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The personal side of selling   
Selling a business cannot be measured in dollar value 
alone—although that can be significant—but also on the 
emotional and mental impact. 

The decision to sell your business will be a difficult one. 
Your business is likely not just a source of income, but may 
also be a key source of your identity and sense of purpose. 
Therefore, mental preparation is critical. Without it, you 
may second guess your decision several times over and 
cause yourself a significant amount of unnecessary stress. 

Think through the following:

Why do you want to sell?
Are you looking to retire, do you feel overworked, has there 
been a recent change in your personal life, or are you bored 
and ready for something new? Your reason for selling will 
help to keep you focused on the sale from start to finish 
and alleviate some of the anxiety you may feel as the sale 
process unfolds.

Do you know what you will do post-sale?
Remain involved in the business, find a new venture, or 
travel the world? Being prepared can provide you with a 
new sense of purpose and motivation.

Will you be able to let go?
Often a seller will stay on as an employee/manager/
consultant/advisor to help transition ownership. 
Maintaining a small ownership in the business can also be 
considered in some situations. Easing out of a business may 
be the best approach for some business owners.

Are you financially ready to sell?
Many retiring owners rely on the business sale proceeds as 
their primary source of income. A good understanding of 
the value to be derived from the business is crucial in your 
personal financial planning.

Selling your business 
If you’re like most entrepreneurs, you started your 
company to solve a problem or take advantage of an 
opportunity, and also to do something rewarding. 
Although you didn’t start out with an eye on selling, 
the fact is that you will eventually need to consider 
transitioning your business to the next owner.

Whether your business is passed down to family, sold 
to existing management or employees, or sold to an 
external purchaser, there are common steps you need to 
take to ensure a successful ownership transfer.

70%
of business owners 
plan to exit their 
businesses within 
the next 10 years



Exit planning   
Getting your business ready for a sale takes 
some planning. 
Just as you need to be mentally prepared to sell, the 
business itself needs to be prepared to be sold. It’s like 
selling a house. You spend time making your house look as 
good as possible to maximize the selling price. In the same 
fashion, you need your financial statements and operations 
to look as good as possible to attract buyers and increase the 
fundamental value of the business. 

It is common for owners to stop, or slow, investment in 
the company once the decision to sell has been made. This 
action should be avoided as the value of the company starts 
declining the moment you stop investing in your people, 
new equipment, maintenance and process improvements. 

Continue to grow sales and lower expenses. Analyze your 
processes to increase operational efficiency, cut costs and 
control inventory without impacting your operations. 
Consider documenting processes if they are not already. 
The more potential buyers know about the company, the 
more likely they are to pay a higher price.

Exit planning includes ensuring your management team 
is competent and professional and able to manage the 
business without your hands-on involvement. In addition 
to mentorship, some management and leader training can 
be expected to add value to your business. Buyers will pay 
a premium for a business with a solid management team 
already in place. 

There may also be situations where a business has a 
complex ownership structure, redundant or non-core 
assets, or where tax strategies need to be considered. 
Working with competent tax advisors can ultimately 
increase the business value to an owner. 

The sale process   
You can’t be in a hurry when it comes to selling 
your business. 
But when is the appropriate time to sell? It is impossible 
to time the sale of a business at the top of a business and 
economic cycle. Those that have sold their businesses 
“at the top” got lucky! However, with the help of a good 
M&A (Mergers & Acquisitions) advisor, a business 
owner can closely monitor economic conditions to know 
when valuations are above the norm or when capital for 
acquisitions is readily available. Together with an ongoing 
effort to improve operational and financial performance of 
the business, this can assist to maximize value for the seller. 

Sometimes, a business owner may be approached 
directly by an interested buyer. This situation can get 
interesting and should never be dismissed without further 
investigation. The first call should be to your M&A advisor.

Once the final decision is made to sell the business, 
thorough preparation is crucial to best position the 
business for sale to qualified buyers. A lack of preparation 
can result in an offer price substantially less than expected, 
fewer interested buyers, unqualified buyers “kicking the 
tires”, or a deal falling through at final negotiation. Being 
ill-prepared can also significantly increase legal and 
accounting fees. 

The sale process, from Phase I through  
to the closing of a typical deal, can take 

6–9 months. 

Weeks 1–5
Phase I  Research & Strategy

Phases of the sale process

Weeks 6–9
Phase II  Business Evaluation

Weeks 10–16
Phase III  Solicitation & Marketing

Weeks 17–23
Phase IV  Evaluation of Proposals

Weeks 24–Close
Phase V  Close the deal

60% of business owners 
have no succession 
plan



Finding a buyer   
Finding the right buyer can enhance the value 
of your business
A common first step in selling any business is to discuss 
with your M&A advisor the best approach to finding a 
buyer. Have family members been considered? Is there 
a manager or a management team with the skills and 
resources necessary to buy the business? Should the buyer 
network be expanded to include corporate buyers or private 
equity firms? M&A advisors with a good network of buyers 
and capital providers can not only increase the chances 
of finding the right buyer, they may be able to enhance the 
value you receive for your business. 

Family
When considering selling to family members, it is 
important to consider their interest level in taking over 
the business and if they have the skills and qualifications 
needed to be ready to take control of the company. Early 
consideration may provide the time necessary to train 
the potential successor. Further, an objective external 
evaluation of the transition to family should be taken, to 
remove the emotional element of the potential transaction. 

Management buy-outs
Selling to existing management has the advantage of 
retaining continuity within the business. Companies that 
have a highly engaged and active management team, or 
individual, should consider this a source of a potential 
buyer. This type of transaction is typically financed through 
debt and can burden the company with additional costs. An 
employee stock ownership plan may be an option, but this 
could add a length of time, expense and complexity to the 
transition that you are not prepared for.

Corporate buyers
Competitors are often interested potential buyers. A 
company will purchase another company to gain access 
to expertise, intellectual property, reduce competition, 
enter a new market or improve efficiency. Other potential 
corporate buyers include companies that are more 
vertically integrated and would benefit from having access 
to such things as your company’s customers, technology 
or intellectual property. Keep in mind, that disclosing 
confidential company information to a competitor who is 
a potential buyer could become a major disadvantage if the 
deal does not close.

Private equity
Private equity firms purchase companies, in whole or 
in part, and provide a way for an owner to get liquidity. 
Occasionally the acquired business will be strategic to 
an existing investment already in the PE firm’s portfolio. 
Other times, the acquisition will provide a new platform 
with which the PE firm can fund further growth. By selling 
to a private equity firm, the existing owner may have an 
opportunity to continue as a minority shareholder and 
enjoy more of the future upside. 

For more discussion on buyer types, including greater 
detail on the pros and cons, we encourage you to read a past 
edition of the Entrepreneur’s Edge entitled “Exit Strategies 
for Business Owners”. 

Don’t go it alone   
Focus on running your business.
Once the decision has been made to sell, regardless of the 
reason, your attention and focus will be split between the 
sale process and running the business. You must remain 
mindful that as your company prepares for the sale, core 
business activities do not become neglected. The company’s 
processes, profitability and existing relationships need 
to shine as potential buyers “look under the hood.” It is 
important that the additional demands related to selling 
the business do not negatively impact operations and the 
strategic focus of the company. 

Every step of selling a business requires effort and must 
be done with knowledge of the transaction. A good M&A 
advisor will coordinate and lead the charge on the entire 
sale process. A successful sale transaction requires a team 
of people who commit to your business like you do. As in 
business, surrounding yourself with capable people will 
make sure obstacles are overcome. And the biggest key? 
Consult with them early and often.

66%
of businesses fail 
when transitioned 
to the second 
generation



About Entrepreneur’s Edge   
For more information on this or past reports, or to subscribe to our mailing list, visit ATB.com/EDGE

ATB M&A Advisory Services
ATB M&A (Mergers & Acquisitions) Advisory Services 
provides tailored advice and solutions to help you with any 
stage of the a business life cycle. Whether you’re looking 
to grow, transition or transact, the Advisory Services 
team can help you on the journey with smart, simple and 
helpful advice. 

Using a capable and experienced  
M&A advisor will ensure that the 
transaction is expertly handled while 
freeing you up to do what you do best: 
manage the company.

Closing the deal   
Using a knowledgeable M&A Advisor can  
help enhance business value and ease the  
sale process. 
After a buyer has been qualified, there will continue to be 
negotiations between you and the buyer as price and final 
terms of the transaction are finalized. An M&A advisor is 
able to facilitate the negotiation to ensure the deal closes. 
Careful negotiations will also ensure private information is 

only shared as necessary, so that in the event the deal does 
not close, your company’s competitiveness is not harmed.

Financing the sale of a business is often an obstacle to a 
successful outcome for both the seller and the buyer. The 
financial package has to be advantageous to both parties. 
Financing the transaction will impact the price paid for  
the company. 

Growth
Recapitalizations

Mergers and 
acquisitions

Transition
Succession 
planning

Employee share 
ownership plans

Transactions
Business sale 
mandates

Management  
buy outs

To find out how ATB Financial can help 
your business, please contact: 

Alf Sailer, Managing Director  
ATB M&A Advisory Services  
asailer@atb.com

Establishing a price   
An objective approach to understanding value 
can reduce anxiety during a sale process. 
It is a fact of human nature that we almost always place a 
higher value on something we own compared to something 
similar that isn’t ours. The consequence of this is that the 
value owners place on their business is frequently different 
than the value buyers have in mind. This difference in value 
can cause conflicts in negotiation of a sales price. 

A qualified M&A advisor can assist in providing an 
objective assessment of value. Several factors are 
considered when completing such an analysis, including: 
the company’s earnings, growth potential, competitive 
analysis and associated risks. A range of value under 

various assumptions will assist to provide a business 
owner with a realistic expectation when entering into a 
sale process.

Occasionally, the best deal for the business owner may not 
be at the highest price. For example, a business owner may 
sell at a lower price to a management team, or if provided 
assurance that continuity exists for employees and brand.

A business value analysis can provide a business owner 
with the information required to make a decision on 
whether to sell. An active M&A market may provide a price 
bump. An M&A advisor can keep you abreast of current 
market conditions and their potential impact on value.
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