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Exit Planning Discussion Guide
Conversation framework for initial exit planning discussions. Includes key questions to ask and topics to cover.







Overview
This guide provides a structured framework for conducting meaningful exit planning conversations with business owner clients. The goal is to help clients think clearly about their future, identify priorities, and understand the steps needed to achieve their desired outcomes.
Key principles for these conversations:
1. Listen more than you talk—this is about discovery, not prescription
1. Focus on their goals and concerns, not your solutions
1. Create a judgment-free space for honest reflection
1. Build clarity before offering recommendations
1. Understand that exit planning is personal, not just financial
Setting the Stage
Opening the conversation
	Sample opening: "Thank you for taking the time to meet today. I know exit planning can feel distant or even uncomfortable to think about, especially when the business is doing well. But the best planning happens when we're not under pressure. My goal today is simply to understand where you are, what matters most to you, and how we might help you prepare for whatever comes next—whether that's five years from now or fifteen."



Set expectations:
1. This is a discovery conversation, not a sales pitch
1. There are no wrong answers or judgments
1. Some questions may not have clear answers yet—that's normal
1. The conversation is confidential and exploratory

Section 1: Understanding Personal Goals
Why this matters: Exit planning starts with personal clarity. Understanding what the owner wants from life after the business helps frame all subsequent decisions.
Key Questions to Ask
Motivation and Timing
1. What's prompting you to think about exit planning now?
1. When you think about your ideal timeline, what comes to mind?
1. Is this something you're actively planning for, or more of a 'someday' consideration?
1. Are there any external factors influencing your thinking? (health, family, market conditions)
Post-Exit Vision
1. What does life look like for you after you exit the business?
1. Are you planning to retire fully, start something new, or stay involved part-time?
1. How do you want to spend your time?
1. Have you discussed this with your family or key stakeholders?
Legacy and Values
1. What do you want your legacy to be with this business?
1. How important is it that the company culture and values are preserved?
1. What concerns do you have about your employees after a transition?
1. Is there anyone specific you'd want to see remain involved (family, management)?
	Advisor note: Pay attention to emotional cues. Many owners have not articulated these thoughts before. Give them space to think out loud. Their answers may evolve during the conversation.




Section 2: Financial Requirements
Why this matters: Understanding financial needs helps determine whether current business value aligns with goals and what preparation may be needed.
Key Questions to Ask
Financial Clarity
1. Have you worked with a financial advisor to determine your 'number'—what you need to maintain your lifestyle?
1. What are your expected annual expenses after you exit?
1. Do you have other income sources or assets beyond the business?
1. Are there any major expenses on the horizon? (college, healthcare, real estate)
Deal Structure Preferences
1. How important is it to receive most of the proceeds at closing versus over time?
1. How do you feel about seller financing or earnouts?
1. Would you be comfortable staying on in a consulting or advisory role?
1. What level of risk are you willing to accept in the transaction structure?
Current Business Value Awareness
1. Have you had the business valued recently?
1. What do you think the business is worth today?
1. Is there a gap between what you need financially and what you believe the business is worth?
1. If there's a gap, how much time do you have to close it?
	Advisor note: Most owners overestimate business value. If there's a significant gap, avoid crushing optimism—focus on the path forward and value creation opportunities.




Section 3: Business Readiness Assessment
Why this matters: Understanding current state helps identify preparation needs and realistic timelines.
Key Questions to Ask
Operations and Management
1. If you took a month off tomorrow, would the business run smoothly?
1. Who are your key employees, and how dependent is the business on them?
1. Are your core processes documented and repeatable?
1. Do you have a management team in place, or is most decision-making still yours?
Financial Health
1. Are your financial records clean, accurate, and up to date?
1. How much of your revenue is recurring or under contract?
1. Is revenue growing, stable, or declining?
1. What are your profit margins compared to industry standards?
1. Are there any 'owner adjustments' or expenses that would normalize in a sale?
Customer and Revenue Concentration
1. What percentage of revenue comes from your top customer?
1. How many customers represent 50% of your revenue?
1. How long are your typical customer relationships?
1. Are key customer relationships tied to you personally?
Competitive Position
1. What makes your business different from competitors?
1. Do you have any proprietary capabilities, technology, or intellectual property?
1. What would happen if a competitor entered your market tomorrow?
1. Are there growth opportunities you haven't pursued yet?
	Advisor note: These questions reveal value drivers and risk factors. Don't just collect answers—probe deeper when you sense opportunities or concerns.




Section 4: Exploring Exit Strategy Options
Why this matters: Many owners only consider one exit path. Exploring alternatives helps them understand tradeoffs and choose the best fit.
Key Questions to Ask
Buyer Preferences
1. Have you thought about who you'd want to buy the business?
1. Are you open to selling to a strategic buyer, private equity, or a competitor?
1. Would you consider an internal transition (management buyout or ESOP)?
1. Is passing the business to family a possibility?
1. Are there certain types of buyers you'd refuse to work with?
Control and Involvement
1. How important is it to have control over what happens to the business after the sale?
1. Would you be willing to stay involved for 6-12 months to ensure a smooth transition?
1. Do you want a complete exit, or would you consider rolling equity into a new structure?
1. How would you feel about the business being merged or significantly changed?
Timeline and Flexibility
1. Do you have a hard deadline, or can you be flexible?
1. If the right offer came tomorrow, would you be ready to act?
1. What would make you walk away from a deal?
1. Are there market conditions or events that would accelerate your decision?
	Advisor note: Some owners have strong, non-negotiable preferences. Others have never considered alternatives. Both are normal—your job is to expand their awareness without imposing your views.




Section 5: Identifying Risk Factors
Why this matters: Every business has risks. Identifying them early allows for proactive mitigation and realistic expectations.
Key Questions to Ask
Dependencies and Vulnerabilities
1. What happens if you or another key person becomes unavailable?
1. Are there critical suppliers or vendors you're dependent on?
1. What percentage of revenue would you lose if your top customer left?
1. Are there any contracts, licenses, or certifications tied to specific individuals?
Legal and Regulatory
1. Are there any outstanding legal issues, disputes, or regulatory concerns?
1. Do you have all necessary licenses and permits?
1. Are your contracts with customers, vendors, and employees up to date?
1. Is your intellectual property properly protected?
Market and Competitive Risks
1. Is your industry growing, stable, or declining?
1. Are there technological or regulatory changes on the horizon?
1. What threats do you see from competitors?
1. Are there economic factors that could impact the business?
	Advisor note: Frame these as areas of focus, not failures. The goal is honest assessment, not discouragement.




Closing the Conversation
Summarize What You Heard
Before proposing next steps, reflect back what the client shared:
1. Personal goals and timeline
1. Financial requirements and preferences
1. Business strengths and areas needing attention
1. Key concerns or questions
	Example: "Based on what you've shared, it sounds like you're looking to exit in the next 3-5 years, you need about $X million to support your lifestyle, and your main concerns are making sure your employees are taken care of and that the business continues to serve customers well. You're open to different buyer types as long as they align with your values. Does that capture it?"


Propose Next Steps
Offer clear, actionable options:
1. Option 1: Obtain a confidential business valuation to establish a baseline
1. Option 2: Begin targeted preparation to strengthen value drivers
1. Option 3: Develop a formal exit plan with timelines and milestones
1. Option 4: Continue the conversation with specialists (tax advisor, M&A advisor, attorney)
Set Expectations
1. Clarify that exit planning is a process, not an event
1. Emphasize that they're in control—this moves at their pace
1. Reinforce confidentiality and discretion
1. Offer to follow up with additional resources or materials




Follow-Up Best Practices
Within 24-48 Hours
1. Send a brief thank-you email summarizing key takeaways
1. Include any resources you promised (workbook, guides, articles)
1. Confirm agreed-upon next steps and timelines
Ongoing Engagement
1. Check in periodically even if they're not ready to move forward
1. Share relevant market updates or insights
1. Be patient—exit planning decisions take time
1. Maintain confidentiality and trust throughout the relationship


Common Pitfalls to Avoid
	❌ Rushing to solutions – Let the client process and reflect before proposing actions
❌ Being overly technical – Avoid jargon and complexity in initial conversations
❌ Crushing unrealistic expectations – Be honest but tactful about value and timing
❌ Making it transactional – This is personal and emotional, not just financial
❌ Ignoring emotional cues – Pay attention to hesitation, anxiety, or resistance
❌ Assuming one-size-fits-all – Every owner's situation and priorities are unique


Final Note for Advisors
Exit planning conversations are some of the most important discussions you'll have with clients. Done well, they build trust, uncover opportunities, and set the foundation for successful outcomes. Done poorly, they create anxiety and resistance.
Your role is to guide, not prescribe. Your questions should prompt reflection, not interrogation. Your goal is clarity and partnership, not a quick close.
Remember: the business owner has spent years, sometimes decades, building something meaningful. Approach the conversation with respect, empathy, and patience. The results will follow.
Additional Resources to Share
After the conversation, consider providing:
1. The Business Sale Workbook
1. Exit Planning Presentation
1. Business Value Drivers Overview
1. Recommended articles or case studies
1. Contact information for specialists if needed
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