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Reasons Why Sales Often Fall Apart 

The percentage of business sales transactions that never close is incredibly high. A recent report 

from an online sales listing site claimed that approximately 80% of all the businesses that are 

listed for sale never sell, and just under 50% of the deals that are agreed to between buyer and 

seller, never get to closing.  

Whilst these statistics can be heavily influenced by the mix of companies & buyer type that were 

covered in this report, they illustrate that closing a transaction is much more challenging than 

most business owners would ever imagine. Having spent years focused on this area of 

specialization here is a list of some of the more frequent reasons why this can happen. 

1. The business is overpriced.  

2. Owners are inflexible on terms and not open to negotiation. 

3. Many businesses have problems that should have been addressed prior to going to market 

are and emerge as they move through the sales process (e.g., environmental issues, 

financial statement issues, unpaid tax bills, pending lawsuits, employment lawsuits, 

underfunded pension schemes or have other hidden issues that were not disclosed) 

4. Unanticipated effect of tax implications of the sale. Owners can forget to talk to tax 

advisors early in the process to make sure they adopt sound tax strategies and understand 

the effect of taxes on the after-tax proceeds they may get from the sale. 

5. Co-owners not being on the same page regarding selling the company. 

6. Loss of trust between buyer and seller. As the transaction moves into due diligence and 

the buyer has the chance to “look under the Petticoat” the last thing they expect to see are 

surprises. Once one surprise is found this will result in everything else being subject to 

more scrutiny as trust between parties erodes. 

7. Deal inertia. If the pace of the transaction drifts, then the likelihood of it falling apart can 

increase substantially. Buyers and sellers can get bored as events drag on and eventually 

decide that they are better spending their time elsewhere. 

8. Failure to secure buyer financing. This can be a major issue if the buyer must raise or 

borrow capital to close the deal. 

9. Unknown factors happening in the background. I once dealt with a publicly listed buyer 

who pulled out of a transaction with my seller two weeks before close. Several months 

later another publicly listed buyer acquired my seller. Shortly after the close the second 

buyer then announced that it was also buying the first buyer. 

10. Changes in sellers’ company during the sales process. Losing key supplier contracts, key 

customer contracts, or seeing changes with direct competitor activity can often lead to re-

negotiations or a lost sale. This can be a particular problem if the owner directly handles 

the sale of the company and takes their eye off the ball with the core business. 
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11. Loss of control of confidentiality resulting in rumors of the sale circulating in the market. 

12. Changes in market conditions. One of the best examples of this was during the 2008/09 

recession where businesses that previously were attractive acquisition candidates 

suddenly became businesses that few buyers wanted. 

13. Macro factors such as interest rate increases, changes in laws etc. This happened with 

rapidly expanding Vaping companies that were outlawed by changes in legislation. 

14. Biased advisors. Some professionals may also be financially impacted by the sale and 

may do things to disrupt the process. 

15. Unqualified and/or unskilled advisors. Many professional lack direct deal experience and 

may be unable to come up with solutions when faced with a problem. They may also fail 

to recognize problem areas at the start of the process that may create issues later. 

Whilst this list may not be exhaustive it highlights many of the more common reasons that cause 

deals to fall apart. Planning and preparation is key to help get the transaction across that finishing 

line. You need to work with professionals that know what to do rather than relying on people you 

are paying to “learn what to do”.  

You have spent years of blood sweat, toil and tears building your business and legacy. Is taking 

risks and cutting corners when you sell it the smart thing to do?  

Call (310) 546 1016 or email Rmacdonald@agstrategicadvisor.com  to find out more and see 

how we can help you. 
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