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Planning Your Business

The emotions that come along with entrepreneurship can be some of the 
most intense, especially at the beginning of your journey. You’ve got an 
idea for a business, a big idea. It’s exciting, to say the least. And if you’re 
like most entrepreneurs, you’ll want to start selling that product or service 
as soon as you think it up.

In Eastern Kentucky, entrepreneurship runs in our blood.  
We’re go-getters who dream big and do more. 
We move fast and we give 100%.

But when 95% of the more than 30,000 new products entrepreneurs 
launch each year wind up failing, it’s important entrepreneurs take the 
time to plan their business right before jumping right into a launch.

There’s a lot that goes into executing each step of the planning process. 
You’ll want to check each one off your list in order. And it’s important  
to get seasoned professionals who live and work in Eastern Kentucky.

We’ve got you covered. Read on to get started with the first stage of  
making your small business dream a reality.

There are steps every entrepreneur must 
take before launching a new business. 

They’re all covered in this resource: 

Finding product-market fit

Identifying your Ideal Client Profile (ICP)

Creating your value proposition

Analyzing the competition

Establishing legal and accounting functions

Building your business plan

Securing pre-seed funding and loans

Understand and prepare for risks

Building your brand elements



















https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/clay-christensens-milkshake-marketing
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
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Meet the SOAR Innovation Team

Sabrina McWhorther
Innovation Champion

 sabrina@soar-ky.org

 LinkedIn

SERVING THESE COUNTIES:

Tal Jones
Innovation Champion

 tal@soar-ky.org

 LinkedIn

SERVING THESE COUNTIES:
SOAR is a member of the Kentucky Innovation Network  
and is a registered innovation hub. 

For more information about them, visit kyinnovation.com.
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The SOAR Innovation team is a dedicated, free  
resource for entrepreneurs in Eastern Kentucky. 

They can walk with you through each step of  
improving your business, help you execute,  
and make recommendations based on their  
past experience as business owners.
 
Find the rep for your county to get started today!

mailto:sabrina%40soar-ky.org?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sabrina-mcwhorter-214784201/
mailto:tal%40soar-ky.org?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/in/william-tal-jones-1837b1126/
https://www.kyinnovation.com/
https://www.soar-ky.org/about-us/#innovationteam
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STEP 1
Honing Your Audience  
and Messaging

The truth is, a business is only as good at making money as it is at  
connecting with its customers. You have to speak their language,  
resonate with what keeps them up at night, and personalize your  
messaging to their interests.

In fact, 80% of consumers are more likely to make a purchase from a 
brand that provides personalized experiences.

Identifying your audience and the messages they’ll respond to must be 
the first item on your to-do list. Otherwise, no matter how much you  
push your business idea, few are going to buy.

While it may take time to get your audience and messaging right —  
with several iterations being the norm for a lot of entrepreneurs —  
the visible outcomes seen in revenue and customer happiness are  
worth every minute spent on it.

https://us.epsilon.com/pressroom/new-epsilon-research-indicates-80-of-consumers-are-more-likely-to-make-a-purchase-when-brands-offer-personalized-experiences
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Co.Starters Business Canvas

As you walk through this section, use the handy 
template we’ve created to guide your process. It’s 
the starting point for every Co.Starters cohort, the 
small business acceleration program SOAR hosts.
 
You can download the template for free on our 
website and you can learn more about Co.Starters 
by reaching out to us.

DOWNLOAD IT ON OUR WEBSITE 

6ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN EASTERN KENTUCKY: PLANNING YOUR BUSINESS

https://www.soar-ky.org/contact-us
https://www.soar-ky.org/templates
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SECTION 1
Finding product-market fit

The #1 reason why businesses fail is because there’s no market need.

It’s not enough that you think you have a great idea for a product or  
service. You’re not even guaranteed success if your family and friends  
are fans, too. There has to be a strong need or want in the market for 
what you have to offer. 

This demand is called product-market fit.

You have to identify a problem or pain people have that your idea solves. 
Typical pains center around time and money. People want more of it,  
and your product may be able to help them get it. 

Small businesses like coffee shops allow people to save time making  
their own pots of coffee in the morning. Instead, java addicts can pick up 
a cup of joe in a couple of minutes.

Product-market fit can also solve for people’s secret desires. 

Attention and acceptance are all a part of what motivates people.  
So entrepreneurs who hand make soaps, sell beauty products, or  
run clothing boutiques are meeting a real need in the market.  
They’re helping people feel more attractive, and thus, increasing the  
attention those customers receive (whether real or perceived).

If you get past the last step, you’ve achieved a high enough level of  
product-market fit to launch.

If the feedback is overwhelmingly negative — or even apathetic — then it 
might be time to go back to the drawing board. A few tweaks might be all 
it takes to earn that product-market fit you need to move forward. 

Don’t lose your hard-earned money because no one thinks your business 
idea is as great as you do. Take the time to get product-market fit.

Once you understand the pain points you’re solving for, the next step is  
to make sure there’s enough people in the market who have that pain.
In other words, make sure there’s a significant demand for what  
you’re selling. 

You can determine this by following the product-market fit formula. 

The Product-Market Fit Formula

The product-market fit formula is about testing your  
idea on the smallest scale possible. You can make major  
improvements without spending much money, avoiding  
costly post-launch revamps. 

Form a hypothesis about the pain points your product  
or service solves. It could be one or a few. 
Identify the types of people who struggle with these  
pain points the most. Use demographics (location, age,  
gender) as a starting point.
Ask for feedback from this group about your business  
idea. Whether they like it or don’t, make a list of specific  
comments about why. 
Tweak your product or service based on the feedback.

Run a free trial or host a giveaway. Offer free trials of 
your service or giveaway free samples of your product to 
get people using and talking about what you offer. After 
a few weeks, ask them to take an anonymous survey. 

Did it meet expectations? 
What was good about it and what could be improved?
Could they live without it?
Does it compare to anything else that’s on the market 
today?

Make improvements once again based on the feedback 
you receive. 
Rinse and repeat until your small audience loves your 
idea so much, they’ll want to pay for it.























https://www.cbinsights.com/research/startup-failure-reasons-top/
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Ever try to speak to a crowd of people about a topic they’re not interested 
in? That’s essentially what you’re doing if you don’t find and reach the  
specific people who will get the most out of what your company sells.

That’s because 72% of people only engage with marketing messages 
that are customized to their specific interests.

People today want to buy only products and services that take away 
specific pains or problems unique to their lives. Translation: Focus selling 
your idea to a set of people for whom you can solve a significant problem 
or to whom you can deliver real value with your product or services.

This is known as your Ideal Client Profile (ICP).

Your ICP should be created through the lense of your product  
or service. Your ICP is your core group of customers. They’re most 
likely to buy from you again and again, and are your best,  
most profitable customers. 

An entrepreneur who sells pet care products might have an ICP that 
includes recent college grads who are new pet owners. They’re afraid 
they’re not going to take care of their new companions well, and your 
products will ease those worries.

You can have multiple ICPs. However, a need to create more than three 
ICPs is a red flag you haven’t reached product-market fit yet.

Another ICP for pet products could be busy moms who don’t have a ton 
of time to care for their furry friends. Your products make their animals 
feel loved without taking up a lot of the owner’s time.

A lot rides on creating a complete and comprehensive picture of 
your ICP.

It will form the foundation of your branding, your tone, your messaging, 
and your sales goals. It’s essential you spend time getting it right before 
you launch.

Your ICP is essentially a picture of the type or 
types of people who will benefit from your  
product the most.

It should include:

Demographics: Age, gender, location, educational 
level
Work information: Title, industry, skills
Psychographics: Attitudes, aspirations
Pains and desires: Deepest struggles and secret 
wants









SECTION 2
Identifying your Ideal Client Profile (ICP)

https://smarterhq.com/privacy-report
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As you’re brainstorming your ICP, you’ll naturally start to diagnose  
the specific problems your business idea solves. Write down the top  
five of these.

Make them short and written in the clearest language you can. Beside 
each problem, list the solutions your product or service provides and the 
benefits related to them (time savings, money savings, social status, etc).

Get as detailed as possible. Generic benefits statements won’t hit  
home with your ICP. As an entrepreneur, you’re well aware of the  
benefits your product provides that speak to the emotions, desires,  
and needs of your ICP.

With this list and your ICP in hand, it’s time to write your value  
proposition: The promise you’re making to your customers. 

It’s a statement that comprises both the quality and value you’ll strive to 
generate for customers AND what your customer can expect from your 
product or service.

Examples of value propositions

SECTION 3
Creating your value proposition

Your value proposition should identify your ICP,  
speak directly to their needs, and reveal exactly 
how you’re going to meet those needs. And it all 
should be accomplished in one sentence, ideally. 

After all, if you have to use a lot of words to  
communicate your idea’s value, it’s probably  
not a very good idea.

Don’t let the simplicity and brevity of a value proposition fool you. It  
often takes hours of brainstorming, trial and error, and tweaking to  
create one that works. 

Don’t get discouraged, though. You can do this. 

Like most of the other essential tasks in getting started, writing an  
effective value proposition may be a grind. But it will help carry your  
business idea much farther than it would ever get without it.

Bloom & Wild (flower delivery)
Enable our customers to order flowers and gifts from the palm 
of their hand with better product, designs, and payments.

Slack (productivity app)
Be More Productive at Work with Less Effort.

Uber (rideshare app)
The Smartest Way to Get Around.
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The final step in polishing your audience and messaging is researching 
your 3-5 top competitors. Your top competitors are companies that sell to 
the same customers, solve the same problems, and do it in a similar way 
you do.

Once you’ve gathered all your competitor information, it’s time to assess. 

This is not the opportunity for you to borrow ideas to improve your  
product. It’s the chance for you to track industry trends and to  
determine how you can differentiate yourself even more from what’s al-
ready available. 

Look at these areas especially for takeaways:

Product-market fit: If your top competitors are seeing success with a 
similar product-market fit as yours, there’s a good chance you will, too.
Value proposition: Is it the same or too similar to yours? You may  
need to go back to the drawing board.
Features: What features do you offer that they don’t and vice versa?
Pricing: Are there benefits to your price being higher or lower than 
theirs are?
Reviews: What are customers saying about these companies and  
what they sell?

Perform your competitive analysis at least once a year, if not every quarter. 

This will help you keep a finger on the pulse of the industry and  
competitors within it. You’ll avoid operating in a bubble — a sure way  
to miss out on consumer trends and potential revenue.

SECTION 4
Analyzing your competition

Research strengths and weaknesses.

Use a simple spreadsheet to gather side-by-side  
comparisons of your competitors. Although it’s  
possible to include as much information as you deem 
necessary, the minimum requirements for a competitive 
analysis include:

Supply/demand: Offered services and products,  
differentiators from your own.
Audience and messaging: Value proposition, ICP.
Product/service information: Pricing, customer  
reviews.
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STEP 2
Setting Up Your  
Business Functions

Many entrepreneurs are creatives. You’ve invented a new product.  
You’ve dreamed up a solution to a common problem. Interacting with 
customers and doing the grunt work are where your heart is.

So if you struggle with business plans, financial reporting, and  
funding, you’re not alone. 

More than 50% of small business owners don’t track their assets. And 
poorly managed cash flow leads to 82% of businesses failing each year.

While these numbers can be scary, don’t let them deter you from entre-
preneurship. 

The good news is, you can hire industry professionals from  
Eastern Kentucky to advise you and execute these crucial items  
for you, ensuring they’re completely accurate. 

You’ll understand your finances and their trajectory completely, while still 
being involved in the day-to-day of creating your business. It will give you 
complete peace of mind that everything is under control so you can focus 
on the day-to-day operations of entrepreneurship.

https://www.waspbarcode.com/small-business-report
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
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In the United States, an entrepreneur is required to file legal documents 
in order to launch a business. This should be done before you even sell a 
product or service. 

Most of these documents protect your company and your personal  
interests from interference from competitors. They also ensure you’re in 
good standing with the government from the start.

When it comes time to file quarterly and annual taxes, you’ll want  
a reliable accountant from our region on your side. As with legal  
professionals and bookkeepers, you can often seek help with business 
taxes on a contract or part-time basis. 

Getting these processes and people in place early will allow you to scale 
quickly and unproblematically when it comes time to launch.

These trained experts have years of experience helping entrepreneurs, 
and will give you peace of mind about the entire process. Some will even 
submit the documents for you and manage all communication.

In the same manner, set up your bookkeeping using systems built 
expressly for that purpose.

SECTION 1
Establishing legal and accounting processes

Depending on your small business, legal documents 
may include:

Incorporation documents
Limited Liability Company (LLC) documents
Business licenses and permits
Federal and state tax IDs
Trademarks
Licenses and permits
Partnership agreement
Employment contract
Non-disclosure agreement
Non-compete agreement
Privacy policy























The first step is to establish a business bank account. 
All transactions for your business will go through this 
account. Next, integrate it with your bookkeeping tool 
of choice.

QuickBooks Online has long been an industry favorite.  
But there are other bookkeeping apps and software on the 
market, too. You’ll want one that:

Is able to send and receive invoices
Has payroll services built in
Shows reporting about cash flow
Can manage the storage & processing of business receipts
Has a history of stellar customer service











Confusion about what paperwork to file and how to fill out forms is 
normal. 

We recommend hiring a legal professional on a contract basis. This per-
son will assess your company and advise you about what legal structure 
your company should take and the supporting documents to submit. 

We also recommend hiring a contract bookkeeper from our region to 
manage the high-level financials for you. As your pseudo CFO, this  
person will help you understand your spend, plan your revenue, and  
recommend goals.

FIND A LOCAL EXPERT 

https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
https://quickbooks.intuit.com/
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
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Don’t underestimate the power of creating a business plan. 

Entrepreneurs who write formal plans are 16% more likely to achieve 
viability than otherwise identical non-planning entrepreneurs.

Many entrepreneurs miss this crucial step, but it’s one that can save you a 
lot of time and headache — not to mention money. A business plan takes 
your grand vision and turns it into practicable steps to complete over time.

This is another area where having a seasoned expert like  
the Kentucky Small Business Development Center to help is a  
game changer. 

Most entrepreneurs are new to the small business world. Business  
consultants have been-there-done-that. They can help you create a  
business plan that works for where you are now, while also presenting  
a picture of where you want your business to go.

Why even spend time creating a business plan if you have an outline in 
your head? There are a few undeniably important reasons.

It gives you a roadmap to follow
When you’re an entrepreneur, it’s hard to stay focused on just one task 
or project. There’s so much you want to do! A business plan is what keeps 
you on track. It presents a clear path towards your goal. When faced with 
distractions, you and your team can rely on the steps in your business 
plan to be your true north.

It keeps financials top of mind
Profits and losses are an accurate indicator of the health of your business. 
A business plan will create projections for each based on your marketing 
and sales goals. A monthly comparison of the actual statements with your 
business plan is a simple way to see if you’re on track to meet your goals.

It’s essential to raising money
Entrepreneurs seeking external finance are 19% more likely to commit 
their vision to paper. You just can’t get funding without a business plan. 
That’s because potential investors will rely on it to make decisions about 
whether to and how much to invest in your company. If you don’t have a 
business plan — or you do, but it’s not complete — no one’s going to risk 
investing in your company.

SECTION 2
Building your business plan

A business plan should include:

Executive summary
Company description and value proposition
Products and/or services
Organization and management experience
Market/competitive analysis
Marketing goals that will drive revenue
Financial reporting and projections
Funding requests with a budget outlined

















http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/sej.1245/abstract
https://kentuckysbdc.com/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/sej.1245
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The One-Page Business Plan

To start brainstorming a business plan or create  
a simple version, the One-Page Business Plan is 
the way to go.

DOWNLOAD IT ON OUR WEBSITE 

https://www.soar-ky.org/templates
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Starting a business from scratch takes a lot of time. It also takes a  
significant investment of cash, especially if you’re selling a product.  
There are a couple of ways you can tap into funding sources before  
you even launch.

SECTION 3
Securing pre-seed funding and loans

Bootstrapping

Most experts recommend bootstrapping your business 
for as long as possible. 

Bootstrapping is the process of self-funding your venture. 
You don’t take money from outside investors — not even 
family or friends — and rely completely on the revenue 
generated from sales. 

It works, too: A third of small businesses got started  
with less than $5,000 in cash. 

As a founder, this often means you take only a small  
paycheck (or none at all) until your small business starts 
to accelerate. Many entrepreneurs work full-time or  
part-time jobs while they’re building their businesses. 
This side hustle arrangement can help you build a strong 
company while also ensuring your basic needs are met.

There are other compelling advantages of bootstrapping 
your business, too.

First, you don’t have to hunt out investors or convince them 
about the value of your business. You don’t have to answer to 
them, either. You make decisions autonomously for the sole 
benefit of your customers.

Lack of money also forces you to get creative. And efficient.

You’ll give every spending decision a good deal of thought, 
making sure it’s worth the investment. Your organization will 
become a tightly-run machine that puts its customer first.

https://smallbiztrends.com/2019/03/startup-statistics-small-business.html
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Pre-seed funding

If you’ve maxed out your bootstrapping efforts or want  
to scale faster, you can pursue pre-seed funding.  
There are some boxes you should check before seeking 
funding, though:

You can show that you have product-market fit

Your team is experienced in your industry

You can show an increase in customers and revenue

You can show a low-to-no churn for services and  

repeat buyers for products

It’s time to hire more team members

You have a business plan to show how you will scale

You need cash to develop your prototype

When everything is in place, you can start seeking inves-
tors.

These early-stage funders will help you get your business  
off the ground. This is your pre-seed funding.

They’ll provide your company with capital during this initial 
round of funding. In return, you’ll give them a percentage of 
equity in the company. They’ll also sometimes require  
decision-making power.

Family and friends can provide your pre-seed funding, and  
often do for many entrepreneurs. You want your investors to  
be convinced of the value of what you’re selling, and those 
closest to you often do. They also know your character, and 
trust they’ll receive the agreed-upon equity. 

Funding from outside sources is also an option. 

To seek pre-seed funding, you’ll want to approach investors 
that specialize in that area. Angel investors typically provide 
smaller amounts of money ($25,000-$100,000) and are fast 
decision makers as one-or-two person ventures.
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Bank loans

Local and national banks are resources for small  
businesses, too. They can provide individual and  
business loans at low interest rates. For entrepreneurs, 
this may be just enough cash to generate momentum. 

When a financial institution gives out a loan to help a 
business start up and expand, it typically looks for:

Legal identity: The business has to be for-profit and 

registered with the state and federal governments.

Location: To receive a loan from a U.S. bank, you have 

to be doing business in the country.

Personal equity: The founder has poured money and 

time into the business.

Financial exhaustion: The business has to show they 

can’t get funding from other sources, or they have, but 

they’ve spent it.

Most lenders want to see their local economies prosper.  
They support small businesses and want to give out loans to 
eligible entrepreneurs. The Community Reinvestment Act also 
strongly encourages financial institutions to lend to small  
businesses in their communities, which is another reason you’ll 
probably find a welcome reception from your local bank when 
asking for a loan.

Lenders just have to complete their due diligence to make sure 
you run your business in their community, that you have a plan 
to make money and pay them back, and that you’re a person 
of good character. Chances are, your hometown bank in  
Eastern Kentucky knows you well enough that the approval 
process won’t take much effort for either side.









https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/cra_about.htm
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There are many positives to launching a new business. Your idea is  
helping people solve a real problem in their lives. Or it’s just making  
them happier. There’s also the potential for you to earn money doing 
something you’re passionate about.

These good things are often the reason why many entrepreneurs 
jump into the business world without first considering the risks.

The reality is, being an entrepreneur is full of ups and downs. Before 
launching a business, it’s important to understand the calculated risks 
you’re taking. These are the unknown factors that no matter how much 
you try, you just can’t plan for.

Create a game plan to address each of these risks. 

For example, if you go without a paycheck, you may need to find another 
means of income after 6 months. You can plan to start looking for a  
part-time or contract position at that point. Or it may be the deciding  
factor that tells you the business idea is no longer viable.

Preparing for risks will give you the peace of mind you need to launch 
your business. Despite the many unknowns, you’ll have a backup plan for 
them all.

SECTION 4
Understanding and preparing for risks

Calculated risks may include:

Not receiving a paycheck or receiving a reduced one 
for a period of time.
Giving up your savings and earnings to support the 
growth of your business.
Losing large amounts of personal time in order to 
support growth.
Trusting a partner or employees to cooperate and 
stick to the plan.
Not knowing if the market will change and if you’ll be 
able to pivot to meet it.
Losing sales to competitors who move faster or  
produce more than you do.
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STEP 3

Building Your Brand Elements

The last step before launching your business is building your  
brand elements. 

From business cards, to pitch decks, to your website and mission  
statement, you physically can’t move forward with a new business if  
these assets haven’t been created. Your brand also plays the important 
role of differentiating you from competitors in the market.

Your brand exists to serve more than just a practical purpose, though. 

It serves a psychological one, as well. It takes 50 milliseconds for people 
to form an opinion about your brand. In that instant, you have to connect 
with your ICP and tell your story through the written and visual parts of 
your brand.

You only have one chance to make a good impression, so you have  
to make it count. Consistent brand elements help ensure that first  
impression is positive and memorable.

You have to build trust: 81% of consumers say they need to trust a 
brand in order to buy.

One way to communicate instant trust is through brand elements that 
speak directly to your ICP. 95% of purchasing decisions are unconscious. 
The right colors, fonts, and images are able to speak to people’s  
unconscious about who you are as a company.

Another way to gain trust is through consistency. 

If your brand looks different and sounds different on all your channels,  
it sends a message that you don’t know what you’re doing — and  
probably shouldn’t be trusted. On the other hand, brands that present 
themselves consistently have seen revenue increase by 33%. When you 
stick with the same tone and look, your audience will trust you intuitively.

https://www.8ways.ch/en/digital-news/visual-design-why-first-impressions-matter
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2019-07/2019_edelman_trust_barometer_special_report_in_brands_we_trust.pdf
https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/the-subconscious-mind-of-the-consumer-and-how-to-reach-it
https://www.lucidpress.com/pages/resources/report/the-impact-of-brand-consistency
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66 percent of consumers think transparency is one of the most attractive 
qualities in a brand. It serves to reason if potential customers are  
attracted to your brand, they’ll most likely buy from you. So openness 
about who you are, what you stand for, and the ideals you support  
aren’t just helpful when starting a company. They’re vital.

And telling your ICP what you stand for takes shape in your core values.

Core values are the beliefs, philosophies, and principles guiding your 
business.

They serve several purposes:
Attract customers who share them, namely your ICP.
Communicate the type of company culture you have and draw in  
the type of team members who share them. 
Be the filter through which the rest of your brand, marketing, and  
operations are built.

Core values can take many shapes and forms. There’s no one way to do  
it right and there’s no perfect number to have. You should err on the side  
of brevity, though. Short words and phrases with a sentence or two  
description is all that’s necessary. Using action words and being specific is 
also a good idea.

Core values are best described as:
Motivators of personal action 
Ideals worth striving for
Organizing principles
Activities that are most important to your company

Core values should also be unique to your company and your story as an 
entrepreneur. Your voice and your personal ideals should inspire many 
of your company values. They should reflect your one-of-a-kind company 
and the people behind it. 

Take a peek at the core values and mission statement of AppHarvest,  
an Eastern Kentucky-based agri-tech company.

SECTION 1
Choosing your core values















At AppHarvest, we dream big. And we do better. We put words 
into action, nurture into nature, tech into technique, and growth 
into everything we touch. We bring together great minds from 
Appalachia and around the world to transform the future of 
agriculture and plant the seeds for a better tomorrow.

Fresher food. Sustainable growth. Rewarding jobs.  
B-Corp certified. This is #FarmingNow.

Take the time to create a list of your core values. They’re way too  
important to the present and future of your business not to get right.  
You can keep them in a simple checklist format or create a mission  
statement with them.

However you format them, keep your core values front and center.

They’ll form the basis for everything you do moving forward. From  
products, to people, and everything in between, make sure it aligns  
with your core values. It’s part of the promise you’re making to your  
customers. They’re counting on you to keep it.

https://www.accenture.com/t20181205t121039z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/thought-leadership-assets/pdf/accenture-competitiveagility-gcpr-pov.pdf#zoom=50
https://www.appharvest.com/
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Creating the visual elements that support your brand is the last step  
before you’ll be ready to launch your business. These will give your brand 
a personality and bring the words you’ve put down on paper to life.  
To properly communicate who you are, who your ICP is, and what you’re 
selling in visual form starts with brand guidelines. 

Your brand guidelines will be your rulebook for creating a consistent 
picture of your company. 

No matter who’s creating content for you or promoting your products or  
services, they’ll reference these guidelines to produce a unified identity  
across channels. There are essential sections your brand guidelines 
shouldn’t be published without.

SECTION 2
Designing your brand’s visual elements

Logo

Your logo communicates the first information about your 
company. Make sure it’s synonymous with the name of 
your company, the products or services you provide, 
and your core values. Logo design can take a lot of man 
hours. Don’t skimp on them. We recommend hiring a 
graphic designer who specializes in logo design. 

For your brand guidelines, you’ll need to walk away with  
several forms of your final logo:

Horizontal and vertical versions

Full color, white, and dark versions

.jpg, .png, and source files (.ai or .psd)







Specify how, where, and when to use your logo. 

For example, logos shouldn’t go all the way to the edge of  
a page or website. There should always be room around  
the outside for it to stand out against other design and text  
elements properly.

As you hire contract graphics designers and start to build your 
team, these guidelines will prevent well-meaning amateur  
designers from taking creative liberties with your brand.  
Your logo will stay intact, consistent, and professional no  
matter who sees it.
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https://www.soar-ky.org/community-partners/
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Colors

80% is how much you can increase your brand  
recognition by using a signature color. 

There’s a whole philosophy and process behind picking  
a color and complementary shades for your brand.  
It’s called color theory. The fact is, colors, shades, and 
tones have different psychological effects on the brain.

Yellow: energetic and positive

Dark blue: knowledgeable, professional, and serious

Medium and light blues: approachable, personable, 

and trustworthy

Bright green: lighthearted, friendly, and youthful

Medium and dark greens: earthy and laid back











The colors you choose should make sense for your  
industry, your company, and what you sell. For example,  
the Red River Gorge chooses to play off its geographical  
name with pops of muted reds across its logo and visuals. 

Choosing a color palette for your company is only the start. 
It’s also important to create parameters about the types of 
graphics and photos you’ll use. If you’re not careful, some  
visual assets will clash with the colors you’ve so carefully  
curated. For brightly-colored brands, images should be 
well-lighted, bright, and generally positive (think smiling  
faces). For more toned-down or professional brands,  
photos can be buttoned up, as well.

All of these details should be spelled out clearly in your  
brand guidelines right next to a full display of your main  
and secondary brand colors.

https://www.rebootonline.com/blog/what-importance-colour-brand-recognition/
http://www.redrivergorge.com/
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Voice and tone

The way you talk to your audience matters. You’re trying 
to reach your ICP with the messages that make sense for 
them. By definition, the very words you use to string  
sentences together have to be the same ones your ICP 
uses in their everyday life.

Academic, high-brow language may work wonders for  
intellectuals who frequent art venues and cocktail  
parties. But it will be like reading another language to 
your typical construction worker, mom about town, or 
college student. If your ICP doesn’t use the same  
language you do to talk about your brand, they’re not go-
ing to understand you. And if there’s one thing that pre-
vents sales, it’s confusion. 

Map out the tone and voice you’re going to use to  
speak to your ICP. 

Tone is the general vibe you want people to get when they 
read your copy. For example:

positive, inspiring, uplifting

casual, witty, nonchalant

friendly, approachable, clear

You can create your own set of words to describe your brand’s 
tone. They should reflect your company’s core values and  
value proposition. Doing this will lead you right into creating 
your company voice: The words you use and the order you 
put them in. 

This is when you list examples of the types of words and  
phrases you do use and the ones you don’t use. 

You should also denote what person your brand voice speaks 
in (I, you, or they). Short sentences and active voice are also 
recommended brand voice best practices to follow.







Support materials

Logo created, check. 

Colors, tone, and voice established, check. 

Now you’ve just got to create the materials you’ll need to  
help start your business. 

If you’re a traditional business, you’ll need to apply your 
brand guidelines to letterheads and business cards.  
For all companies operating in the 21st century, though, 
your logo will need to be added to your email signature.

Don’t forget about your pitch deck or any materials you 
need to submit to a lender. While you may have already 
started this process, you can submit any future materials 
with your updated branding. 

Remember, you’ve created your branding so you can  
remain consistent no matter where your company  
shows up. 

Make sure you use it.
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The Brand Guidelines Template

You don’t have to start from scratch building your brand 
guidelines. We’ve created a template you can use to  
get started.

DOWNLOAD THE BRAND GUIDELINES TEMPLATE 
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https://www.soar-ky.org/templates
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STEP 1 
Hone Your Audience and Messaging

Find product-market fit

Identify the Ideal Client Profile (ICP)

Create a value proposition

Understand the competitive landscape









CHECKLIST
Planning Your Business

STEP 2
Set Up Business Functions

Establish legal and accounting processes

Write a business plan

Secure pre-seed funding and/or loans

Prepare for risks









 
STEP 3 
Build Your Brand Elements

Write core values

Design brand visual elements
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Don’t go it alone.

Entrepreneurship is easier when it’s done together. 

That’s why we’ve created two practical ways to put the 
strategies and tactics in this guide to work.

SOAR
Innovation Team

SOAR Innovation representatives are your free local 
resources for small business help. They’ve been  
entrepreneurs themselves and can walk you  
through each step of the process. Think of them as 
your business’ best friend.

Co.Starters
Small Business Acceleration Program

Join other entrepreneurs in Easter Kentucky for 10–12 
weeks of gaining knowledge, building relationships, 
and learning tools to build your business.

FIND YOUR REP  LEARN MORE 

© 2021 Shaping Our Appalachian Region. All Rights Reserved.

https://www.soar-ky.org/about-us/#innovationteam
https://www.soar-ky.org/contact-us

