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BEFORE YOU START 

How To Use This Guide 

 

This is not a business book. It is a working document. 

You just took the 15 question stress test to see if your venue is working or just 
surviving. This blueprint is the manual to fix your score. Read it once to understand 
the framework. Then go back section by section and do the work.  

Each part builds on the last. By the time you finish, you will have a clear picture of 
where your business actually stands. And let’s be clear: even if you have zero 
intention of selling for the next ten years, you need to read this framework.  

Why? Because a business built to be sellable is a business that gives you high profit, 
automated rosters and total time freedom today. If it's unsellable, it's just a 
demanding job with your name on the lease. 

There are three sections and three bonuses. 

 
•​ Section One covers the maths of what your business is actually worth and why 

most operators are working from the wrong number. 
•​ Section Two covers the financial and legal documents that make or break a 

sale and how to build a data room that gives buyers nothing to question. 
•​ Section Three covers owner independence, the single biggest reason good 

hospitality businesses fail to sell and the four step process to fix it. 
 
The three bonuses are tools, not reading. They are built to be used immediately. 

 

A note on where this came from: I spent 20 years in hospitality before I tried 
to exit. I could not sell my cafe. I had to close it instead.  
 
Everything in this guide is what I learned from that experience- the hard 
way, after the fact, through courses, research and hours of figuring out 
what nobody had bothered to tell me when it mattered.  
 
None of it is theory. All of it is what I wish I had known before I needed it. 
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SECTION ONE 

The Brutal Maths of What Your Business 
Is Actually Worth 

 

Let us start with the thing nobody says to your face. 

Your business is not worth what you think it is worth. It is not worth what you have 
put into it. It is not worth the years you gave it, the weekends you missed or the body 
you have worn out keeping it running. 

Buyers do not pay for your sacrifice. They pay for what the business earns, reliably, 
verifiably and without you standing in the middle of the room holding it together. 

That is the whole game. Everything else is noise. 

 

How Buyers Actually Value a Hospitality Business 

There is one formula. It is not a secret and it is not flexible. Buyers, brokers  and their 
accountants use it on every transaction. 

 

Valuation = EBITDA x Multiplier 

 
EBITDA is your Earnings Before Interest, Tax, Depreciation and Amortisation. In plain 
language, it is what the business actually earns before accounting adjustments. 

The multiplier is the number a buyer assigns based on your systems, your risk profile, 
your lease security and how dependent the business is on you being there every day. 

For most small to medium hospitality businesses in Australia, that multiplier sits 
between 2x and 3.5x. 

 

A well systemised venue turning $80,000 net profit with a solid lease and a 
team that does not leave when the owner does attracts a 3x multiplier. That is a 
$240,000 business. The same revenue in an owner dependent venue with 
messy books and an expiring lease attracts 1.5x. That is $120,000. Same revenue. 
Completely different outcome. 
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The $20,000 Habit That Costs You $60,000 
Here is where most operators get blindsided. 

Say you run $20,000 a year in personal expenses through the business. Your vehicle 
lease, your phone, family dinners coded as staff meals. Nothing outrageous. You have 
seen everyone do it and your accountant never said not to. 

Here is what that habit actually costs you when you try to sell. 

 

Financial Metric Line Item The Messy Way The Clean Way 

Reported EBITDA After personal 
expenses 

$60,000 $80,000 

Add-Backs Legitimate, fully 
proven 

$0 (No trail) $0 (Clean) 

Multiplier Applied  3x 3x 

Final Valuation  $180,000 $240,000 

True Equity Left 
 on Table 

 -$60,000 $0 

 

That is a $60,000 penalty for running a messy business to save a few thousand on 
your annual tax bill. 

Buyers do not just ignore unverified expenses. They use every blurry line in your 
books as leverage to slice the price, drag out due diligence or walk away entirely. 

 

Fix the paper trail before you need to. Every dollar of documented, clean profit is 
worth two to three dollars in sale price. 
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SECTION TWO 

The Financial and Legal Clean Up 

 

Due diligence kills more hospitality deals than bad revenue ever will. 

A buyer's lawyer and accountant exist to find risk. Their job is to poke holes in 
everything you hand them. Your job is to give them nothing to find. 

That means building a data room before anyone asks for one. Not scrambling 
through email threads and WhatsApp messages when a buyer is waiting. A secure, 
organised set of documents that you can hand over in under 24 hours. 

Most operators that scramble signal chaos. A seller who hands over a clean, 
organised folder on day one signals that they know how to run a business. That 
confidence changes the dynamic at the table. 

 

The Data Room: Exactly What To Build 

Create a secure Google Drive folder named: [Business Name] Confidential Data 
Room. Inside it, build these six subfolders. 

 

Folder 01 — Financial Statements 

•​ Three full years of Profit and Loss statements, accrual based showing true 
trading performance 

•​ Current year-to-date P&L broken down by month 
•​ Balance sheets for the same period 
•​ A verified spreadsheet of owner add backs with receipts and clear 

explanations for each one 
 

Folder 02 — POS and Sales Data 

•​ Full historical exports from your point of sale system 
•​ Weekly, monthly and annual revenue summaries 
•​ Revenue category breakdowns: food, beverage, events, catering 
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Folder 03 — Lease and Property 

•​ The fully executed commercial lease including all schedules, variations and 
renewals 

•​ Any correspondence with the landlord about transfer, assignment or renewal 
Buyers want to see a minimum of five years remaining including options. Anything 
under three years makes the business very difficult to sell. This is not a negotiating 
point. It is a structural reality. 

 

Folder 04 — Staff and Employment 

•​ Signed, legally compliant employment contracts for every team member 
•​ A master staff schedule showing hours, award rates and accrued leave 

entitlements 
•​ No undocumented arrangements. If it is not in writing it does not exist to a 

buyer. 
 

Folder 05 — Registrations and Compliance 

•​ ABN registration certificates 
•​ Current council food safety certifications 
•​ Active liquor licence if applicable, including trading conditions 
•​ Current certificates of currency for public liability and workers compensation 

 

Folder 06 — Asset List and Equipment 

•​ A master list of every piece of equipment included in the sale 
•​ Clear notation of what is owned outright versus under active finance 
•​ Service logs for high value equipment including refrigeration and espresso 

machines 
 

The operator who can hand over a complete data room within 24 hours of 
being asked is a different seller to every other seller a buyer has met. Build it 
now, before you need it. 
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SECTION THREE 

The Owner Independence Blueprint 

 

Here is what every serious buyer is thinking when they walk through your venue. 

What happens to my money the day after the owner leaves? 

If the honest answer is that the operation would struggle or collapse, they walk away. 
Owner dependency is the single most common reason good hospitality businesses 
die on the market. Not bad revenue. Not a poor location. The business works because 
the owner never stops. 

That is not a business. That is a very demanding job with your name on the lease. 

 

The 80 Percent Standard 

The principle I keep coming back to is this. 

 

A business must be built so that a complete stranger can walk in, read a 
document and execute the job to 80 percent standard on day one. 

 
Not perfect. 80 percent. That is the bar. 

If your operation requires your institutional knowledge, your relationships, your 
memory or your physical presence to function, it is not transferable. A buyer cannot 
step into something that only exists inside one person's head. 

 

The Four Step Extraction Roadmap 

 

01 AUDIT List every task only you can do 

02 DOCUMENT Write a 1-page SOP before you delegate 

03 DELEGATE Train, observe, then step back completely 

04 TEST Take 3 full days off. No calls. No drop ins. 
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Step 01 — Audit Everything Only You Can Do 

Sit down and list every task that only happens because you show up. Opening. 
Ordering. Cash management. Handling difficult suppliers. Covering when someone 
calls in sick. This list is your extraction blueprint. Every item on it is a system waiting 
to be built. 

 

Step 02 — Document Before You Delegate 

Before you hand anything over, write it down. One page. Plain language. If it does 
not fit on one page, you are overcomplicating it. The test is whether a capable person 
who has never worked in your business can follow it without calling you. If they call 
you, the document is incomplete. 

 

Step 03 — Train, Observe and Step Back 

Walk through the procedure with the person you are delegating to. Watch them do 
it once. Correct what needs correcting. Then step back completely. If the output stays 
at an acceptable standard, the system is working. If it does not, fix the document, not 
the person. 

 

Step 04 — Run the Absence Test 

Take three full days completely away from the business before you consider listing it. 
No phone calls. No dropping in. If something breaks, that is useful information. Fix 
the procedure that failed. If it runs without you, you have something transferable. 

 

You do not need to remove yourself from the business entirely. You need to build 
it so that it could run without you. Those are two different things. One is about 
what you do every day. The other is about what the business is capable of. 

 

 

 

 

The Cynical Operator 

https://the-cynical-operator.beehiiv.com


 

What To Systemise First 

Start with the things that would break fastest without you. In most hospitality 
businesses, that is one of three areas. 

 
•​ Cash and banking. Who handles the float, reconciles the till and makes 

deposits. If only you know how, document it today. 
•​ Ordering and inventory. Who orders from which suppliers, at what thresholds 

and what happens when something runs out mid-service. 
•​ Opening and closing. The exact sequence of tasks that starts and ends every 

trading day. If a new staff member had to open tomorrow without you, could 
they? 

 
Document these three before anything else. They are the foundation. Everything else 
builds from them. 

 

Where To From Here 

You now know the maths, the documents and the four steps that make a hospitality 
business sellable instead of just survivable. 

Knowing it and having it built are two different things. Every folder, every SOP, every 
script mentioned in this guide takes real hours to build from scratch. I know, because 
I built all of it myself, twice - once badly and once properly. 

I'm putting together a done-for-you version of everything in this guide. The data 
room structure, ready to copy. The SOP templates, ready to fill in. The buyer 
conversation script, word for word. A tracker that ties it all together so you know 
exactly where you stand, section by section. 

It's not ready yet. When it is, the people on the newsletter list hear first. 

In the meantime: 

Take the free audit again in three months and see if your score moved. If it didn't, 
something in this guide is still sitting undone. 

If you're not already getting the newsletter, that's where I write about all of this in 
more depth, one piece at a time. Head over to http://thecynicaloperator.com. 
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What This Actually Looks Like 

A year from now, picture a Tuesday. The venue opens without you there. Someone 
else counts the float, someone else runs the pass, someone else handles the supplier 
who's short on delivery again. You find out about it later, if at all, because the system 
caught it before it became your problem. 

The books are clean. You know your number and it's a real one, not a guess. If 
someone wanted to buy the business tomorrow, you could hand them a folder and 
answer every question without flinching. 

And if you never sell, none of that stops mattering. You still get your weekends back. 
You still get to sit down for dinner without your phone on the table. The business 
stops being the thing that owns you. 

That's the whole point. Not the sale. The life on the other side of not needing to be 
there. 

 

 

 

That's the whole point. Not the sale. The life on the other side of not needing to be there. 
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