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Introduction: The Rules Are Different Here 
Buying a business is never just about numbers — but buying from a family-run business adds 
a whole other layer. 

The conversations are more emotional. 

The logic is sometimes… absent. 

The decision-makers? Hard to identify. 

And yet — some of the best acquisition opportunities come from family-owned businesses: 

• They’re deeply embedded in their markets
• They often have loyal staff and low overheads
• And many are ripe for exit due to succession issues, burnout, or retirement

This report is about how to navigate the unique psychology, dynamics, and risks that come 
with acquiring a family-run business — and how to do it without getting pulled into the 
drama. 

1. Why Family Businesses Make Great Targets
• Under-managed: Often profitable but not professionally optimised
• Tied to the founder: Creates opportunities when the owner wants out
• No obvious successor: Children don’t want to take over
• Emotionally ready to move on: Retirement, illness, or family tension

Many family-run businesses are strong on relationships, but weak on systems — making 
them perfect for buyers who can professionalise and scale. 

2. But… What Makes These Deals Difficult?



a) The Seller’s Identity is Tied to the Business 

Letting go isn’t just financial — it’s personal. You’re not just buying a company; you’re 
buying someone’s life’s work. 

b) Multiple Family Stakeholders 

You thought you were negotiating with the founder… until their son-in-law shows up. 

c) Unwritten Rules and Emotional Decisions 

• “We’ve always done it this way.” 
• “That’s Dave’s job — he’s been with us 25 years.” 
• “I need to check with my sister.” 

d) Lack of Formal Documentation 

• Employment contracts may not exist 
• IP or client agreements may be verbal 
• The lease might be in a cousin’s name 

e) Decision-Making is Slow (or Inverted) 

Often, family members not involved in the day-to-day hold shares or veto power. And 
sometimes the founder wants to sell — but their children resist. 

 

3. What to Watch Out For 

1. Who Actually Owns What? 

• Check the share structure 
• Ask who has signing authority 
• Get clarity early — it saves pain later 

2. Legacy Employees with Protected Status 

• Are long-term staff on outdated (or non-existent) contracts? 
• Are they overpaid relative to their output? 
• Can they block cultural or operational change? 

3. Customer and Supplier Relationships 

• Are relationships personal or professional? 
• Will key accounts stay when the owner leaves? 

 



4. Family Members on the Payroll 

• Is someone drawing a salary without contributing? 
• Are there promises or pensions tied to non-working shareholders? 

5. Blurry Boundaries Between Family and Finance 

• Personal assets on the balance sheet 
• Loans between family and business 
• Family perks running through the company 

 

4. How to Win Their Trust (Without Giving Away 
Leverage) 

a) Acknowledge the Emotional Side 

Say things like: 

• “I completely understand this is a big decision.” 
• “You’ve clearly built something with a lot of heart.” 
• “I want to honour what you’ve created — while also helping it move forward.” 

b) Don’t Rush 

Sellers often need time to process the shift. Pushing too hard creates resistance. 

c) Be Clear About Your Intentions 

They want to know: 

• Will staff be safe? 
• Will the name continue? 
• Are you going to “rip it apart” or “build it up”? 

d) Position Yourself as a Safe Pair of Hands 

The smoother and calmer you are, the more they’ll trust you to look after what they’ve built. 

 

5. How to Structure the Deal to Reduce Risk 

1. Get Clear on Roles and Timelines 

• If the founder is staying on, for how long? 



• What decisions can they still make? 
• Are they being paid? How much? For how long? 

2. Use Earn-Outs or Deferred Payments Carefully 

Especially when: 

• The handover is complex 
• Key staff are family 
• You need their help to transition customers 

3. Insist on Clean Documentation 

Before completion: 

• Get employment contracts in place 
• Confirm shareholdings 
• Identify (and remove) unrelated family expenses 

4. Use Warranties and Indemnities 

To protect against: 

• Undisclosed liabilities 
• Family disputes post-sale 
• IP or ownership challenges 

 

6. When to Walk Away 
Sometimes the drama runs too deep. 

Walk if: 

• Family conflict spills into the business 
• Key stakeholders won’t engage 
• Decision-making is erratic or passive-aggressive 
• The owner is emotionally attached but unwilling to let go 

Remember: not all goodwill is good. 

 

7. Real-World Deal Club Lessons 
• One member discovered the “finance director” was the owner’s cousin — and had no 

formal training 



• Another nearly completed a deal — until a previously silent daughter vetoed the terms 
• One buyer used a slow, respectful approach and gained the seller’s trust — leading to 

a 40% price reduction 

 

Final Thoughts 
Buying from a family business takes: 

• Patience 
• Clarity 
• Emotional intelligence 
• And a good lawyer 

But the payoff can be huge: 

• Loyal staff 
• Stable margins 
• Deep community roots 

Just remember — you’re not just buying the business. 

You’re untangling a family from it. 

Do it thoughtfully — and you’ll not only get the deal. 

You’ll earn their blessing, too. 
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