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9	Mistakes
That	Leave	Money
on	the	Table
How	owner-led	businesses	quietly	lose	value	before	a	sale	—	and	the

moves	that	fix	each	one,	years	in	advance.

Book	a	free	15-minute	exit	planning	call
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S T A R T 	 H E R E

Value	isn’t	won	at	the
closing	table.
It’s	built	years	before	it.

Most	owners	assume	the	sale	price	is	decided	during	the	deal.	It	isn’t.	By	the	time	a

letter	of	intent	arrives,	the	number	is	mostly	already	set	—	determined	by	how

transferable,	how	clean,	and	how	ready	the	business	looks	to	a	buyer	who	has	to

underwrite	its	future	without	you.

The	owners	who	leave	money	on	the	table	rarely	do	so	because	the	business	is	bad.	They	lose

value	because	the	work	that	creates	value	—	reducing	dependency,	cleaning	up	the	numbers,

documenting	the	machine,	planning	the	structure	—	gets	started	too	late,	when	the	buyer

already	controls	the	narrative.

This	guide	walks	through	the	nine	mistakes	we	see	most	often,	what	each	one	actually	costs,	and

how	to	fix	it.	It	closes	with	five	composite	examples	and	a	readiness	checklist	you	can	score

today.

Buyers	don’t	pay	for	what	the	business	earns	with	you	in	it.	They	pay	for
what	it	will	keep	earning	once	you	step	back.

T H E 	 F O U R 	 L E V E R S 	 T H A T 	 C R E A T E 	 E X I T 	 V A L U E

01
PEOPLE 	& 	 TRANSFERAB I L I T Y

Relationships	and	decisions	owned	by	the	team,

not	the	founder.

02
A 	 C L EAN 	 F INANC IA L 	 S TORY

Normalized	earnings	a	buyer	and	a	lender	can

both	verify.

03
SYSTEMS 	& 	 KNOW-HOW

An	operating	system	written	down,	not	carried	in

heads.

04
STRUCTURE 	& 	 T IM ING

Tax	and	deal	structure	planned	before	the	LOI,

not	after.
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P A R T 	 O N E

The	Nine
Mistakes

Each	one	follows	the	same	shape:	the	mistake,	what	it	costs	you	in	a	real

process,	and	how	to	fix	it	before	you	ever	go	to	market.
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The	business	is	still	you.
You	are	the	rainmaker,	the	relationship,	the	decision,	and	the	fix.	The	company

does	not	run	at	full	strength	without	you	in	the	room.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Buyers	see	key-person	risk	and	price	it	in:	a

lower	headline	number,	more	conditional

offers,	and	more	of	the	money	pushed	into

earnouts	and	holdbacks	—	because	the

company	does	not	yet	look	transferable

without	its	founder.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

01 K E Y - P E R S O N 	 R I S K M I S T A K E 	 1 	 O F 	 9

Transfer	client	ownership	and	day-to-day
decisions	to	named	team	members	two
to	three	years	out.

Deliberately	remove	yourself	from	the
critical	path,	then	measure	how	the
business	performs	in	your	absence.

That	“runs	without	me”	evidence	is
exactly	what	lets	a	buyer	value	the
company	aggressively.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“If	the	founder	leaves	at	close,	what	breaks	in	the	first	ninety	days?”
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One	account	decides	your
value.
Too	much	revenue	sits	with	one	or	two	customers,	a	single	channel	partner,	or

one	vertical.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

The	business	may	perform	well	and	still	look

fragile.	Buyers	discount	concentration	risk

because	too	much	future	value	can	disappear

with	a	single	account	change	—	and	they	build

terms	to	protect	themselves	if	it	does.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

02 C O N C E N T R A T I O N 	 R I S K M I S T A K E 	 2 	 O F 	 9

Broaden	the	client	base,	add	new
channels,	and	open	new	verticals	well
before	a	process	begins.

Drive	your	largest	account	down	to	a
share	buyers	are	comfortable
underwriting.

Show	the	trend	line	moving	the	right	way
—	direction	reassures	as	much	as	the
level.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“If	the	largest	account	walks,	what	happens	to	my	debt	service?”
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There	is	no	one	to	hand	it	to.
No	second	layer	of	leadership	is	ready	to	run	operations,	own	client	relationships,

and	produce	results	without	constant	founder	involvement.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Weak	management	depth	makes	the

company	harder	to	transfer	and	riskier	to

underwrite	—	the	same	discount-and-

structure	penalty	as	key-person	risk,	stacked

on	top	of	it.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

03 M A N A G E M E N T 	 D E P T H M I S T A K E 	 3 	 O F 	 9

Build	and	empower	a	leadership	layer
early,	with	real	ownership	of	results	and
relationships.

Let	them	run	the	business	visibly	—
before	diligence,	not	during	it.

A	buyer	paying	for	a	team	pays	more
than	a	buyer	betting	on	a	founder.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“Who	actually	runs	this	company	on	day	one	if	I	change	nothing?”

Talk	through	your	dependency	gaps →

F R E E 	 · 	 1 5 	 M I N U T E S 	 · 	 N O 	 O B L I G A T I O N
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The	books	don’t	earn	trust	on
the	first	read.
Messy	reporting,	inconsistent	margins,	undocumented	add-backs,	and	poor

visibility	into	true	earnings.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Even	a	strong	business	gets	valued	more

conservatively	when	the	financial	story	is	hard

to	trust.	Uncertainty	always	resolves	in	the

buyer’s	favor.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

04 F I N A N C I A L 	 C R E D I B I L I T Y M I S T A K E 	 4 	 O F 	 9

Get	to	clean,	consistent	monthly
financials	with	margins	you	can	explain.

Document	every	add-back	with	support	a
buyer	and	a	lender	can	verify.

Aim	for	a	story	that	earns	trust	on	the
first	read,	not	the	third.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“Can	I	tie	these	earnings	back	to	a	bank	statement	without	help?”
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You’re	multiplying	the	wrong
earnings.
Owners	anchor	a	multiple	to	net	profit,	or	to	EBITDA	that	was	never	normalized

for	owner	compensation,	personal	expenses,	one-time	costs,	or	related-party

arrangements.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Buyers	pay	on	transferable,	normalized

earnings	—	not	headline	accounting	profit.	If

the	base	is	wrong,	the	math	is	wrong:	you

either	overestimate	value	and	mistime	the

market,	or	under-defend	value	once	a	process

is	live.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

05 T H E 	 W R O N G 	 N U M B E R M I S T A K E 	 5 	 O F 	 9

Establish	defensible,	normalized	EBITDA
early	—	the	number	buyers	actually	pay
on.

Build	and	manage	the	business	around
that	figure,	not	around	headline	profit.

Know	your	real	base	long	before
diligence	forces	you	to	discover	it.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“What	does	this	business	earn	once	the	owner’s	household	comes	out	of	it?”
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The	operating	system	lives	in
people’s	heads.
Pricing	logic,	delivery	standards,	vendor	relationships,	and	operating	rhythms

exist	only	as	habits	in	a	few	key	people.

W H A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Buyers	see	execution	risk.	An	undocumented

company	is	harder	to	diligence,	harder	to

transfer,	and	harder	to	scale	—	all	of	which

pull	on	price	and	terms.

H O W 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

06 E X E C U T I O N 	 R I S K M I S T A K E 	 6 	 O F 	 9

Document	the	operating	system:	pricing,
delivery	standards,	vendor	terms,	and
core	SOPs.

Turn	tribal	knowledge	into	a	repeatable
machine	a	new	owner	can	run.

Systematized	companies	diligence	faster
and	command	stronger	terms.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“If	three	people	leave,	does	the	company	still	deliver	the	same	way?”

Pressure-test	your	readiness	in	15	minutes →

F R E E 	 · 	 1 5 	 M I N U T E S 	 · 	 N O 	 O B L I G A T I O N
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The	numbers	get	cleaned	up
on	the	buyer’s	clock.
Years	of	blended	personal	and	business	expenses,	inconsistent	compensation,	and

unusual	one-time	items	—	all	left	to	be	sorted	out	once	the	sale	process	is	already

underway.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

Clean	it	up	under	pressure	and	the	buyer

controls	the	narrative	about	what	your

earnings	really	are.	Reconstructed-in-a-hurry

numbers	invite	discounts.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

07 T I M I N G 	 T H E 	 C L E A N U P M I S T A K E 	 7 	 O F 	 9

Develop	defensible	normalized	EBITDA
early,	not	in	the	middle	of	a	deal.

The	longer	your	clean,	consistent	track
record,	the	more	credibility	you	carry	into
diligence.

A	multi-year	history	you	can	stand	behind
is	worth	more	than	an	explanation.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“Am	I	being	shown	a	track	record,	or	an	explanation?”
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Structure	and	tax	arrive	after
the	LOI.
The	focus	stays	on	gross	valuation,	and	structure	and	taxes	only	get	attention

once	a	letter	of	intent	is	already	on	the	table.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

A	decent	headline	price	can	still	produce	a

disappointing	outcome.	Start	too	late	and	you

lose	the	options	that	optimize	after-tax

proceeds	—	you	bank	what	survives	structure,

taxes,	and	timing,	not	the	number	on	the

cover	page.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

08 N E T , 	 N O T 	 H E A D L I N E M I S T A K E 	 8 	 O F 	 9

Bring	in	tax	and	structuring	help	well
before	a	process	begins.

Align	business	readiness,	tax	strategy,
and	personal	exit	goals	years	ahead	of
negotiations.

Optimize	for	net	proceeds	from	the	start
—	that	is	the	number	you	actually	keep.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“Is	the	seller	anchored	to	the	gross	price,	or	to	what	they	keep?”
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Ready	to	sell	is	not	the	same
as	ready	to	be	sold.
Exit	value	is	created	years	before	a	transaction,	not	during	it.	Owners	who	wait

until	they	are	emotionally	ready	to	sell	often	discover	the	business	is	not

operationally,	financially,	or	market-ready.

WH A T 	 I T 	 C O S T S 	 Y O U

That	gap	between	“ready	to	sell”	and	“ready

to	be	sold”	is	exactly	where	value	leaks	out	—

and	by	the	time	you	feel	it,	the	timeline	to

close	it	is	gone.

H OW 	 T O 	 F I X 	 I T

09 T R A N S F E R A B I L I T Y
T H E 	 B I G 	 O N E

Treat	transferability	as	a	multi-year
project,	not	a	pre-sale	sprint.

Work	the	four	levers	together	—	people,
financials,	systems,	structure	—	so	they
compound.

Start	early	enough	that	the	day	you	are
ready	to	sell	is	the	day	the	business	is
ready	to	be	sold.

W H A T 	 T H E 	 B U Y E R 	 I S 	 R E A L L Y 	 A S K I N G

“Am	I	buying	a	company,	or	a	job	the	owner	used	to	do?”

9 	M I S T A K E S 	 T HA T 	 L E A V E 	MONE Y 	 ON 	 T H E 	 T A B L E 12



P A R T 	 T W O

Five	Ways
It	Plays	Out

Composite	examples	drawn	from	recurring	situations	—	not	named

transactions.	Each	shows	the	same	lesson	from	a	different	angle.

Find	out	which	of	these	is	costing	you →

F R E E 	 · 	 1 5 	 M I N U T E S 	 · 	 N O 	 O B L I G A T I O N
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C A S E 	 0 1

The	Founder	Waited	Too	Long	to	De-Risk
Relationships
A	founder-owned	services	company	had	strong	cash	flow	and	a	good	reputation	—	but	almost	every

major	customer	relationship	still	ran	through	the	owner.	Performance	was	good	enough	that	nobody

felt	urgency	to	change	it.	When	the	owner	finally	went	to	market,	buyers	liked	the	business	but	saw

too	much	dependency	on	one	person.	Offers	came	in	below	expectation,	with	protective	terms,

because	buyers	were	not	confident	revenue	would	hold	once	the	owner	stepped	back.

B O T T O M 	 L I N E

The	owner	did	not	lose	money	because	the	business	was	bad.	They	lost	money
because	transferability	work	started	too	late.

C A S E 	 0 2

The	Business	Grew	Fast,	but	Concentration
Stayed	Untouched
A	B2B	company	built	impressive	revenue,	but	a	large	share	of	earnings	came	from	two	major

customers.	The	owner	knew	concentration	was	high;	because	performance	was	strong,	it	never

became	a	true	priority.	When	the	process	began,	buyers	focused	on	concentration	immediately.	It	was

not	a	dead	deal	—	it	was	a	weaker	one:	lower	confidence,	more	diligence	pressure,	and	structures

designed	to	protect	the	buyer	if	revenue	slipped	after	close.

B O T T O M 	 L I N E

Growth	covered	up	the	risk	until	the	market	priced	the	risk	in.

T H E 	 P A T T E R N

Strong	performance	is	the	most	common	reason	value	work	gets	postponed.
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C A S E 	 0 3

The	Owner	Used	the	Wrong	Earnings	Number
An	owner	heard	comparable	companies	sold	for	a	healthy	multiple	and	assumed	the	same	math

applied	—	but	was	anchoring	to	net	profit	and	a	rough	EBITDA	figure	never	normalized	for	owner

compensation,	personal	expenses,	and	one-time	items.	Once	buyers	dug	in,	the	earnings	base

changed.	The	multiple	barely	had	to	move	for	value	to	fall	materially,	because	the	real	issue	was	that

transferable	earnings	were	lower	than	the	owner	believed.

B O T T O M 	 L I N E

The	owner	did	not	just	misprice	the	business	—	they	spent	years	managing	to	the
wrong	value	metric.

C A S E 	 0 4

Financial	Cleanup	Began	in	the	Sale	Process,
Not	Before	It
A	company	had	attractive	demand	and	respectable	margins,	but	the	books	were	not	sale-ready:

personal	expenses	ran	through	the	company,	reporting	was	inconsistent,	and	there	was	no	clean

history	of	normalized	earnings.	The	owner	assumed	it	could	all	be	explained	late	in	the	process.

Instead	it	reduced	confidence	—	buyers	and	lenders	treated	the	company	conservatively	because	the

story	had	to	be	reconstructed	under	pressure	rather	than	presented	clearly.

B O T T O M 	 L I N E

By	waiting	until	the	sale	process	to	clean	up	the	story,	the	owner	let	the	buyer
define	what	the	business	was	worth.

T H E 	 P A T T E R N

Both	problems	were	knowable	years	earlier.	Neither	was	expensive	to	fix	early.
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C A S E 	 0 5

Good	Headline	Price,	Disappointing	Net
Outcome
An	owner	received	what	looked	like	a	strong	offer	and	felt	validated	by	the	headline	number.	But

serious	tax	and	deal-structure	planning	had	only	been	addressed	after	the	process	was	already

moving.	The	transaction	still	happened	—	yet	the	owner	kept	less	than	expected	and	had	fewer

options	to	optimize	the	after-tax	result.	The	company	sold	for	a	respectable	price,	and	the	owner	still

left	money	on	the	table,	because	planning	started	too	late.

B O T T O M 	 L I N E

Owners	do	not	bank	headline	valuation.	They	bank	what	survives	structure,	taxes,
and	timing.

T H E 	 T H R E A D 	 R U N N I N G 	 T H R O U G H 	 A L L 	 F I V E

Not	one	of	these	owners	had	a	bad	business.	Each	lost	value	in
the	gap	between	how	the	company	actually	operated	and	how
ready	it	was	to	change	hands.	That	gap	is	closable	—	but	only
with	runway.	The	earlier	you	start,	the	more	of	your	own	value
you	keep.
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S C O R E 	 Y O U R S E L F

The	Pre-Exit	Readiness	Checklist
Run	through	these	honestly.	Every	box	you	can’t	check	today	is	a	value	leak	—	and	a	reason	to

start	now	rather	than	at	the	LOI.

01	 P EO P L E 	 & 	 T R AN S F E R A B I L I T Y

02	 A 	 C L E AN 	 F I N AN C I A L 	 S T O R Y

03	 S Y S T EM S 	 & 	 K NOW - HOW

04	 S T RU C TU R E 	 & 	 T IM I NG

How	to	read	your	score.	Mostly	checked	means	you	have	leverage	—	and	options	on
timing.	Mostly	blank	isn’t	bad	news;	it’s	a	map.	Each	open	box	is	value	you	can	still
capture,	provided	you	give	yourself	the	runway	to	do	it.

Turn	your	open	boxes	into	a	12-month	plan →

F R E E 	 · 	 1 5 	 M I N U T E S 	 · 	 N O 	 O B L I G A T I O N

Key	client	relationships	are	owned	by	the
team,	not	only	by	me.

The	business	runs	for	weeks	without	me	in	the
critical	path.

A	second	layer	of	leadership	delivers	results	on
its	own.

No	single	customer	or	channel	dominates
revenue.

Monthly	financials	are	clean,	consistent,	and
timely.

Every	add-back	is	documented	and	defensible.

I	know	my	true	normalized	EBITDA	—	and
manage	to	it.

Pricing	logic	and	delivery	standards	are
documented.

Vendor	terms	and	operating	rhythms	live	in
systems,	not	heads.

A	new	owner	could	run	the	machine	from
what	is	written	down.

Tax	and	deal-structure	planning	is	already
underway.

I	am	optimizing	for	net	proceeds,	not	just
headline	price.

Business	readiness,	tax	strategy,	and	personal
goals	are	aligned.

My	“ready	to	sell”	and	“ready	to	be	sold”	dates
are	the	same.
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WH E R E 	 T O 	 G O 	 F R O M 	 H E R E

The	best	time	to	prepare
was	three	years	ago.
The	second	best	is	now.

Every	mistake	in	this	guide	has	the	same	fix	underneath	it:	start	early,	and	build	a

business	a	buyer	can	confidently	take	over.	Owners	who	do	that	don’t	just	sell	—	they

sell	on	their	own	terms,	at	their	own	number,	on	their	own	timeline.

A	free	15-minute	exit	planning	call	for	owners	12	to	36
months	out.

A	readiness	read	across	all	nine	value	leaks,	an	honest	normalized	EBITDA	range,	and	a

sequenced	plan	for	what	to	fix	first.	No	pitch,	no	engagement	letter,	no	obligation	to	ever	sell.

Book	your	free	exit	planning	call →
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