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Introduction
AHR Corporate Advisory Services is an SME focused bespoke advisory  

firm bringing top-tier consultancy capability to the SME sector.

This is our first in a series of Thought Leadership pieces addressing topics 
that are relevant to the owner-managed business segment  

of the economy.  

In this article we look at 5 key principles that an owner-manager should 
consider when looking to exit/sell their business, with the goal of realising 

the value that has been built up in the business. 



P3  | Thought Leadership Post

Preparation and planning is key and is perhaps an obvious 
point to mention but not always an obvious point to 
understand how to apply. Entities that prepare properly tend 
to run smooth exit processes and realise optimal value for the 
owners.

Preparation starts with a critical review of your business. This 
critical review is an assessment of the company’s stage within 
its lifecycle and ultimately its attractiveness to a potential buyer. 
We refer to this as the “Independent Business Review” (“IBR”), the 
IBR is the starting point to enable the building blocks to be put in 
place to affect a successful exit, in whatever form that takes.

The IBR provides a roadmap of activities, including change 
management, that need to be actioned through to the planned 
exit date. This includes activities such as:

• Scale building, including new market entry potentially

• Company structuring to facilitate a smooth transaction

•  Governance, controls and compliance considerations

•  Developing balance sheet strength and building value  

• Transaction preparedness.

By being disciplined and structured in the approach to preparing 
for an exit, most owner managed businesses unquestionably 
optimize the process both in terms of the speed of execution but 
also in terms of the value realized.

1. Preparation

“Preparation starts  
with a critical review of 

your business.”
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Being honest about your strengths and weaknesses 
is also critical to a successful transaction. You 
can guarantee that a potential buyer will find any 
weaknesses, through their diligence process, and so 
being honest about potential weaknesses ahead of 
the transaction enables you to address them before 
they become a potential problem. 

Our IBR approach will identify those weaknesses and 
how they can be addressed. Experience tells us that 
entities that do not take a critical look and address 
weaknesses before the sale process commences, 
ultimately lose value in the negotiation process as 
buyers look to exploit them as part of their diligence 
and price negotiation process. 

2. Know Your Weaknesses   

“Being honest about potential 
weaknesses ahead of the 
transaction enables you to 
address them before they 
become a potential problem. “
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As with many things in life, timing is everything and 
this is no more so true in a business sales process. 
There are many things that will be outside of your 
control such as general market sentiment and the 
impact of external events such as the recent Covid-19 
pandemic. It is therefore important to be on top of 
what is within your control and factor these matters 
into your timeline. 

Certainty of cash flow and of profitability are always 
key considerations when attracting a buyer, so if for 
example you are looking to move into new markets, 
it’s important to demonstrate a track record in those 
markets before you can expect to recognize value from 
it in a sales process. Similarly, if you are in the process 
of transitioning your business model, its important you 
are far enough into the process of doing that before you 
consider a sale.  

If you are growing your business through acquisition its 
important the acquisition is embedded, that synergies 
identified are being realised and that you have affected 
the right control structure to enable asset and cash flow 
security. 

3. Transaction Timing

“As with many  
things in life, timing  

is everything”
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It is highly likely that as part of the sale negotiation 
process that the potential buyer will incorporate 
both earn-out and lock-in clauses to ensure that you 
as the owner and driving force behind the business 
remain in the business for a minimum period post 
sale. It is therefore important to recognize you don’t 
“leave” the business immediately on sale. 

Consequently, finding the right buyer who you can 
continue to work with after the sale is of paramount 
importance for a few reasons:

•  You will both be partners in the business, and 
possibly shareholders, so a unified approach 
to running the business is key to smooth 
continuation.

•  Your team may well be unnerved by the 
transition so it is important for you that your 
buyer is one that will continue to work with, 
and act in the best interests of, the team.

•  Your future earn-out will be dependent upon 
the strategic decisions that the buyer makes 
about the business, therefore alignment of 
strategic outlook is key to maximizing value.

•  You have worked hard to make your 
business a success and so finding a buyer 
who recognizes the legacy and can take the 
business forward with your values is also 
important.

4. Finding the Right Buyer
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Your primary focus has always been and will continue 
to be, running your business. The sales process itself 
will take time and there will be several milestones 
to clear along the way. To enable you to keep your 
focus on driving the business forward it is important 
you engage an advisor who has the experience to 
support you throughout and manage you through to a 
successful exit. Key criteria to consider when making 
your advisor selection include:

•  Technical capability – seasoned professionals 
who have experience of the issues you are likely 
to encounter and importantly, how to deal with 
them.

•  Chemistry – you need to be able to build a 
trusted relationship with your advisor so having 
the right chemistry is crucially important.

•  Sector experience – the owner-managed 
segment is very different to the corporate sector 
so an advisor that is used to leading transactions 
in the SME segment will serve you well.

The authors are both experienced advisory 
professionals with over 50 years of experience of 
advising companies across a range of complex topics.  
For further information on the authors and AHR 
Corporate Advisory Services, contact Steve Drake or 
Stephen Watson at steve.drake@ahr-corporate.com 
and stephen.watson@ahr-corporate.com.

5. Seek Support

“There will be  
several milestones to 
clear along the way”



If you would like to know more about AHR Corporate Advisory 
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AHR Private Wealth
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UAE
Po Box 214989
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