
DAY 4

THE DISCOVERY CALL

The purpose of the discovery call
During the call, we want to discover:
1. What is for sale? Is there property, equipment, machinery or even another business?
2. Can a deal be done? Is the deal financeable?
3. What is the seller’s motivation, and personality? Common motivators are age, retirement, ill health; 
           personality can be helpful or obstructive.

Eight tips for the ideal call:

Ideal call length is 30 minutes – 
unless the business is unsuitable.

Early calls will be too long because 
of building rapport; that doesn’t buy
 you a business, it just oils the wheels.

The sharper your acquisition criteria, 
the shorter your calls will be.

If you don’t feel ready when they call, 
arrange to ring them back; you need 
to be able to concentrate.

Don’t do any research prior to the 
call, do your research on the call. 
This is a huge time saver.

Make notes – you can get 
businesses mixed up after making 
several calls

Develop a personal statement to 
position who you are and why you 
contacted the owner; it helps 
develop credibility and moves the 
conversation on.

Aim to do as many calls as you can, for 
practice.

The twelve magic questions
The questions give you a framework for your discovery call. Keep a copy of the questions handy. Take notes throughout.

I can tell you that even the most experienced dealmakers I’ve worked with follow this structure
The twelve magic questions are:

Question 1: 
‘Before we get started, 

what’s your web address?’
Clarify the name; do a basic 
check at Companies House.

Question 2: ‘
Tell me about the business.’

It’s an open invitation to 
talk – keep them focused 

on what matters.

Question 3:
 ‘What has your turnover 
been for the last twelve 

months?’Immediately gives 
you an idea of scale

Question 4: 
‘Do you know much profit 
you’ve made during that 

period?’Smaller businesses 
are less likely to know and 

might not want to tell you if 
it’s small.

Question 5: 
‘How many staff are there?
 Do you employ any family 

members?’If there are 
many family members

there isn’t a business post-
completion – unless you can 
grab the customer contracts.

Question 6: 
‘What prompted you to call 
me?’Start to understand the 

motivations: dig deep, this 
is leverage in the negotiation.

Question 12: 
‘Is there anything else I need
 to know that might help me 
make a decision?’Tell them 

you’re not yet convinced 
this is for you, even if you’d 
bite their arm off; remind 
them you are looking at 

several businesses.

Question 11: 
‘Tell me what you need for 
the business.’Say, ‘Tell me 

what you need for the 
business, don’t tell me what 
you want, because no one is 
getting what they want right

 now.’ Then shut up and listen.

Question 10:
 Sector-specific questions.
There will be some sector-

specific questions you need 
to ask.

Question 9: 
‘Is the business listed with 

a broker?’If so, they may
 have a crazy idea of value. 

You don’t have to go through
 the broker

Question 8: 
‘Tell me about the premises.’

Be alert to information 
about the lease.

Question 7: ‘
If we were to come to an 

agreement, what would your 
ideal time scale be?’Use 

questions to call their bluff and 
control the conversation.

After the call

• Write your notes up into a spreadsheet.

• Ask yourself:

                       What did I learn from the experience?

                       What would I do differently next time?

At this stage:

If you’re interested, set up a meeting.

If you’re not interested, tell them.

This is the Columbo moment; they might

 surprise you with new information.

Re-engage, listen a bit more.
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