.  



 

 

And if you're loving the podcast and you've got a moment to spare, we'd *really* 

appreciate a short review and 5-star rating on iTunes (if you think we deserve it). 

 

Subscribe via iTunes 

 
Subscribe via RSS 

So where can people find your book? 

John McAdam There’s a landing site for the book. It’s the One-Hour Business Plan 

Spelled Out. It is in Barnes & Nobles stores. It’s on barnesandnoble.com, 

amazon.com. It’s in bookstores. It’s in hundreds of libraries. So the 

distribution is out there pretty well.  

There’s a website. If somebody completes their worksheets and wants to 

send them in, it’s planfoundations.com. It’s a website where you can 

submit your worksheets and get some feedback maybe with a business or 

trial membership. So that’s a place they can go and it makes the book 

unique because you can get that for free. 

Danny Iny Fantastic. That’s incredibly valuable. 

John McAdam Absolutely. So yeah, the distribution has been pretty good. And we even 

got an email from somebody from Istanbul this week that’s reading it and 

testing, which I wasn’t expecting in its first year of launch since then. But 

it’s kind of fun and I love hearing about what the entrepreneurs are 

doing. And I love to help get people on stock and on their way and I like 

to protect them.  

And the success stories are obvious, Danny. We always love those success 

stories as well. 

Danny Iny Awesome. Well, John, thank you so much for coming on the podcast, 

sharing your expertise, your insights and your ideas with our listeners. I 

know they’re going to get a lot out of it. We cater to a lot of entrepreneurs 

and there are some people who are probably in the planning phase of 

their business right now and you probably saved them an awful lot of 

time, heartache, probably got them all closer to some great results. So 

thank you for that. 

John McAdam Well, thank you, Danny. Thank you for everything you do for the 

entrepreneur community as well. It’s really a privilege listening to your 

podcast, reading your blogs and thank you on their behalf as well. 

Danny Iny Thank you. And to everyone who’s listening, you have your homework. 

Go grab the book and get to work. Thanks everyone. 

Closing Thanks for tuning in. You were just listening to Connect, Engage, Inspire, 
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the Firepole Marketing podcast. If you enjoyed the show, we’d very much 

appreciate a rating and review here on iTunes and make sure to head 

over to firepolemarketing.com where you can get free access to top-rated 

marketing books, dozens of special reports on engagement and audience 

building, access to expert Q&A with Danny, and a whole lot more. 

And of course, stay tuned for upcoming episodes on marketing, 

engagement, and successful online business. 

 


