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Guide to preparing 
your business for sale
What you need to know
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We asked these experts to tackle the following six key areas that are critical to 
maximising your success in achieving a sale or bringing on investors – and making 
the most of that opportunity when you do:

1. Why you shouldn’t go to market too soon

2. The importance of bringing in outside expertise

3. Why it pays to be ambitious, but always remain honest

4. How to keep your eye on the day job and not get distracted by potential deals

5. The importance of having a succession plan in place

6. The need to prepare for a culture change when securing investment

Taking your business to investors can be one 
of the most thrilling and rewarding things you’ll 
ever do as a business owner. It can also be one 
of the most nerve wracking and bewildering 
things you’ll ever go through.

The skills and abilities needed to make 
your business attractive to investors and 
navigate the sale of some or all of your 
business are quite different from those 
that have made you a successful business 
owner until now. That’s why the advice 
and support from experts, including those 
who were once in your shoes, is essential.

In this guide the ValueMaker team draws 
upon extensive experience in taking 
businesses through the investment and 
sale process to offer you unique insights. 
We also get the viewpoint of specialists 
who have vast first-hand experience 
of guiding and supporting numerous 
business owners through the preparations 
for a sale, partnership or investment.

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.



STEP ONE
Don’t go to 
market too soon

In both life and business, patience is a 
virtue. If your firm is bringing in great 
revenue and profits, building an army 
of loyal customers and continually 
expanding in size and reputation, it can 
be very tempting to start reaching out 
to those that may be able to help you 
accelerate your growth and even help 
you bag an attractive windfall.

But timing is everything. It’s critical your 
business is ready from top to bottom and from 
inside out. That it’s ready to be put in front of 
investors and scrutinised intensely. No matter 
how well your business is doing day-to-day, from 
compliance matters to tax records to financial 
forecasts, everything needs to be in tip-top shape.

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.
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“The amount of information a business needs 
to provide and create so that they are ready for 
investors to perform due diligence can come as 
quite a shock to people,” says Beth Houghton, 
Partner at Palatine Private Equity. “Going to market 
too soon can really impact the value of your business.”

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.

If you are looking for 
investment, you have 
to be culturally prepared 
to be tested by a third 
party and be confident 
you’ll stand up to 
intense scrutiny.”

Getting your house in order

‘Housekeeping’ may not be as thrilling for 
business owners as doing deals or boosting 
revenue, but it’s just as important. Potential 
investors know exactly how to scratch below the 
shiny surface of a company and really get a grip 
on all of a company’s strengths and weaknesses.

“Nothing is worse than a rushed, failed attempt 
to go to market,” says Zoë Tibell, Co-Founder and 
Director at ValueMaker. “You have to be really 
sure you are ready to approach the market. If 
you’re not, word can get out and you’ll have a 
black mark against you that you may not be 
able to shake, even if you get things in order for 
another try. First impressions can be almost 
impossible to throw off. So be ready first time.”

Richard Hunt, Partner at Squire Patton Boggs, 
a global law firm that specialises in the 
investment process, agrees. “You wouldn’t sell 
your house if you hadn’t given it a fresh coat 
of paint, fixed any structural problems and 
checked the foundations,” says Richard. 
“So why would you take your business to 
market without taking the same care?

Quality of product

Another vital matter sometimes not fully 
appreciated by young companies, especially 
those riding an early wave of success, is the 
need to be able to consistently produce a top 
quality product or service as they scale up. 
The investment process can put huge strain 
on company resources and if the production 
process isn’t already foolproof – or the level 
of service isn’t steadfast - a deal can easily 
be scuppered.

“There has to be repeatability to the product,” 
says Iain Newell, European Managing Director – 
Craft & Specialities at AB InBev. “You have to 
be confident you can maintain quality as you 
grow, that your production capabilities match 
your ambition. Going to market before you’ve 
put the disciplines and processes in place to 
support your expansion plans can be incredibly 
costly for you and any potential investor. 
You need to be 100% sure you can guarantee 
repeatable quality.”
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STEP TWO
Bring in 
the experts

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.
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Attracting the attention of investors 
is exciting, flattering and inspiring. 
Business owners will usually not 
just feel pride, but also take it as 
vindication of their business idea, 
their own ability and hard work, and 
that of the team that got them to 
this point.

As a result, many companies don’t feel 
the need to bring in new ideas or fresh 
blood when they start talking to potential 
investors, feeling confident in being able 
to continue the good work they’ve done so 
far. But this is, in fact, the perfect time to 
look outside the company. You can build 
from a position of strength.

“Often business owners are 
rightfully proud of what they’ve 
built, but it can mean they find 
it tough to be objective,”

says Richard Hunt. “It’s important to bring in people 
who’ve been through the investment process and 
get them to run a ‘health check’. They can preempt 
what’s coming and head off potential issues before 
they arise. There’s no worse place to be than sat in 
front of an investor and to suddenly be asked about 
an issue you had no idea you even had. Far too 
often great companies have value wiped off by just 
getting relatively basic things wrong that a fresh 
pair of eyes could have spotted and put right.”
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The right experts at 
the right time can 
ensure that your 
day-to-day business 
runs smoothly while 
giving you the best 
chance to secure 
the deal you want.

Bring in the outsiders

Drafting in outside help, both in the context of 
short-term experts to guide you through the 
investment process and permanent appointments 
to your team, will both boost resources and open 
up new opportunities.

“It can be hard to believe an outsider can understand 
your business as well as you, especially if you are a 
specialist company,” says Gareth Coombs, Chairman 
at ValueMaker. “But the very fact they are seeing it 
from a different perspective to yours is a fantastic 
way of bringing clarity to what you are doing. Their 
fresh approach will help you look at your own business 
in a very different light and ask questions you may 
not be asking – helping you to see both opportunities 
and obstacles.”

A common problem encountered by experts who help 
companies prepare for investment is team members 
carrying out critical jobs that fall well outside their 
usual job role or speciality. Something that can be 
very costly further down the road if it isn’t done well.

“Quite often you get executives writing legal 
documents, despite having no legal training 
themselves. Perhaps basing them on document 
templates they have found online. Those kind of 
documents won’t stand up to scrutiny. It’s not only 
a legal risk, but it’s a waste of that person’s time 
and talents.

Bringing in an expert will not only ensure things 
are being done correctly, it will save money in the 
long run and head off potentially tricky legal issues”, 
says Zoë Tibell (ValueMaker).

Talk like an expert

As well as bringing in specialists to help you with 
the legal and technical matters, experts are also 
well placed to communicate with investors in the 
language and manner that they respond to.

“Founders may know what the plan is for their 
company, but they aren’t always the best people to 
communicate that,” says Anne Blanden, Associate of  
ValueMaker. “A founder´s job is to run the business day-
to-day, not make the kind of detailed business plans 
investors will want to see.

“I’ve seen cases where a company is doing brilliant 
things – in a market that’s full of potential – but they’ve 
almost fallen at the investment stage as the business 
plan they constructed simply didn’t get what they 
were doing across. An outside party can be the key 
to translating the ideas and plans a founder has into 
a formal, commercial business plan that will seal 
the deal.”

The right experts at the right time can ensure that your 
day-to-day business runs smoothly while giving you 
the best chance to secure the deal you want.

“Bringing in third party expertise doesn’t have to be 
an onerous or expensive process,” says Richard Hunt 
(Squire Patton Boggs). “And it can be a huge cost saving 
in the long run. One that may even lead to a faster and 
higher valuation.”



STEP THREE
Be ambitious, 
but be honest.
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Any business looking to attract 
investors wants to make the 
best possible impression on 
the market. Looking slick and 
showing ambition can grab the 
eye of those that matter and put 
you in a strong position.

There’s nothing wrong with 
confidence and setting high goals, 
but these things need to be an 
honest reflection of who you are 
as a business leader and where 
you are as a company.

“The more honesty there is on both sides going 
into an investment the better chance for a positive 
outcome from all parties,” says Gareth Coombs 
(ValueMaker). “That is a really tough challenge 
as both sides understandably want a ‘win’. 
The investors want to get the deal at the best 
or cheapest price for them and the business 
owner wants to get the maximum they can get 
from the investment.”

A mature, honest approach from the very 
beginning will ultimately benefit all in the 
long run, establishing and cultivating two- 
way trust that will set great foundations for 
long-term partnerships.
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“You want both sides singing from the same song 
sheet from the start, be honest in your dealings 
from the off and try to find out as much as you 
can about potential partners. Just as investors 
carry out their due diligence on your company, 
you should carry out yours on them. Read all you 
can about them. Talk to other companies they 
have invested in and really do your homework. 
It will all pay off in the end.”
Gareth Coombs | ValueMaker

Start as you mean to go on.

Honesty between business owner and investor 
shouldn’t end with the opening discussions. 
It’s something that should continue throughout 
negotiations and carry on throughout any subsequent 
partnership. Nowhere is that more true than when 
it comes to being as open and frank as possible 
about problems or obstacles to success.

“There’s nothing worse for an investor than not 
knowing the reality of a situation, ” says Zoë Tibell 
(ValueMaker). “Even if it is bad news, tell them straight. 
But reassure them by saying what you are doing to 
fix it. Don’t hide the truth, you’ll be found out.”

Proactively offering a solution to a problem is something 
everyone we spoke to for this guide emphasised. 
Investors are seasoned enough business people to 
know no business is flawless and there will always 
be obstacles to overcome. It’s the manner in which 
an organisation faces them that reveal true character.

“The biggest single rule in an investor relationship has 
to be ‘no surprises’,” says Ian Beswetherick, Co-Founder 
and Director at ValueMaker. “You need to be honest 
about problems. At the same time, you can’t simply turn 
up to a board meeting revealing the sky is suddenly 
falling down. You also need to present your solution 
to fix it. That honesty, and the commitment to solving 
problems, will also build confidence.”

A commitment to good record keeping will also allow 
a company to present investors with examples of 
how they’ve overcome issues in the past and help 
reassure investors they are dealing with a trustworthy, 
professional organisation.

Ambition is critical, but forecast wisely.

Displaying ambition is a vital part of winning 
investment. But be sure that you are always realistic 
in your goals and can back up any projections you 
make with confidence.

 
“A big concern is often the credibility of forecasting,” 
says Zoë Tibell (ValueMaker). “You’ll often see people 
going for funding or investment with a profit and 
growth graph that looks like a hockey stick. There is no 
credibility behind that and that kind of forecasting will 
fall over in the due diligence process. Set challenging 
forecasts by all means, but they need to be realistic. 
Over-egging things will not help you in the long run.”

“You should be able to talk confidently about whatever 
it is that means your business can succeed in your 
market,” says Gareth Coombs. “To me it’s when 
somebody can clearly say things like: “This is how we 
solved something the market was struggling with and 
did it better than anyone else”. That kind of ambition, 
backed up by facts and figures, is hugely attractive.”
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STEP FOUR
Keep your eye on the day job
In a marathon, the final steps are just as important 
as the many thousands that came  before and got 
you to within touching distance of the finishing line.

A stitch in time

Having the adequate resources and expertise in place (see 
Section 3) will help ensure the demands of the investment 
procedures do not overwhelm your management team and 
distract the team from continuing to perform to the high 
standards they are capable of.

“Many management teams are not prepared for the time 
and intensity of negotiations,” says Richard Hunt (Squire 
Patton Boggs). “You will be placed under intense scrutiny 
and spend vast amounts of time in meetings, with investors 
and with accountants, lawyers and so on. Key members 
of your management team can become so tied up in the 
negotiations they don’t have time for the day-to-day 
operations. This can lead to a major impact on trading 
if not managed properly.”

It’s vital business owners pay attention to any signals 
that may indicate their company is being pushed beyond 
its capability and respond straight away. Zoë Tibell 
(ValueMaker) says: “A major warning sign to be aware 
of is people working silly hours and constantly trying 
to play catch up. When that happens the core business 
will inevitably suffer and, as a result, so will the potential 
investment deal. Expand the expertise around you, whether 
it is insourced or outsourced, and make sure you delegate 
the responsibilitiesto your team so your operation runs 
smoothly. You cannot take your eye off the ball for a moment.”

Don’t let riches blind you

Being courted by investors can be very flattering. It can put 
even the most level headed of business leaders off their game.

“All can be going very well and suddenly someone comes up 
and offers you a huge sum to buy your business,” explains 
Gareth Coombs. (ValueMaker) “It isn’t uncommon for your 
‘legs to go to jelly’. Suddenly all the good things you’ve been 
doing go out of the window. The excitement, demands and 
pressure of doing a deal can, if you aren’t careful, make you 
miss the open goal right in front of you.

It’s critical that the 
excitement and demands 
that accompany negotiations 
for investment don’t put 
your business off its stride 
and end up undermining 
the whole operation.

“When you start the investment 
process you still have to treat 
things in the day-to-day side 
of things the same as you 
always did,” says Beth Houghton 
(Palatine Private Equity). “Too 
many business owners put so 
much focus on the deal they stop 
running the company in the way 
that made them successful in the 
first place.”



“Enjoy the feeling when you first 
get approached, there’s nothing 
wrong in savouring success. 
But then get straight back to 
executing what you have been 
doing so well to date, while 
bringing in the support you 
need to help you plan the next 
three years ahead and reach 
your ultimate goal.”
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In business you always need 
a comprehensive and detailed 
business plan to help you reach 
your goals. But if you devote 
yourself exclusively to the future, 
you’ll miss everything you need 
in the present.

“You should focus on running the 
business brilliantly and then if 
a sale happens, fantastic,” adds 
Gareth. “But don’t make selling 
the business the sole focus of 
everything you do.”

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.
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STEP FIVE
Have a 
succession 
plan in place

Value Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.

Planning for the future isn’t just 
about business plans, forecasting 
and setting production and sales 
targets. It’s also about planning 
around people and teams.

The value of a business is intrinsically 
tied up with the quality of people that 
lead it. Investors as often invest in 
people as they do ideas. But what’s 
critical to an investor is being confident 
that if the founders or business owners 
step back from the business after an 
investment, the remaining management 
team is capable of seamlessly carrying 
on the company’s good work.

“Succession planning is one of the most important 
aspects an investor wants to see when looking into 
a potential partner,” says Beth Houghton (Palatine 
Private Equity). “You must have appropriate 
succession plans in place.

“We work with many business owners who say they 
are not heavily involved in the day-to-day running 
of a company and believe things would carry on 
as normal without them. But often that’s not true. 
If they walk away or retire you can find that a lot 
of the customers, partners and stakeholders were 
buying into them, rather than the company. So if 
they step away huge parts of the business go with 
them. That’s obviously a deal breaker.”
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Do yourself out of a job

A consistent element in the best business plans 
that win over investors is a clear example of 
succession planning.

“If doing the most basic of tasks requires heavy input 
from senior staff, it simply is not a feasible way to run 
things long-term,” says Clare Goodrham, Director at 
ValueMaker. Creating an entrepreneurial, dynamic 
management team is one of the best ways to convince 
investors your business is the right fit for them.

“Wise owners put a lot of thought into this early on,” 
says Beth. “And not six months before either, but two 
to three years before they look to speak with investors.”

An effective tactic for many 
business owners looking to 
create succession plans is 
to imagine how the company 
would cope without them.

 
Are you central to all critical business decisions? If 
you step away is there a process in place to make clear 
decisions with a clear chain of command in place?

Asking the right questions allows you to then take the 
steps needed to ensure there are other people capable 
of filling all the gaps you may leave behind you.

“As a business owner you effectively need to do yourself 
out of job,” says Ian Beswetherick (ValueMaker). “Ego 
can play a big part in running a business, so some 
people struggle with that.

“But you need to make sure the management and 
company has value after you’ve gone. Think of it as 
a way of ensuring your team’s future and the future 
success of your company. That way you can see it as a 
positive challenge and break down the task into small 
chunks so that you can make it happen.”

It may be tough to plan how to make yourself 
‘unnecessary’ for the company you built yourself. But 
think of it as the ultimate business challenge. Few things 
are more satisfying in business than creating a legacy 
that continues to thrive even after you step away.

ASK YOURSELF

• How much critical company knowledge is 
only in your head and not available or shared 
with others?

• Does the rest of their team have access to all 
the key partners and stakeholders or do you 
hold all the contact points?



13

Value Maker – Guide to achieving a high business valuationValue Maker – Guide to preparing your business for a sale.

STEP SIX
Get ready for a culture change

Finding the right partner for you

Just as there are many types of businesses, there are also 
many types of investors. Complementary (and conflicting) 
personalities and behaviours have to be factored into 
the equation.

“If you want to be pushed hard and tested, then look for the 
investor that will do that,” says Richard Hunt (Squire Patton 
Boggs). “Many business owners may assume all investors are 
the same. But there are countless different types, approaches 
and personalities. Ask yourself where you want to be in 
three years and if the investor is the right one to help deliver 
that for you.”

It’s vital you aren’t blinded by the potential riches dangled 
by the first investor that approaches you. There has to be a 
culture fit too if you want to succeed. So never be afraid to 
say no if the investor isn’t the right one for you.

“Once you’ve got professional investors onboard, you are no 
longer on your own timescales or plan,” says Clare Goodrham 
(ValueMaker). “As well as regular board meetings you may 
find yourself needing to ask permission from someone else 
for things you used to do yourself. That can be difficult for 
many entrepreneurs. You need to appreciate how much 
things will change and prepare yourself and your team for 
it. You need to select the investor that will push you the way 
you want to be pushed.

Keep in mind what comes next

Bringing in expertise will help you adapt your culture for 
the changes that will come with investment. Coaching and 
training can help your team adapt to a new way of working 
and experienced practitioners can assist in putting in place 
structures, systems and decision making processes to make 
the building of a new culture as smooth as possible.

“You have to look beyond the deal and consider how things 
will be post investment,” says Richard. “Investors can be very 
charming in the negotiation period, but it can all change 
dramatically post deal. They can become very hands on and 
be quite demanding and put pressure on you that you didn’t 
expect. They may push for growth targets far higher than 
you expected to have to meet preinvestment. Which is why 
it’s so crucial to ensure you’ve the right investor for you, so it 
doesn’t come as a shock if they do this.”

“It’s really worthwhile to establish a good and open 
relationship with an investor or equity house,” says Beth 
Houghton. “We spend a lot of time getting to know the people 
we invest with. And not just on a business basis, we try to get 
to know them outside of business too. It helps us grasp the 
culture and be sure of what value we can really bring to an 
organisation and how we can drive the business forward.”

As companies grow and 
expand, so will the culture 
that powers it. When taking 
your company to market, 
it’s important you prepare 
not just for the legal, 
administrative and financial 
changes that will follow, but 
also the cultural evolution.

“It isn’t just about money when 
it comes to making a deal,” says 
Beth Houghton (Palatine Private 
Equity). “Make sure you ask what 
added value investors will bring 
you. Ask who their contacts are 
and how they will help boost 
your operational processes. 
The cultural fit is just as crucial 
as the financial aspect. It impacts 
every bit of your operation from 
top to bottom and will define 
your future.”



When it comes to company 
culture, the best business 
owners understand that culture 
is not static. It will grow 
and evolve. What matters is 
choosing the investor that will 
best nurture the next phase 
of your company growth.
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About this guide
This is one of a series of free guides from ValueMaker 
aimed at helping founders and business owners 
negotiate the complex process of obtaining 
investment or selling their business.

The series looks to break down the key issues, 
processes and strategies that business leaders need 
to navigate to maximise their chances of a successful 
outcome for their company, team and future.

If you have found this title of use, please visit 
www.valuemakeruk.com/resources/ for other guides, 
including:

Guide to achieving a 
high business valuation
5 Mistakes To Avoid

Delivering Possibilities

Guide To Achieving 
A High Business 
Valuation

5 Mistakes To Avoid

Guide To Increasing 
Business Value

How To Generate 
Sustainable Growth

Guide To Incentivising 
Your Team And 
WInning Investment

The Five Steps 
To Success
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Guide to incentivising your 
team and winning investment
The five steps to success

Delivering Possibilities

Guide to increasing 
business value
How to Generate Sustainable Growth

Delivering Possibilities
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At ValueMaker we understand that 
business is never just business, it’s also 
deeply personal.

We believe the best way to grow a business 
and help a company flourish is to marry 
the personal goals of the founders with 
the targets of the company. This harmony 
of ambition creates a dynamic, highly 
motivating environment which will best 
position an organisation to succeed.

We don’t believe in advising from a safe 
distance or spouting generic management 
theory. We roll our sleeves up and get
stuck in on the ground with you.

We love (and live) the challenge of helping 
you add value to your business. We share 
your passion, your goals and your motivation. 
Your success is our success.

Achieving Ambitions 
Capturing the passion of the leaders in the 
business and harnessing that to commercial 
success through vision, mission and 
strategy. Then driving this into action using 
accountability, responsibility and commercial 
creativity to create business momentum.

Building an Enduring Team
Creating a business with a future by 
developing talent at every level Getting to 
grips with people, teams, development and 
performance management through coaching, 
team building, conflict resolution and 
continuous assessment.

Developing Financial Strength
Building every aspect of the financial system 
you need to capture value. This includes not 
just solid management information systems 
for accurate and timely reporting but also 
robust financial strategies and acumen to 
help understand the performance of the 
business and improve decision making.

If you think ValueMaker can help you to 
grow your business, get in touch today:

T. 0203 286 5305 
E. enquiries@valuemakeruk.com

 value-maker-ltd 
 @ValueMakerUk

www.valuemakeruk.com


