Assessing the Feasibility of a Business Idea

                                  &  Maximizing Customer Acquisition
This simulation/immersion experience teaches:

A. How to assess the feasibility of a business

B. How to use imagination and real tools to attract and capture customers

(Once learned, these skills can be applied to any business)

This exercise offers students a chance to design a business for a client,

assess  the feasibility, design the interior, the customer experience, and the                marketing  approach.

Students have found this exercise very enjoyable and can learn and refine

multiple concepts and skills. Instructors can easily add other             components to broaden the experience, if they so desire, even though the 

current concept as described offers several learning componenets. 

A. The Concept: 

Teaching Feasibility,  Business Knowledge, and Skills through an Emersion Simulation

Any and every business starts. with an idea.

However, it is learning a disciplined method for assessing the money making potential of that idea, that will first empower an individual to first make a better assessment as to  the  feasibility of the business. Second, In order to fully do this, the learner must also be able to envision the entire operation and use imagination and real world tools to maximize the number of potential customers the business could attract , capture, and maintain. When this is done, the learner can then re-examine and estimate the risk by looking at best case, worst case, and average case scenarios. This experiential exercise takes learners through a series of steps to teach them feasibility and also gives them a chance to learn concepts and practice skills, a way of thinking, and particulalrly marketing skills that can actually be used to capture customers and create a positive cash flow.

In this total immersion experiential exercise, students get to consider and use a wide variety of business concepts and tools to weigh how they could take an available location in a small town and turn it into a money making enterprise.  It is based on a real case. It has been used in classes of 30-40 students where  teams are formed and consist of 4-7 students. Over a week, each team  develops a  short plan, backed up by financial tools, and also use their imagination and marketing skills to develop a marketing plan and materials to bring in enough customers to support the business.

When the students return the following week, all groups put on the blackboard, or on large sheets of paper,

 the name they have chosen for the business, a logo, the actual business product offerings, how they plan to market the business through the use of actions they will take, and materials they would use.

In addition to these plans, a past winning plan ( included with this simulation) is also put up on the board to provide some comparison, as to what has been judged as a winner in the past.

With all the groups ideas posted there , as well as a past winning plan, there is s a discussion as to who has the (1)  best plan and why. This usually leads to a discussion of (2) what do we like about each plan and (3)  could elements of different plans be combined to come up with an optimum plan. 

It is very valuable during this discussion and critiquing session to draw out the reasoning as to why students feel positively and negatively about different elements suggested by each team.  This  also gives the instructor and class members an opportunity to bring up new information, concepts, and facts that further student learning.

At some point, the instructor can take a vote as to who has the best plan, or can name the top winner.

(Usually, you will find or be able to award the best of class to the team that has the MOST Detail in terms of elements – name, logo, useable and imaginative marketing pieces and approaches.) 

As for a prize for the winners, I would suggest something that makes notice of who won, but is not expensive so it does not contribute to any resentment from those who did not win. Smaller prizes, such as items from a local Dollar Store, or a small gift certificate for pizzas at a restaurant work quite nicely. 

B. Outcome

The Outcome of all this is that students will have a much better understanding of how to determine the money making feasibility for a business, and also what is necessary to really capture customers and create a customer experience.

C.  A Detailed List of What Learners will Learn

This simulation helps individuals learn how to 

1. Assess the money making feasibility of any particular business

2. Encourages creative visioning but require that these visions be detailed into real implmentable plans         based on a given budget and available resources

3, Utilize cash flow scenarios to project best, average, and worst case outcomes

4. Utilize simple break-even analyses to determine how much has to be sold and to determine if that is possible

5. Use creativity to define a total customer experience

6. Develop a real and more in depth and marketing communications approach by requiring a 6 month     marketing  plan calendar, a list of needed communications, and the development of a name, a logo, a sign and     at least one advertisement

7. Venture outside of  their experience, and the classroom to obtain new information that can help them obtain      other  information and tools that will help them. 

D. Steps in the Learning process 

Class 1 - Step 1 – Gathering information and the Initial Simulation/Process

Class 1 - Step 2 – Stating the Assignment and Desired Outcome

Class 2 - Step 3 – Assessing, Critiquing, and Learning from the Different Plans

Class 2 - Step 4 – Reassessing – Making A list of What We Learned through the                                   Process

Class 1 - Step 1 – Gathering information and the Initial Simulation/Process

To do this students are  put into teams of 4-7 people and one group is set up as the Primary Interviewing Group down at the front of the class.  

Students are presented with an individual ( played by the professor or an outside volunteer ) who has cooking and baking skills that has come to the school because they heard that students could help. The potential business person tells them that he has a high school education, that he has worked for someone else his entire life, 11 years cooking, some truck driving, and the only thing he knows how to do is to cook and bake.

A location has come up in a suburb where he lives and he would like to open up some form of business – possibly a bakery, or a restaurant, or something

Allow about 20-30 minutes for the initial team to ask questions of you or the person playing the part of the visiting business person.

Then expand the questions by saying “ I see we have some other people in the room who may have 

questions ”, and allow others in the class to ask questions and make comments.

At some point, ask the entire group, what the initial group hasn’t done, or could have done; or what the entire group hasn’t done, that needs to be done; or what needs to be asked, or explored that has not yet been covered. Here you can inject the question – what do we know, what do we need to know, how do we find out.

Usually students will make some very basic mistakes, which you can point out to them.  They often start to come up with general suggestions far too early in the conversation before they understand enough about the situation.  This should be pointed out to them.

For example,  they usually don’t collect or think to ask about specific information such as what size is the space, where is it located, how big is the town, what is on the menu, what are the top five selling items, etc. Students also need to learn how to ask follow up questions when the client’s answer is not specific enough To make this evident, you can introduce at some point the included map  which tells about the size of the space, the number of inhabitants of the town, and gives an actual layout of the town and the surrounding businesses and other assets ( elementary school, factory, church). Presentation of the map and information can make a major point of the detail required that they have missed.


Class 1 - Step 2 – Stating the Assignment and Desired Outcome

Their assignment for next week is for each team to use what they have garnered and the new information present with the map, to come up with a short plan of  2-3 pages for the client consisting of :

(a) a narrative detailing the business concept including , a name, décor, menu items, logo,  promotions, etc; 
(b) a 12 month cash flow 

(c ) a projection as to how much needs to be  sold to break even or to make a specific profit

(d) a flyer/advertisement to promote the business. This turn key brief should be a suggested means by which the client could operate the business, and a brief with cash flow(s)  that could be presented to a bank to get additional financing. 

If you have not covered preparation of a cash flow, you may have to do that in class. The best way to do this is to build one right in class. Start by asking a question such as, “ How could we project what the revenues and expenses would be? ” When  someone says “ we need a cash flow”, show an Excel spread sheet and ask, “how would we do that ?”  Then take suggestions as to what should be in the columns – such as starting cash, cash sales, loan, total in ; followed by inventory, rent, heat , light, etc. Have the students use the expenses from the map or guess at them. What is important here is the process. ( A cash flow template with formulas already built in is attached, and can be altered to meet your individual case.)

You should also engage in a discussion of break even analyses by asking , “ How much would we have to sell given an average check of $5.00, and how many customers would we need to have to make our income goals?” . An example of this is included in the attached sample Winning Plan entitled 1776 Restaurant. Once again, getting the students to discuss and work through the process and critique both the winning plan, and whatever the teams come up with, are a main points of the learning process. Once they understand the process and the discipline involved they will make their own improvements.

Class 2 - Step 3 – Assessing, Critiquing, and Learning from the Different Plans
Each team is to submit the 4  parts of the assignment previously listed to the teacher:
(a) a narrative detailing the business, a name, décor, menu items, logo,  promotions, etc; 
(b) a 12 month cash flow 

(c ) a projection as to how much needs to be  sold to break even or to make a specific profit

(d) a flyer/advertisement to promote the business. This turn key brief should be a suggested means by which the client could operate the business and a brief that could be presented to a bank to get additional financing.

Of the 4 parts above - each team in class should put two of the major points on the black board specifically 

(a) a narrative detailing, a name, décor, menu items, logo,  promotions, a sign, a 6 month calendar       containing marketing activities and communications used for each month, etc; 

            and

(d) a flyer/advertisement to promote the business. 

At first, the class should look over the different plans and say what they like or don’t like about the ideas within the different plans. Be prepared for diametrically opposed feelings and thoughts and make further inquiry of the class members buy asking why, or what might these differences mean, examining each point of view separately.

This will unearth different concepts.

After some discussion on the submitted plans, pass out the enclosed Winning Plan and add that to the critiquing session.

See if the class can come to a consensus as to which plan should be the winner. If they can not come up with a winner, see if they can create a new plan by the combining the different parts.

At the end of the class, the instructor has to make a judgment as to which is the best plan, but should also comment on what they liked about each plan and make any further comments or observations.

Small prizes are awarded to the inning team as previously noted.

Class 2 - Step 4 – Reassessing – Making A list of What We Learned Through The                                   Process

The instructor should also ask the question what have we learned by doing all this, and either have each student write a one page summary in class, which they turn in, as the last part of the class, or the entire class should compile a list for the black board. 

The one page individual write-ups from the students, or the list generated from the entire class, will  reinforce what they have learned. If you have each student write a one page piece before they leave class, you will get a sense as to what was learned, which students picked up the key points, and which points were missed. Knowing this, you can use the next class to shore up any points that the students did not grasp. You can also give back the cash flow and break even analyses, and the team’s  write-ups and advertisements with further comments.

Additional Notes: I have used this in classes that range from an hour and twenty minutes twice a week to  three hour classes that happen once a week. You will need to give the students the assignment one week and then have them prepare what is needed for the next week.

If you have a three hour class, you can spend more time on discussion, and bring in other components.. For example, if I have a 3 hour class I sometimes add discussions on financing, “ How would a banker look at this” or “ What are the requirements for a loan” or  and ideas on constructing an advertisement.  You can keep these add-ons in the wings and put them in if the initial discussion lags.

On cash flows, I tell them that the way to do this is to construct a conservative, but best case scenario and then an average scenario, at 50% of sales, and a worst case at 30% of sales. You can advise given your own experience although Inc Magazine some years back, has suggested the 50% and 30% reduction method for small business, and I have found this method to be quite accurate and helpful.  In the class exercise, I require bsert case, worst case and average case scenarios for one year. 

You can have some real fun with this and the students will love it and learn multiple concepts and a discipline

they can follow in the future.

Here’s some additional detail on setting up the simulation if you are ggoing to play the role of the business person.

Tell the students that they are going to experience a possible field case situation where you the professor will be taking the role of the client. Sit a group of 4 -7 students at a table at the front of the class,  and tell them their job will be to interview the client in their first initial meeting for a given period of time, say 30 minutes, after which anyone in the class will also be able to ask questions.

If you are acting the role, leave the room and re-enter, by peeking in with a smile and asking if this is the field case team you are to meet with. Come in and shake their ands and introduce yourself with a made up name, and you are hoping they can help you. You want to start a bakery, restaurant, or some small business, in a small rural village and you want to know (1) Do they think it is feasible ? (2) What could you do to get customers?

You play the role of someone with a high school education. You are friendly, but you don’t know business terms like market segmentation, competitive analyses, etc  Try to think of someone you know  and sort of become them. This is much easier than you think. I have had some former acting experience, so I really become a somewhat different person when I enter, and the students love it and it is a great learning experience

Included with this experiential learning simulation

An Overview – Kaufman Contest May 31 Overview 

5 pages    Word Document

Cash Flow – Alter to Your Needs 


               1 page     Excel Spreadsheet

Map of town and Vacant Space                                                   1 page      Microsoft Publisher

1776 Restaurant Winner ( Past Winner)                                      3 pages    Word document
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