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Helping entrepreneurs find an exit 
 
Tom Lyons of 
Faelon Business 
Brokers, who 
wrote a book on 
exit strategies, is 
putting more than 
30 years of 
mergers-and-
acquisitions 
experience to 
work as he readies 
his own 
succession plan. 

  
 

By Todd Nelson, Special to the Star Tribune 
 

    (March 5, 2007) Before you go into business, 
think about how you'll get out. 
    That's the advice of veteran dealmaker Tom 
Lyons, principal and founder of Faelon Business 
Brokers in Golden Valley. 
    When an owner sells, having the right plan can 
help a well-prepared company attract more and 
typically higher offers, said Lyons, who has helped 
clients sell and buy hundreds of businesses. It also 
can help minimize taxes. 
    Lyons has detailed his approach in two editions of 
"Exit Strategy," a book distilling what he's learned in 
more than 30 years in mergers and acquisitions.  
    Looking toward his future, Lyons has been quietly 
assembling his own exit strategy. At 54, Lyons 
emphasizes that he is 10 to 15 years from stepping 
aside. But he is following his own advice in getting 
an early start on his succession plan. An important 
step, which Lyons said he hoped to accomplish this 
year, is to recruit a couple of partners-to-be. 

 

    "If you look in our...book on how to sell a service 
company, it's a classic approach," Lyons said. "You bring 
in younger partners and you go." 
 
'A big future' 
    Lyons said he'd like one of the new associates to be a 
woman: "There are more women business owners out 
there ... and I think there's a big future for lady deal-
doers." 
    Then he can begin training them to work with clients 
and getting them ready to buy into the firm when he is 
ready to sell. Bringing on the new associates also would 
allow Lyons to devote nearly all his time to marketing the 
firm, his seminars and his writing. 
    Lyons declined to discuss his firm's 2006 revenue, 
citing client confidentiality. Keeping information on 
prospective sellers confidential is critical because news 
that a company is for sale can affect its value as well as 
relationships with employees, customers and suppliers and 
to prevent competitors from exploiting the information, 
Lyons said. 
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 Faelon aims to close about 12 deals a year, a 
figure that could double with two more associates. 
Clients pay a front fee of $5,000 to $15,000. Faelon 
also gets paid a percentage of the sales price at 
closing. Faelon specializes in working with middle-
market companies, those worth $2 million to $50 
million. 
 While Faelon works most often with owners 
who are selling businesses, it also works with buyers, 
most often corporations, that want to grow by 
acquiring existing businesses. The firm also does 
consulting on an hourly basis for prospective sellers 
and buyers. 
 Lyons has been making business deals since 
1975, when he was hired to be business manager of 
the then Sieben, Grose and Von Holtum law firm. 
Lyons worked with the late John Von Holtum in 
acquiring half a dozen community banks, a retail 
business, a manufacturing company, some farmland 
and other real estate. 
 After 10 years, Lyons sold out of the 
investment partnership with Von Holtum to set up his 
own M&A firm with Faelon partner Norm 
Rippentrop. Lyons had built up good equity through 
the partnership and "put in six figures to get the 
business started." 
 One thing that distinguishes his approach, 
Lyons said, is asking why a business owner wants to 
sell. And whether the timing makes sense. 
 A problem, such as losing a big customer or 
key salesperson, can push an owner to decide to sell. 
But putting the sale off sometimes can be better, 
depending the owner's goals. Waiting a few years 
could allow the company to grow to the point that the 
sale, after taxes and fees, would provide assets that 
would generate enough income to allow the owner to 
retire, pursue other interests and leave something for 
heirs. 
 To help the owner explore those questions, 
Lyons makes sure the client works with a financial 
adviser, an estate planning attorney, an accountant and 
a transaction attorney, all with M&A experience. 

 
'A lot of traps' 
 "There are a lot of traps, a lot of problems 
that can come up," Lyons said. "If you don't have a  
 
 

good, experienced team you can get caught in a lot of these 
things that can cost you a lot of time, a lot of money and 
might cause the deal to unravel." 
 Harry Sieben, managing partner of Sieben, Grose, 
Von Holtum and Carey, said he’s found Lyons’ advice 
valuable for him-self and for his clients. 
 "He is a master at evaluating businesses that are 
proposed to be bought or sold, both from the seller's 
perspective and the buyer's perspective, and bringing 
together the various disciplines that play a role in 
determining the price and other parameters of a deal." 
  Lyons' frankness also is an asset. "He's not bashful 
about telling people it's not a good time to sell," Sieben 
said. "Sometimes I didn't follow his advice and I regretted 
it." 
 Tom Hance, who owned a wholesale company in 
Plymouth that distributed parts for lawn equipment, said he 
had read Lyons' book and been impressed enough to meet 
him, but didn't hammer out an exit strategy with him. 
Hance returned to Lyons when he suddenly lost his main 
supplier after 30 years. 
 While Hance was pessimistic about the prospects of 
selling his company, he said Lyons helped him recognize 
the value of what he had, find a buyer and saved "tons of 
money" on taxes in the process. 
 "Tom was so helpful it was unbelievable," Hance 
said. "He took what appeared to be a pretty disastrous 
situation and got a lot of good stitching in there and some 
perfume and, by God, it didn't look too bad. ... He was a 
great guy to work with. I think he's respected on both sides 
of the table any time he comes to negotiate." 
 
The expert says:  
 Jack Militello, a management professor at the 
University of St. Thomas Opus College of Business, said 
thinking about an exit strategy early on is the right thing to 
do, though entrepreneurs often are too busy trying to get 
their companies to grow to do so. 
 "He's right to counsel people that maybe it's a 
management issue, not an exit issue," Militello said. "The 
idea is you work out your problems, make the business as 
attractive as you can because the problems are solved. The 
business has to be in good shape, then you can exit." 
 
Todd Nelson is a freelance writer in Woodbury. His e-mail address 
is todd_nelson@mac.com 

 


