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The Right Question
“Nothing is more dangerous than the right answer
to the wrong question.”
Peter Drucker
In my mind, the customary question consultants ask: “What keeps you up at night?” is
a wrong question. It is not that I am unconcerned about your pain. It is that the answer
inevitably focuses on what is wrong (which can and should be fixed with efficiency) over
what is right. It is preoccupied with your fears and anxieties. It is a false start to a future
that can be so much more.
We don’t have time, you and me, for any more rabbit trails. What I want to know is:
“What makes you WANT to get up in the morning?”
Drucker also said, “When you see a successful business someone once made a
courageous decision.” Looking forward…envisioning a better future…is a courageous
act. In the short run, it may seem safer to conform to the expectations of others. In the
long run, this is not the differentiation that creates advantage but convergence which
leads to commoditization.
I really don’t care how much money you have or where you live. I want to know if you are
who god intends you to be. I want to know if you can stand the truth, yours and mine,
and believe you have something significant to contribute to this world. There is a difference between prominence and significance.
I want to know if you will let me help you answer the right question. I want to know if I
can contribute to your life by joining you on your journey for a while… If we can come
together…you and me…and become greater than we now are.
What makes you WANT to get up in the morning?
A unique and deeply personal question…an introspective question. Do you know? You
can see that finding and doing your life’s purpose is a challenge. I want you to know it is
worth it. YOU unlocked is a power to behold.
A lame man, after years of struggle, was asked by Jesus, “What Do You Want?” Is this
selfish? I don’t think so. Because the answer to this question can lead to a life of fulfillment...if ignored a life of misery.
There are, of course, people lucky enough to already be fulfilling their life’s purpose.
Perhaps you are one of them.
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To paraphrase a World War II slogan:
“Loose lips sink deals.”
As the deal moves closer to closing, both you and the buyer will have a harder
and harder time keeping the lid on the news. Yet, premature disclosure can
be more than just embarrassing. The buyer has the right to protect his investment and that includes controlling the news. Premature disclosure puts you
and them at risk.
The announcement and its timing should be mutually agreed on. If you will
forgive some sarcasm; your friends, family, pastor, sheriff and mayor DO NOT
have a right to know anything in advance. Your vendors and staff, in particular, should be kept out as long as possible. You should refrain from making
inferences, innuendoes or oblique comments on social media that could be
interpreted wrongly.
Also be aware that there are people who will try to trick you into telling them
by acting as if they know already. I recommend you rehearse what you will
say to unexpected inquiries in different circumstances like a staff meeting or
the grocery store.
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Selling the family business is unlike anything most of us have ever done. No
matter how practical and unemotional you think you are, it is a deeply personal and deeply emotional event. In many respects it is almost sacred in
nature. Sometimes it seems sellers are actually saying: “I am conveying what
I have paid for with my heart and strength for a promise. To this point in my
life this has been who I am. My life story is wrapped up in its story. People
have come to depend on me and I have come to depend on it.”
No matter how often an owner tells me they aren’t emotionally attached I
have found it simply isn’t true. In fact, I have observed a pattern or cycle that
closely follows the 5 stages of the cycle of grief therapists are familiar with.
I am compelled to write this pamphlet because experience has taught me
that everyone experiences some emotional impact in selling their business
and almost all are unprepared . It is my hope that the observations herein
will be of help to those contemplating transferring their business.
This inevitable emotional response often takes sellers by surprise. And this
surprise actually worsens the impact. I help my clients prepare in two ways:



I help them establish clear and realistic goals
I help them anticipate the phases of a transfer and the emotional
responses they may experience.

While there are differences between insider and 3rd party transactions the
emotional pattern is fairly consistent.

The abstract phase

As the process of planning begins, the owner is actually in a form of denial.
The process of dying offers an interesting parallel. We all know that we will
die someday; but until death is actually imminent, it is only an abstract
thought. We go about our daily activities without thinking about the inevitable and our actions often suggest we don’t think it will ever happen.
So it is for owners of privately held businesses. They know they are making
life-changing decisions but it isn’t totally “real.” I call this the abstract phase
because the owner believes they have made a final decision and that all they
need to do is go through the process. But, at this first stage, the thought of
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for a year. During this time I realized I was too young to retire and didn’t really
want to.
So, I reinvented myself. For a brief period I was financially independent so I
devoted myself to reinventing myself as an industry consultant. It has worked
out well for me and I am now doing something I can be passionate about
again. I have purpose.
If you are a reader then you might want to get a copy of Bob Buford’s
“Halftime: Moving from success to significance.” I found it very insightful and
I know others have as well.

It’s not your business any more. Get over it!

For those who remain associated with their former business, life can get a
little harder. You may have a staff role. You may even continue to manage it
but you don’t own it. One of the most important functions you can serve is to
be the new owner’s advocate and ambassador. But, sometimes, former owners simply can’t do that. If you are one of these then the right thing to do is to
separate from the firm by “quietly folding your tent and disappearing into the
night.” No scenes, no loud arguments. Just go.
I have a personal experience with this last piece of advice. Years ago I invested
emotionally in an acquisition. It was a turnaround and we did many things
that vastly improved the reputation and quality of the company. We even
innovated several practices that were later adopted by that industry. We sold
it to an acquisition company who later went bankrupt. It was then sold to
someone who ran it right into the ground. I hated seeing that but I had to
keep reminding myself I didn’t own it any more. I got my money and that is all
I have the right to expect…Sorry for the sermon.

A final piece of advice:

All my clients begin the process of selling or transferring their business with
the demand for secrecy. But, surprisingly, as closing approaches they struggle
with confidentiality personally.
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The closing phase:

Due diligence is finished and the purchase agreement as well as any other
agreements like non – competes are close to final. Inspections are under way
and we are preparing to make announcements to staff and the public.
Most owners are resolving themselves to the finality of the transaction and
most are beginning to look forward to the closing date and life after the sale.
But be prepared for sleepless nights and some level of remorse as you let go
of who you were and prepare to become who you will be.
A few sellers will even experience depression and disorientation. It is important you remember your goals but equally important you have someone
to vent with. I had to learn that clients will use me for venting and now I encourage it. I know it is rarely personal and, in almost every case, it is a necessary process of talking out their concerns and fears and regrets. I encourage
everyone to have at least one person (preferably a non-employee) they can
call during this time.

The recovery phase:

After the closing, former owners will find themselves needing to refocus their
energies elsewhere if they do not remain associated with their firm. Unless
you are already connected to something else, this will take time. Golfers always tell me golfing gets old after 6 months. Personally, I believe God designed us to have a purpose. Your purpose has been integral to your business
for most of your life and now you will need to find new purpose.
Like the death of a spouse or a divorce you may be impacted by a loss of certain relationships. Those colleagues you called and hung out with at conventions or at a study group won’t be in a convenient social circle anymore. You
should expect to be surprised with how quickly you will lose touch with your
industry.
Healthy recovery in grief does not mean you forget. It means you learn to live
“life after.” When I sold my most recent business I was, admittedly, burned
out. I really thought I would leap for joy the day of the closing. It didn’t quite
happen that way. Fortunately the buyer was kind enough to keep me involved
©Creedy & Co. All Rights Reserved 2017
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selling is really only an idea…real but indistinct. Owners believe they have
thought it through. They, in fact, may have done so at the intellectual level
but they have not internalized the corresponding emotions.
Setting clear realistic goals softens the emotional blow by clarifying the reason for this action and beginning the process of imagining life after the sale.
On a personal level, having been married almost 45 years, I can’t imagine life
without my wife and I really don’t want to. But, if she were to die before me,
imagining life without her would be key to my own grief resolution.
In many ways this...I think... is what sellers are dealing with. Yes, they may
have imagined the freedom of not working or the peace of financial safety.
But, like grief, it is much more complicated than that.
I help my clients right up front by performing a comprehensive intake interview and assessment. This is where I probe for key issues:


Are they confident internal successors are ready?
o How can they prepare them to be ready?
 How important is it to protect certain staff members? Who are
they?
 Does the owner want to continue working? In what capacity?
 When do they see themselves fully retired?
 How important is it to perpetuate their personal legacy?
 Is there a preferred buyer?
 Are there potential buyers they believe would not be a good fit?
And; most important,
 WHY are they doing this?
At this stage it is important for me to understand BOTH your personal AND
your business goals. Once we establish these goals they serve as future anchors for you to hold on to as the transaction progresses.
If there are multiple goals or if multiple owners have different goals I encourage them to list and prioritize them.
The reason for this exercise is critical: You must know what you really want
and why it is important if you are to handle the emotional side rationally.
Here are a few examples of goals:



Preserve the viability of the company and get full value for real
estate
Make sure the son has a lifetime job
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Preserve the values and standards of previous generations
Enable children or key employee to succeed the owner
o Often requires both a personal and a business development plan
 Get maximum cash up front
 Monetarily reward a key employee
 Develop a plan that enables owner to pay down debt over time
while selling to key employee
Knowing your goals (both personal and business) helps both of us keep things
on track

The Reality Check phase:

As we prepare the data books for distribution to prospective buyers, owners
rarely move beyond the abstract phase. Even when the Letter of Intent (LOI) is
signed things don’t seem real quite yet. From a grief perspective, I wonder if it
isn’t like receiving a terminal diagnosis. It takes time for it to sink in.
But reality hits…and it hits hard… when you start the due diligence phase and
especially when you get the first draft of a 50 page purchase agreement. It is
then that we enter into the parallel to the “anger” stage. And people often do
get angry.

Due Diligence:

I always provide sellers with a sample due diligence checklist in advance. But
a sample at the early stage seems only to be a curiosity. It is when you get the
actual checklist the “fight or flight” reaction seems to set in. “Why do they
need THOSE files?”, “Why do they want to look at my customer contracts?”,
“How am I going to explain their presence to my staff?” “Why do they need a
staff census?” Now we move from the abstract to the concrete. This is real! I
often feel that clients are beginning to wonder, “What have I done?”
To soften this blow and to help shield some of the activity from staff I choose
to do a lot of preparation on my client’s behalf. So, the buyer’s due diligence
team has much of the work done for them before they arrive. Rather than
searching through files and bothering admin staff 75% of the information they
need is provided and all they need to do is validate and verify it.
©Creedy & Co. All Rights Reserved 2017
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But, still, most sellers get very, very nervous during this process. It is not uncommon for them to be offended. “Why can’t they just trust me?” they often
ask. Even though they know their thinking is entirely unreasonable in a multi
million-dollar transaction.

The purchase agreement

The real shock comes when they get the first draft of the purchase agreement. “What am I committing to?” “I’m a handshake type of guy. Why do we
need all this?” “I’m not doing that!” are common statements. This is the parallel of the “bargaining” phase in the grief cycle.
But know this: This is really the time for “tweaking” the agreement. Attempts
to renegotiate major parts of the deal will be seen as bad faith and may well
backfire. I have seen one case where the buyer backed out of the deal entirely
for just this reason. And I have heard of many more. Major negotiation is traditionally completed during the Letter of Intent phase. The Purchase agreement both formalizes and fine tunes the agreements between the buyer and
seller.
During this phase sellers will often truly evaluate the “fit” of the buyer. Seemingly for the first time, they begin to think about what life will be like after the
sale for themselves, their employees AND for the community. I am rarely able
to get them to do this before this phase and I believe the reason is they haven’t moved into seeing the whole transaction as real. But they do now and
often with vigor.
In my experience this rethinking is really a process of getting used to the reality of the deal. At first there is resistance, mostly mild but sometimes strong
and then there is gradual resolution. It is at this point that clients most often
feel confusion and regret. Just like the grief cycle. And it is at this point that
being reminded of the original goal is most important. I have found that if I
can speak to their original goals those who seem most upset seem to reconnect and resolve faster.
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