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METAPHORS FOR BUSINESS PLANNING AS AN ART PRACTICE 
 
LETTER VS. ENVELOPE 
There are two kinds of creativity: writ ing the letter and designing the envelope. 
 
Making a painting is l ike writ ing a letter. Designing the envelope is building the 
structure of your working life, creating the ecosystem in which your artistic 
practice can thrive. Economics is an important tool of the envelope-builder. This 
workshop is about applying business principles creatively to make the economic 
structures that help your l ife and art. 
 
THE BRICK 
You can think of classical economics as being built around the concept of a 
“brick”—an object that is produced and used for a purpose. In economic theory, all 
the bricks are exactly the same and completely interchangeable. They are not 
original objects. How many uses can you think of for a brick? 
 
In entrepreneurship, you often have to think of something else you can do with a 
brick after you have made it for one reason and that reason has failed. Google’s 
“brick” was its search algorithm. Everyone told them search was dead. They 
couldn’t sell it. So they started their own company. In this way, they took a brick 
that no one else would take and built a house that everyone wanted. You have to 
ask, how else is this of value? Ultimately, you will be able to build a house with 
those bricks, an entire structure of your l ife. 
 
YOUR LIGHTHOUSE 
As you move forward with your art, you are trying not just to accomplish known 
outcomes, but to discover new ones. How do you plan for this? You focus on what 
your l ighthouse is, your guiding principle. This may be your mission, as in a 
nonprofit, or your defining question or idea, as in a start-up business. That 
purpose—that “l ighthouse” goal—is an important part of your story. It is the “major 
dramatic question” (the MDQ) that compels you forward. 
 
A BUSINESS PLAN IS A STORY-TELLING DEVICE 
More than anything else, a business plan is a format for tell ing that story. It is also 
a l iving, breathing, changing planning document for you. 
 
The plan is a basic structure to communicate: what, when, how, whom, where, 



 
why. The “what” is what you are offering. The “when” is why now? The “how” is 
your business model. The “whom” describes you and your partners. The “where” 
describes your market. The “why” explains your mission or purpose, your 
statement of the need being fi l led. 
 
Many parts of a business plan are similar to an artist’s statement, a clear picture 
of what is important and why. A business plan also describes the model for how 
your practice will be supported or sustain itself, whether by finding a market or 
securing donations. 
 
The business plan is an evolving document, a snapshot of a moment in time, a 
storyboard you constantly update. It is also a prop, a vehicle for a discussion and 
a means of meeting people who can support your work. 
 
Business plans have a lot in common with grant applications and project 
proposals. Each asks you to lay out what the project—or venture—is, how you will 
support it, why it wil l matter to people, and how you will undertake your plan. If a 
business plan feels l ike a foreign format, you may prefer to think of it as a grant 
application. From first principle, a business plan allows you to communicate 
purpose and vision, and to outline how someone can invest in your work, 
f inancially and otherwise. 
 
WRITING YOUR BUSINESS PLAN 
Now that you have looked at the big picture of your industry, you are ready to start 
writ ing your business plan. The format and sections can vary significantly 
depending on your business. Here is a general outline as a starting point. Don’t 
feel l imited by it if you don’t have a lot to say in one section but want to cover 
something that is not here. In any business plan, you will need to provide a 
summary, describe the business and the market, give financials, and describe the 
management team. 
 

1. Executive Summary 
This is an abstract or short summary of the purpose of the business. Consider 
that it may be the only thing someone reads. 
 
2. The Marketplace 
This will summarize some of your research on the industry and the 
marketplace. You will want to cover: the size of the market (how many people), 
the competit ive landscape (who is already doing this), and the demonstrated 
need.  
 
3. Description of Business 
What will you do and how will you do it? You will l ikely have subsections on: 
marketing (how you will  reach people), operations (the mechanism of your 
business—e.g., mail order or physical store), personnel (how many people, an 
organizational chart). Paint a picture of what the day-to-day operations of your 
business will look like.  
 
4. Financials 
This is often an intimidating part of the business plan. This is where you write a 
very detailed, thoughtful, careful plan that is, at the point you are writ ing it, 
usually a total f iction. This is okay and an important part of the process. You 
will need to provide the following: an operating budget for the first three years, 



 
a break-even analysis, and an assessment of cash flow. If you are especially 
unsure of these projections, you can create more than one “scenario”: one 
optimistic, one pessimistic, and one in the middle. 
 
5. Management Team 
Provide bios of you and your partners. Most people who are supporting your 
business will f ind this one of the most important sections of your plan. People 
tend to take bets on people, more than anything else. 
 
6. Supporting Materials 
You might attach any of the following: letters of intent from suppliers or 
customers, more information on you and your partners, further back-up on the 
financials, and any kind of prototype of what you are making—sketches, 
photographs, or anything else that wil l help complete the picture of your plan. 
 

Business Plans often take the form of Word documents (saved as a PDF) or 
PowerPoint “pitch decks.” They can also be: short videos, interactive pictures 
(prezi.com), or anything else that you feel lends itself to the content you need to 
provide. As part of the summary or otherwise, continually try to write a 1-2 page 
summary of your plan, and practice how you would describe it if you only had 2-3 
sentences (“the elevator pitch”). 
 
 


