
Understanding Business Valuation 
WITHOUT THE MATH
How buyers really think about value, and what 
owners can influence before going to market.

WHY VALUATION FEELS MYSTERIOUS
Many business owners assume valuation is driven by formulas, industry rules of thumb, 
or a single multiple they can find online. That assumption is understandable. Valuation is 
often discussed in shorthand, and the nuance is rarely explained.

In reality, valuation is far more complex. Buyers are not simply assigning a number to past 
performance. They are evaluating risk, sustainability, and confidence in future results. Two 
businesses with similar revenue and profitability can command very different valuations 
based on factors that are not immediately obvious.

At George & Company, we see valuation confusion most often when owners focus solely 
on what their business has done, rather than how it is positioned to perform going 
forward. Buyers care deeply about what happens after ownership changes.

This guide is designed to explain how buyers actually think about value, without 
spreadsheets or formulas, so owners can make informed decisions early, when there is 
still time to influence outcomes.

George & Company perspective:  
The strongest exits usually begin with understanding, not urgency.

WHAT BUYERS ARE REALLY BUYING
Buyers are not purchasing historical financial statements. They are purchasing 
confidence in future cash flow.

When buyers evaluate a business, they are trying to answer a forward-looking question: 
will this company continue to perform, grow, and generate reliable income once the 
current owner is no longer involved day to day? Past performance provides important 
context, but it is only valuable if it supports confidence in what comes next.

Strong historical results matter, but only to the extent that they can reasonably continue 
under new ownership. In real transactions, buyers consistently assess whether revenue 
and earnings are repeatable, predictable, and transferable.

Key areas buyers evaluate include: 

•	 Predictability versus raw growth: Steady, reliable earnings often carry more weight 
than aggressive growth that fluctuates year to year. 
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•	 Customer concentration: Heavy reliance on a small number of customers increases 
perceived risk and can affect deal structure and pricing. 

•	 Operational independence: Businesses that rely heavily on the owner for sales, 
operations, or key relationships raise transition concerns. 

•	 Systems and management depth: Documented processes and capable leadership 
teams reduce uncertainty and improve confidence.

From a buyer’s perspective, the core question is simple: how confident am I that this 
business will continue to perform without disruption once the owner steps away?

George & Company perspective:  
Transferability often matters more than raw performance.

 

WHAT ACTUALLY DRIVES MULTIPLES
Multiples are frequently treated as fixed benchmarks, but in practice they are expressions of 
buyer confidence, risk, and perceived upside.

Buyers do not arrive at a multiple in isolation. They consider how attractive the opportunity 
feels compared to other options available in the market and how much effort, uncertainty, 
and capital will be required to achieve the expected return.

Rather than focusing on a single number, it is more useful to understand the forces that 
influence how buyers think about multiples in a given transaction.

Common drivers include: 

•	 Industry dynamics: Buyer demand, consolidation activity, and overall industry outlook 

•	 Business size and scalability: Larger, scalable businesses typically attract a broader 
buyer pool 

•	 Revenue quality: Recurring or contracted revenue is generally viewed more favorably 
than one-time or project-based work 

•	 Growth narrative: Buyers value realistic, repeatable growth over aspirational projections 

•	 Owner involvement: Significant owner dependency can suppress multiples due to 
transition risk

Multiples rise and fall based on how these factors combine within a specific business at a 
specific moment in time.

George & Company perspective: 
Multiples reflect confidence in the future, not rewards for the past.
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COMMON VALUATION MYTHS OWNERS BELIEVE
Across industries, we hear many of the same assumptions repeated by business 
owners. These beliefs are often shaped by anecdotes, peer conversations, or surface-
level information found online.

While understandable, these assumptions can quietly work against value if they are 
accepted without scrutiny. Buyers evaluate businesses differently than owners do, 
and mismatched expectations can lead to missed opportunities or disappointing 
outcomes.

Common myths include: 

•	 “My business is worth X because my competitor sold for X.” Every transaction is 
unique, and differences in structure, risk, timing, and buyer profile matter. 

•	 “Revenue growth always increases value.” Growth that introduces volatility or 
operational strain can increase risk rather than reduce it. 

•	 “Buyers will pay more because I built this from scratch.” Emotional investment 
does not directly translate into market value. 

•	 “I can address these issues once I am ready to sell.” Waiting often limits leverage 
and reduces options.

Challenging these assumptions early gives owners greater control over outcomes.

George & Company perspective: 
Most value erosion happens gradually, long before a business goes to market.

 

WHAT OWNERS CAN INFLUENCE BEFORE GOING TO MARKET
One of the most empowering realities for business owners is how much influence they 
have over value when planning early.

Long before a sale process begins, owners make decisions that shape how buyers 
perceive risk, opportunity, and transition readiness. Small operational choices, when 
compounded over time, can materially affect how attractive a business appears in the 
market.

Areas that consistently matter to buyers include: 

•	 Financial clarity: Clean, consistent reporting builds credibility and trust 

•	 Owner dependency: Reducing reliance on the owner lowers perceived risk 

•	 Process documentation: Clear systems and procedures make operations 
transferable 
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•	 Customer and vendor diversification: Reduced concentration increases stability 

•	 Timing considerations: Market conditions and readiness matter as much as price

Small, intentional improvements made over time can meaningfully change how buyers 
perceive both risk and opportunity.

George & Company perspective: 
Value is built through preparation, not rushed at the finish line.
 

VALUATION VS. OPINION VS. READINESS
Valuation-related terms are often used interchangeably, which can create confusion and 
unrealistic expectations.

Understanding the difference between general valuation concepts, an opinion of value, 
and readiness conversations helps owners engage in the right type of discussion at the 
right time, without unnecessary pressure or misunderstanding.

•	 General valuation concepts help owners understand how buyers think about value

•	 An informal opinion of value provides directional insight based on experience and 
current market conditions

•	 A formal valuation or go-to-market process supports an active transaction 

Understanding these distinctions helps owners pursue the right conversation at the  
right time. 

This guide is educational in nature and not a valuation. Every business is unique, and 
outcomes depend on preparation, timing, and market conditions.

George & Company perspective: 
Early conversations focused on readiness and options often lead to better long-term 
outcomes than last-minute pricing discussions.

If you are thinking about your business’s future, 
even a few years out, a discussion centered on 
preparation and options can be more valuable 
than a number alone.

UNDERSTANDING BUSINESS VALUATION WITHOUT THE MATH   		  Prepared by George & Company

>>

>>


