
CASE STUDY

UT business plan competition develops entrepreneurs
Haveyoueversaid, “I’vegot this

reallygreat idea forabusiness,”or
“SurewishIknewhowtoget this
business ideaoff theground”?

Threeyoungentrepreneurs
werecontemplating these issues
whentheyenteredtheUniversity
ofTennesseeCollegeofBusiness
Administration’sFirstAnnual
BusinessPlanCompetitionforun-
dergraduatestudents.Theyhave
since takentheir ideasandturned
themintoreality.Each learned
valuable lessons fromthecompeti-
tionandfromtheirfirstyears in
business.

Definingyourbusiness,devel-
opingwell thought-outbusiness
plans,understandingyourunique
competitiveadvantagesandim-
plementingcreativemarketing
programsare important tools for
emergingentrepreneurs.

Hereare their stories:

StefanWilson, founderandowner
ofSJWTechServices

“Ihadapassionfor
computersasfarback
asIcanremember,”
Wilsonsays.“Iwas
repairingproblems,
installingsoftware,
andhelpinginthe
computer labswhile

Iwasstill in juniorhigh. Ialways
knewthatIwantedtofindawayto
makealivingworkingwithcom-
puters…buthow?”

WilsonsaidthatwhileatUT
hebeganformulatingwhathe
thoughtwashisbasicbusiness
model.Butwhenhetookaclass
onwritingbusinessplanshewas
shocked.“Theprofessorkeptask-
ingmewhatbusinessamIreally
in,”Wilsonrecalls. “Hetoldme
thatIwasn’t inthecomputerrepair
businessandtodefinewhatser-
viceIwasproviding…thenbuild

myplan.”
Afterquestioningandreally

challenginghisassumptions,Wil-
sonconcludedthathewas, infact,
providing“uptimeandefficiency
forhiscustomers’businesses.”

Armedwiththatrecognition,he
changedthefocusofhisbusiness
model.

“TheplanIenteredinthecom-
petitionfocusedonanarrayof
computer-relatedtechservicesI
couldprovidesmallbusinesses…
not justrepair,”heexplains. “SJW
TechServiceswouldbecomethe
ITdepartmentfor itscustomers.”

Perhapsthemostvaluable leas-
sonWilsonlearnedduringthepro-
cesswasthatyoumustcarefully
defineyourbusiness.

“Amazingly,”hesays,“it’snot
alwaysobvious…butonceyoudo,
itanswersmanyquestionsabout
howandwheretoallocateresourc-
esandlookforopportunities.”

EricWatkins, foundingpartnerand
presidentofRevolutionVideoGames

LikeWilson,Wat-
kinsandhispartners
hadapassionfortheir
business.

“Weallhad
workedintheretail
videogamingindus-
tryandreallyenjoyed

it.And,aswithmostenthusiastic
youngentrepreneurs,wewere
sureweknewhowto ‘doitbetter’,”
Watkinsrecalls.

Watkinshadnoformaltraining
inwritingabusinessplan,butdis-
coverednumeroussources ofhelp.

“Ofcourse, Iwouldhavevalued
amentortohelpguidemethrough
someofthedifficultquestionsthat
neededtobeanswered,”hesays.
“Infact,oneofmymainreasons
forenteringthecompetitionwasto
get feedbackfromtheexperienced
businesspeoplewhowereacting

Wilson Watkins
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businesspeoplewhowereactingas
judges.”

Oneparticular judgehonedin
onthecompany’scompetitiveen-
vironment…asmallstart-upcom-
panycompetingagainst large,well-
establishedretailers.

Watkinsandhispartners felt
theyhadaddressedtheissuead-
equately,but the judge’squestions
causedthemtogobackandrefine
theirstrategytocountercompeti-
tivethreats.

“Whenthecompetitionat-
tackedwithprice,wealreadyhad
implementedacustomerservice
strategy,”Watkinssays. “Fromthe
timeweopenedourdoors,wewere
determinedtoknowourcustomers
onafirst-namebasis; toknowtheir
gaminginterests;andtocreatean
informalenvironmentwheregam-
erscouldcomein,chatwithus,and
sharetheirexperiences.Whenthe
competitionusedprice,weactually
increasedtheinventoryofproducts
thatourcustomerswanted.Our
goalwastoensurethateverycus-
tomerleftsatisfied.Wedidn’thave
tocompeteonpricebecausenoone

couldbeatourcustomerservice.”
Watkinsbelievesthat thecom-

petition,withthetoughquestions
fromthejudges,helpedthepartners
prepareforreal-worldcompetitive
challengesbeforetheyoccurred.
Hewassurprisedabouttheburea-
craticchallenges. “Youjusthaveto
allowalotof timeandplowthrough
theredtape.”

AndrewBouldin,founderandCEOof
MyCollegeRoadTrip.com

Identifyingneeds
andthenimagininga
solutioncanbechal-
lenging;but thatwasn’t
thecaseforAndrew
Bouldin.

“Thefirst timeI left
theUniversityofTen-

nesseeheadingtoanotherschool,
theneedwasobvious…wheredoI
stay,wheredoIeat,whatcanIdo,
all forapriceacollegestudentcan
afford?Whointheareaprovides
goodvalueandwhodoesn’t? Hop-
ingyoupicktherightplaceorrely-
ingonplaindumbluckweren’tac-
ceptableanswers,”Bouldinsays.

Familiarwithsocialnetworking
Websites,Bouldinbegantoformu-
lateanidea.Whycouldn’tall these
experiencesofcountlesscollege
studentsbecollectedandshared
withothers?TheideaofMyCol-
legeRoadTrip.comwasborn.Pre-
liminarymarketresearchatUT’s
Knoxvillecampussuggestedthat
Bouldinmightbeontosomething,
butheknewthatscalabilitywas
critical tosuccess,andhewantedto
knowifexperiencedentrepreneurs
sawpotential inhis idea.

Bouldin’sentry intothecompe-
titiontookfirstplaceandinspired
himtomoveforwardwiththebusi-
ness.

“WinningtheBusinessPlan
Competitionconfirmedthatmy
ideawassolidandsomethingthat
definitelywasworthmakingintoa
reality,”Bouldinsays.

Withaverysmallmarketing
budget,Bouldin’smajorchallenge
wasinpromotingthesiteandget-
tinginputfromthousandsofcollege
studentsabouttheir trips.Usingvi-
ralmarketingtactics that included
leveragingnetworksof friends,

Facebook,blogs,andforumswhere
studentsspenttheir time, thesite
grewquicklytoover2,000mem-
bers incollegesacrossthecountry.
MyCollegeRoadTrip.com’son-
campusmarketingefforts included
flyers, sidewalkchalk,classroom
boardpostsandwristbands.

Bouldinenvisionsusingfeedback
fromcurrentefforts tofocusona
dozencampusesthis fall.

“Withtheability fortheuser
toaddcontent, thesitecanscale
quicklyto includetravel informa-
tionfordestinationsaroundthe
world,”hesays.All thepotential
contributorneeddois linktowww.
mycollegeroadtrip.comtoprovide
input.”

■
Case Study is provided by the
University of Tennessee’s College
of Business Administration. For
information about the annual
Business Plan Competition, contact
TomGraves, director of operations,
Center for Entrepreneurship and
Innovation, at tgrave10@utk.edu or
cei@utk.edu.

Bouldin
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