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Exit Planning to  
Maximise Price

“There are many moving  
parts to a deal”



Selling a business is the ultimate reward for 
years of hard work, sleepless nights and tough 
but well-judged business decisions. The same 
focus and dedication are needed for the final lap 
of the journey – planning your exit to maximise 
the proceeds. Having spent years building up 
the business, owners should not miss out on the 
rewards of a sale by failing to plan and prepare 
correctly. Just as importantly, they need to ensure 
that the achievable sales price is sufficient to 
deliver the lifestyle they’re dreaming of, and that 
a wealth gap doesn’t exist between what the sale 
needs to generate and what it actually delivers. 
 
This guide has been prepared to give  
business owners a clear idea of the  
steps needed to avoid that danger.

It explains how to plan their exit, 
and as a result, give themselves 
the best chance of bridging the 
gap and generating the very best 
price. The guide also emphasises 
the importance of starting early, and 
focuses on the two key areas of  
any exit plan – personal readiness  
and business readiness. 

In addition, it outlines the two main 
types of buyer, and their impact on 
price, exit options and deal structure.
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Planning well in advance
Your future, and that of your family 
and your business, are addressed 
by starting to create additional 
value today. The key to a successful 
sale is to begin early, and start to 
shape an exit strategy well ahead 
of time. The organised business 
owners begin work on exit planning 
3-5 years in advance of any sale, 
and that kind of lead time makes 
a significant difference across the 
overall exit process. 

Owners should begin by identifying 
their personal goals, business goals 
and financial goals, then create a 
plan that ensures those goals are 
reached and work back to today. 

1. Personal readiness

Initially though, it’s likely that a 
‘wealth gap’ will exist between the 
required sales value needed to 
reach those goals and the likely 
sales proceeds post transaction  
fees and tax that could be expected 
if no further action was taken.  
As a result, the exit plan needs to  
identify the size of the gap, and  
the steps required to drive value  
up and bridge it. 

There are many moving parts to 
a deal, and each can derail the 
chances of bridging that wealth gap, 
so to help your planning, make sure 
to support yourself early on with an 
expert team of business advisers. 
Transworld Business Advisers are 
experts in helping owners generate 
the maximum value from a sale – 
advising on the right timing, finding 
the right buyer, preparing a business 
for sale, and getting owners  
more from the deal.  

We are the largest network of M&A 
advisers in the World, dealing with 
literally thousands of successful 
transactions per year, and will 
use that experience to help you 
maximise the value from your  
sale and bridge any gap.
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Addressing the wealth gap
Many business owners have a 
rosy but relatively undefined view 
of what life might look like after 
exiting the business - more family 
time, perhaps more travel, the 
pursuit of a particular pastime, and 
more money for the finer things in 
life. But to ensure life really is as 
successful as their mental image  
of it, business owners need to  
start crystalising what that  
image actually means in financial  
terms – and as a result, how it  
impacts exit planning.

If you’re planning your own exit, 
you should ask yourself searching 
questions about the kind of lifestyle 
you want to live post sale and what 
income requirements you’ll need to 
fuel it. The proceeds of a business 
sale will then combine with other 
sources of wealth (cash, property, 
shares and pensions) to help 
provide the funds for this lifestyle. 
But the likelihood is that most 
businesses won’t immediately 
deliver the sales proceeds 
necessary – there’s a gap.  

Your wealth adviser should be able 
to help you identify what funds you 
need for your dream lifestyle, and  
a M&A adviser can support with  
the likely valuation your business  
would currently achieve, and how 
you can maximise the valuation  
of your business to close the  
wealth gap that exists. 

There are many factors that go 
into a business’s valuation, most of 
which are explored in more detail 
later in this guide. But in broad 
terms, valuation is dependent 
on a multiple of EBITDA earnings 
(Earnings Before Interest, Tax and 
Depreciation), as well as factors 
that increase the multiple to best 
in class in that industry. To bridge 
the wealth gap, an owner needs 
to work on increasing EBITDA 
(addressing the profit gap) and 
increase the multiple towards best 
in class (the value gap).

In the example below, a business owner has wealth of £4m – including 
the current valuation of his business. But his aspiration is for an £7m+ 
retirement fund – leaving him in danger of being £3m short. But by 
increasing EBITDA from £700k to £1.2m, and by increasing the multiple 
towards best in class within that business’s sector of the economy, the 
owner is able to more than make up his/her wealth gap.

Ultimately, the key to bridging a wealth gap is to start with your goals, 
identify the size of the gap, and plan for your exit well in advance. 
Then, as you steadily improve personal readiness and start to bridge  
the wealth gap, begin to focus on readying the business for sale.

Wealth Gap Profit Gap + Wealth Gap

Today

700k  
x 3.2

950k  
x 3.8

£1.2m  
x 4.5Retire with £7m

To
da

y

Wealth gap of 
£3m

Average Best in ClassBusiness - £2m

Property £1m

Stock/Cash/
Bonds £1m

EBITDA
£700,000 £2,240,000 £2,660,000

£3,040,000
£3,150,000

£3,840,000
£3,610,000
£4,560,000

£4,275,000
£5,400,000

Multiple
3.2 3.8 4.5

£950,000
£1,200,000

£2.24m £3.61 £5.4m
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Identifying a buyer’s key concerns
When planning to sell your business, remember that your principal aim is  
to create a business attractive to potential purchasers. Ideally, a vibrant,  
going concern that is adaptable to a change in ownership and that will 
deliver them real value. Prospective buyers particularly focus on these areas; 
 
 •   Profits (EBITDA) and cash flow 
 
 •   Future earnings potential (e.g. a strong brand, recurring  
      and repeat revenue, and a steady pipeline of sales,  
      customers and low customer concentration) 
 
 •   Fit with a buyer’s existing business(es) 
 
 •   Efficiency: is the business an efficient organisation with clear processes 
      and strong infrastructure? 
 
 •   Dependency: can the business cope with the loss of its owner? 
 
 •   Readiness: does it require minimal input from a new owner, or will  
      it need significant time and effort to make it ‘fit for purpose’? 
 
 •  Risk: is the business overly dependent on one person, product,  
     customer or market?

2. Business readiness

These factors all impact price. But at its core, a business is worth a  
multiple of its earnings, as long as a buyer can project those earnings into 
the future. Your aim should be to push up the multiple on earnings used to 
estimate valuation, by getting your business into the best possible condition, 
ready for sale. A strong second tier management team should be in place, 
ready to assist any new owner. Sales and profits should be at their peak. 
Management information (monthly management accounts) readily available, 
with all the books up to date and with the figures contained presenting  
a glowing picture. Processes, paperwork and infrastructure should be in  
good shape, ready for a change in owner. 

All of these elements will help your multiple on earnings increase. Again, the 
benefits of starting early apply, as much of this work takes time. By using 
that time well, owners can make their business that much easier to buy.
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Minimising owner 
dependency
If a business appears to depend on 
its existing owner, it will inevitably 
make it more risky, less attractive 
and less valuable. 

Any new owner will want to know 
that the business can function 
without you – either following a 
period of transition or literally from 
day one of their new ownership. 
Planning your exit to provide that 
reassurance is therefore a crucial 
part of your sales ‘pitch’. All owners 
should prepare a personal exit 
strategy well in advance of any 
sale – a clear plan for ending their 
involvement in the business.  

A well-planned exit strategy will 
help prepare for a change in 
ownership and a smooth transition 
– increasing the business’s 
attractiveness and sale price. 
For many business owners, 
planning their own exit will be 
a real challenge. In most cases, 
the business is very much their 
creation, so there will be a real 
strength of connection between the 
owner, the business and its staff. 
A feeling of personal loyalty and 
even of guilt may come into play. 

Again, starting early helps – any 
business owner thinking of selling 
should start to scale back their 
involvement and encourage the 
team to step up through delegation 
and elevating their team. Grow 
the team and involve them in key 
decisions. Give them the skills and 
mentoring they’ll need to take the 
business on the next stage of its 
journey. Share the accumulated 
wisdom and know-how acquired 
over the years. Normalise and 
document key processes, so that 
they’re easy to learn and repeat. 

For a successful sale, you need 
to be confident that you can step 
back, and that the business will 
continue progressing without you. 
More importantly, any buyer will be 
looking for the same reassurance.
This kind of exit planning is a 
critical part of any sale – yet is 
often forgotten in a business’s day 
to day priorities and emergencies.

3. Making the business  
    easier to buy
Before exploring how we can increase business valuation, any owner 
should focus on the basics that make a business easier to buy: clear 
accounts, efficient processes, and low buyer risk. All of this helps build 
confidence – particularly as buyers will discount heavily the more risk 
and uncertainty they find. Get the basics right, by; 
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Avoiding other 
dependency issues
Just as the owner needs to  
be wary of a business’s over 
dependence on his/her own 
abilities, so they need to be wary 
of leaning too heavily on key 
employees. Any buyer will be wary 
of a business that relies on one star 
salesman or operations manager. 
Avoid over-reliance on these key 
employees. Again, develop the 
team and make it resilient to any 
departure. Develop a succession 
plan, with clear goals that fit in with 
your own pathway to departure, 
supported by appropriate incentive 
packages to retain key employees.

Similarly, avoid dependence on 
just a few customers or suppliers – 
minimising risk from any particular 
relationship breaking down.  
Any business with over 30% of  
its sales coming from one  
customer is raising a red flag  
to any prospective buyer.  

Putting together clear 
accounts and accounting
Buyers are interested in sustainable 
businesses with a clear track 
record, so most buyers will ask to 
see several years’ worth of financial 
accounts. Get the books in order, 
to reassure a buyer that there’s 
a steady source of revenue and 
profit. This documented evidence 
will demonstrate the business’s 
sustainability, as well as its ability 
to generate earnings in the years 
to come. Ultimately, a buyer will be 
most interested in current trading, 
the latest P&L and projected 
future earnings – so make sure 
your records tell this story clearly, 
confidently and accurately.  
Nothing kills a deal  
quicker than a buyer finding  
discrepancies in the accounts.

Widen the customer and supplier 
base, by increasing investment and  
management focus on sales  
and relationship management.

This will all give any new owner 
confidence that the business won’t 
be damaged during the transition, 
as well as ensuring continuity of 
operations in the change to new 
ownership. A robust succession 
plan could even facilitate a 
management buy-out, helping  
you achieve a smoother,  
possibly more lucrative exit.

Ensuring efficient, clear  
processes and operations
Any potential buyer is going to 
want to know that the business 
is efficient and well run. No buyer 
will want to come into an operation 
run on a shoestring or in a state 
of permanent chaos. Processes 
need to be formalised, roles 
and responsibilities clearly laid 
out, efficient working practices 
established and normalised. 
Relevant documents – job 
descriptions, how to manuals 
etc – should be readily at hand, 
giving any prospective buyer the 
confidence that they can pick up 
the reins. These documents will 
also reassure them that they won’t 
have to invest time and effort to 
create structure and process, 
because it already exists.
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4. Increasing business  
     attractiveness to  
     drive up valuation

Maximising value
The key question to ask at this 
stage is: how can we add value 
between now and when we sell? 
Consider the business’s strengths - 
and look to build on them. Similarly, 
identify the key barriers to growth 
and fix them. Work to increase the 
business’s competitive advantage 
vs. its peers. Do this now: if an 
action improves profitability, then 
implement it as soon as possible. 

Having worked on business and personal readiness – the essential 
‘hygiene factors’ of any sale - you can now focus on driving up valuation.

In general, a business is worth a multiple of its earnings, as long as  
a buyer can project those earnings into the future. By starting early,  
and working with professional advisers, the business owner can focus 
on improving the business’s profitability and likely future earnings,  
and also deal with ‘deal killers’ that might derail the sale.

The earlier it flows through to  
the accounts, the sooner you  
can show a sustained, credible  
improvement in profits, and the 
more valuable the business.
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These are the key levers and  
questions you should consider:

People:
 • Do we have better people – higher skilled, lower staff turnover?  
   How strong is the management team, and how can we make it stronger? 

Products:
 • Do we have a superior product - or do we deliver it in an innovative, 
    useful way? What protection (patents and other intellectual property) 
    do we have that could give us sustainable competitive advantage?

Technology: 
 • Is our technology superior to our competition’s? How does  
    that translate to higher profit (eg. better customer benefit,  
    lower costs, etc)? Can we make more of it? 

Processes:
 • Are our key processes documented?
 • Can we automate our processes to drive down costs and help deliver 
    more repeatable earnings (e.g. by moving to a subscription model 
    of recurring revenue)? Buyers want to know that future earnings are 
    dependable – recurring or repeat revenue significantly increases the 
    attractiveness of the business.
 • How can we increase cash flow to make the business more attractive  
    to buyers (and ease the pain of any purchase cost by reducing the  
    need to immediately fund working capital)? 

Customers:
 • Do we have loyal customers and long-established relationships? 
 • How can we increase customer satisfaction (an important predictor  
    of future income, so a key concern for any buyer)?
 • Are we in a growth market or focused on growing customer segments 
    and if not, how can we change that? Because buyers are buying future 
    earnings, they are most interested in high growth sectors and 
    businesses – so can we skew our efforts towards those customer 
    segments and products with better potential?

Location:
 • Are we closer to key customers or major transport hubs? How  
    can we maximise this advantage and convert it into higher profits?
 • Are our leases secure and transferable, reassuring a buyer they’ll  
    not face a move or property related headaches upon purchase? 

Scale:
 • Are we maximising our economies of scale? 
    If not, what’s holding us back?

Marketing:
 • What differentiates us from competition? How do we stand out from 
    the crowd? What value is our brand giving us, and how can we 
    strengthen it? What is our reputation like amongst our customers, 
    suppliers and prospects – and how can we improve it?
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Maximising value 
To ensure focus, identify the top 
2-5 value drivers from this list to 
increase the value of your business. 
This analysis is often best done 
with the help of outside support. 
Your accountant can help, as can 
the deal advisery team supporting 
your exit. Once the key drivers are 
identified, work on those to deliver 
real improvement in both current 
and future earnings.

For optimum success, keep the 
focus on the most important value 
drivers in your business, and 
consistently seek to optimise them. 
Transworld Business Advisers help 
their clients apply this consistency 
and focus through our powerful 
Value Acceleration Process, which 
helps owners develop a prioritised 
action plan that de-risks the 
business and maintains progress  
on the key value drivers  
that increase valuation.  

By setting short term (90 day) and 
longer term targets, it also ensures 
continued momentum. One result 
of this is that the business doesn’t 
just become more attractive for a 
purchaser, it also becomes more 
successful for its current owners 
– who themselves become much 
better informed about what a sale 
involves, and how they can best 
prepare for it.

One key benefit of working through 
an approach such as the Value 
Acceleration Process is that it 
identifies how to minimise risk to 
the buyer, by addressing those 
issues which otherwise could act as 
a barrier to sale. That is crucial to 
success. Any owner looking to sell 
should identify deal killers in their 
business – and eliminate them!

Dealing with deal killers
Maximising value is almost as much about dealing with problem areas or 
deal killers, as it is about positive levers. Owners looking to sell should 
review all aspects of their business to identify the key issues that could 
increase risk for any buyer, and as result decrease valuation. These could 
be legal, financial, environmental, constraints to ownership changes, or a 
mismatch in sale expectations.

 • Legal Killers (e.g. a possibly expensive legal case – an  
    employment tribunal, or a product damages claim, etc)

 • Financial Killers (e.g. an outstanding VAT enquiry that  
    could significantly impact current and future profits)

 • Transfer Killers (e.g. a complicated ownership structure,  
    which would make transfer of ownership difficult)

 • Expectation Killers (a mismatch in expectations, where your view  
    of valuation may be very different from that of a prospective buyer)

These issues are dealt with in more detail in our expert guide ‘Deal killers’ 
- What you need to do before you sell’, which can be found here. But in 
brief, right at the beginning of any sale process, all owners seeking to sell 
should carry out a rigorous examination of their business – essentially an 
internal due diligence process – to see what barriers to purchase there 
might be. As a priority, they should then seek to eliminate them.

All of these factors will make your company both more valuable and more 
attractive to potential buyers – and they’ll also significantly improve your 
business even if you don’t ultimately go on to sell. But assuming selling is 
still part of the plan, you should start to prepare for the actual sale.
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5. Preparing for a sale

Start early, and  
build your exit team
As suggested at the beginning of 
this guide, starting early is the key 
to a successful sale. That includes 
speaking to an exit planning expert 
such as Transworld Business 
Advisers. They will be able to give 
you an initial business valuation and 
help you begin the exit planning 
process. Very few business owners 
will be able to keep on top of 
‘business as usual’ while running 
their own sale. So owners should 
surround themselves early with an 
exit team, who can help them plan 
and then execute the sale.

The best teams tend to have people 
covering these key areas;

 • Accountant

 • Solicitor

 • Tax specialist

 • M&A Adviser

 • Financial adviser

 • Exit planner / Coach

 • Others… 

Develop your sales pitch
As you get closer to initiating a 
sale and putting the business on 
the market, make sure you focus 
on a compelling sales pitch and on 
marketing materials that sell. Once 
serious buyers express interest in 
the business, there’ll be a series of 
exploratory meetings - and this is 
your chance to excite them about 
buying the business. 

Practice your sales pitch well – its 
story, its strengths, its financial 
track record, and most of all its 
potential. Back up your story with 
facts and data, but remember that 
you’re appealing not just to the 
hard-headed rational side of your 
buyer, but their emotions too – a 
powerful vision goes a long way. 
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6. Identifying your 
prospective buyer

7. Choosing your preferred 
    deal structure/exit option

Selling a business is like selling a 
service or product – always start 
with your target buyer, and  
develop a plan based on a  
clear understanding of their  
needs and objectives. 

In broad terms, there are two kinds 
of buyer for a business – those 
seeking a strategic asset that will 
fit with the rest of their business 
empire, and those buying an 
investment. Each type of buyer 
needs a different approach.

Those buying as an investment will 
focus in particular on the financial 
accounts, to gain a clear picture 
of likely future profits. But those 
buying a strategic asset are likely to 
focus much more on key drivers of 
competitive advantage – the brand, 
product, customers, manufacturing 
plants, etc – and how these will 
fit into their existing operations. 

Investment buyers aren’t likely to want to take over the business directly, 
and will be instead looking either to a period of transition in which 
the original owner stays on or the existing management steps up. In 
contrast, strategic buyers are much more likely to have expertise within 
their existing operation, with managers ready to take over the reins. Such 
considerations influence the best choice from this range of options; 

Frequently, such strategic buyers 
are from the same sector as the 
business on sale – competitors 
looking to buy market share, or 
suppliers or customers seeking 
greater vertical integration.

Understanding such motivations 
will help you focus your exit sales 
strategy – and also your marketing 
plan (strategic buyers are likely to 
be harder to find than investment 
buyers, and are likely to want more 
operational detail and information 
about customers and suppliers).  
It will also sharpen your exit  
strategy and the kind of  
deal structure required.

Outright sale to a third party
This is the simplest kind of exit, 
where the previous owner departs 
on one day, to be replaced by 
the new owner on the next. While 
this creates the cleanest type of 
exit, it depends heavily on the 
business being made ready for new 
ownership, and not all businesses 
allow such a simple hand  
over of operations without at  
least some transition.

Sale plus transition  
(‘Earn-Out’)
Many buyers will want a 
transitionary period with existing 
management written into the 
sale contract. This provides 
continuity of management during 
the transition, and allows the new 
buyer to grow into the business, 
understand the market, and take 
control over time. This is sometimes 
called an ‘earn-out’, where the 
original owner receives only part 
of the sale proceeds up front, the 
remainder coming in later payments 
or stock options, often linked 
to the achievement of specific 
performance targets. 
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Sale plus consultancy
Here, the owner is asked to stay 
on as a consultant for a period, 
rather than as an employee. This 
is in most cases preferable for 
an existing owner, as more of the 
purchase price is received up-front 
and at a guaranteed price. It also 
allows the outgoing owner to ease 
the transition for their ‘team’. 

Sale of majority 
shareholding
Here, an owner sells a portion of 
their equity stake, relinquishing 
control to an incoming partner. 
But they will still retain an interest 
in the business via a minority 
shareholding. In general, the 
owner will be asked to remain in 
the business for a period, helping 
ease transition, but may eventually 
become a passive investor. 

Management Buy-Out
Senior management take over the business, and with their knowledge 
of its market, customers and operations are generally able to offer the 
outgoing owner a clean exit. Another advantage is that they may pay a 
higher price, as they are better able to recognise a business’s potential – 
though of course their knowledge of its issues is also likely to mean  
they’ll drive a hard bargain!

Your advisers will be able to give you a good sense of your likely buyer 
‘type’, and can help you plan your exit and deal structure accordingly.  
But unless there’s a clear likelihood of one buyer type a vendor wants to  
focus on, it may be best to plan for multiple - allowing you to flex the  
plan as more information arrives, and to widen the pool of potential  
bidders to help drive up price.

Apart from the kind of buyer, valuation is also impacted by the health of 
the business and the state of the wider economy at that particular time. 
Ideally, seek to sell at or just before the peak of the business cycle, rather 
than as the business, sector or wider economy start to decline. Identifying 
when a cycle transitions from one phase to another isn’t easy, but always 
seek to increase the odds by understanding the health of the business at 
any one time, and its prospects for growth.
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Final words

This guide has outlined the range of 
factors that can drive up business 
valuation and price. But the real key 
to maximising price occurs right 
at the beginning of the process 
when you start to plan your exit. 
It’s surprising then, that so many 
owners don’t actually do it. That is 
a huge, missed opportunity - but 
in some respects, it’s also totally 
understandable. Many owners just 
don’t know where to start, find it 
difficult discussing financial and 
personal matters, or fear leaving 
a business which has been such a 
huge part of their identity. And for 
many owners, a further barrier is 
the time they need to spend fire-
fighting and running the business.

For all of these reasons, getting 
expert help early is key to success.

At Transworld Business Advisers, 
we use our experience and 
expertise to help an owner plan 
their exit and secure a ”winning” 
deal. We are the largest network 
of business advisers involved in 
business sales and acquisitions 
in the World, so can market a 
business to a truly global buyer 
pool. But in essence, we are a 
local provider, with offices across 
the country, delivering a highly 
personalised service.  

+44 20 3911 1059
info@transworldukmanda.com 
transworldukmanda.com

By focusing on the human 
element of a transaction, we are 
able to understand and deliver 
what our clients want – and by 
understanding the buyer’s mindset, 
are also able to drive the best price. 
Having that expertise on your side 
is crucial in such a complex and 
important process. 

Thank you for reading this guide, 
which we hope you found useful 
and informative. If you would like 
more information about any of the 
points outlined, or would like to 
explore how Transworld Business 
Advisers could help your own sales 
process, then please don’t hesitate 
to get in touch.
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Book a Free Consultation: 
Call us  +44 20 3911 1059 
Email us  info@transworldukmanda.com 
Visit us  transworldukmanda.com 


