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The former owner’s relationships with
employees, suppliers, and customers can be a
tough act to follow -- and affect value creation
long after the deal closes.

Entrepreneurship through acquisition (ETA) is often
presented as a disciplined alternative to starting from
scratch. Compared to greenfield entrepreneurship, or
even early-stage investing, buyers acquire an operating
business with customers, employees, suppliers, and
cash flow already in place. Accordingly, most ETA
guidance focuses, appropriately, on valuation, deal
structure, and financing decisions.

Embedded in this advice, however, is a quiet
assumption. Once price and capital are resolved, value
co-creation largely unfolds. That assumption is fragile.
When entrepreneurs acquire an existing business, they
are not only purchasing assets and income streams.
They are also inheriting a set of stakeholder
relationships built under prior ownership, and those
relationships can enable or constrain entrepreneurial
action and subsequent value creation long after the deal
closes.

ETA as stakeholder inheritance, not
just asset purchase
ETA differs from both traditional M&A and greenfield
entrepreneurship in a consequential way. Buyers step
into an already functioning system of stakeholder
relationships. Employees carry expectations shaped by
the prior owner’s leadership and routines. Customers
have learned whom they trust and why. Suppliers may
have extended favorable terms based on long-standing
relationships rather than formal contracts. Communities
may have conferred legitimacy over time to a family,
founder, or local presence.

In this sense, ETA is not simply about acquiring a firm. It
is about inheriting a stakeholder system. This
perspective matters because many of the most
consequential drivers of post-acquisition performance
do not sit neatly on financial statements. They are
relational, often informal, and frequently tied to the
identity, behavior, and reputation of the prior owner.

Why financials often overstate
transferable value
Historical financial performance reflects what a
business achieved under a specific configuration of
relationships. After an acquisition, that configuration can
shift, sometimes subtly, sometimes abruptly.

Consider common situations: employees whose
commitment was personal rather than institutional;
customers whose loyalty rested on trust in the seller;
suppliers who offered favorable terms based on history
rather than contract; or local stakeholders who granted
legitimacy to a family or founder, not just the firm itself.
In these cases, financial statements accurately capture
past outcomes but reveal little about how fragile those
outcomes may be under new ownership. This does not
mean the numbers are wrong. It means they are
incomplete.

A stakeholder lens for ETA due
diligence
Before asking, “Is this business worth buying?” ETA
entrepreneurs should ask a prior question: Which
stakeholder relationships create value here—and will
they survive me? 

Four stakeholder domains are especially consequential.

Employees. Are skills and routines codified or tacit? Is
loyalty tied to the organization or to the prior owner
personally? How much informal authority does the seller
continue to exercise inside the firm? If key employees
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stay because of who owned the business rather than
how it operates, post-acquisition continuity may be at
risk.

Customers. Are customer relationships primarily
transactional or relational? Is trust embedded in the
brand and systems of the firm, or in personal ties with
the seller? Stable revenues can mask customer
dependence on interpersonal relationships that do not
transfer cleanly across ownership.

Suppliers and partners. Do favorable terms rest on
contracts or on history? Are suppliers embedded in local
or industry networks that operate informally? Cost
structures that appear durable on paper may shift once
relational goodwill is tested.

Community and institutional stakeholders . This
dimension is particularly salient in family firms and place-
based businesses. Local legitimacy, reputation, and
informal ties (like family members) often shape access
to labor, customers, and support in ways that formal
analysis misses. New owners may need to actively
rebuild this legitimacy rather than assume it transfers
automatically.

What this reframing changes for
ETA decisions
Viewing ETA through a stakeholder lens leads to
several practical insights. Some attractive deals are
fragile because their value rests on personal or informal
relationships rather than institutionalized systems.
Conversely, some modest-looking deals prove resilient
because stakeholder relationships are embedded in
routines, governance structures, and shared
expectations rather than personalities. More broadly,
ETA success depends not only on operational
competence, but also on the entrepreneur’s ability to
steward, stabilize, and re-coordinate inherited
relationships.

This perspective does not replace valuation or financial
diligence; it complements it. Stakeholder relationships
may not be fully quantifiable, but they are predictively
consequential. Ignoring them invites surprises after
closing, often at precisely the moment when
entrepreneurs have the least room for error.

ETA as entrepreneurial stewardship
Entrepreneurs who acquire businesses are not merely

optimizing assets. They are also stepping into ongoing
social and economic relationships that require care,
continuity, and deliberate management.

Seen this way, ETA is not simply a shortcut to
ownership or growth. It is a form of entrepreneurial
stewardship, one in which value creation depends as
much on managing inherited stakeholder systems as on
improving margins or expanding markets. Framed this
way, the argument does not complicate ETA decision-
making unnecessarily. It clarifies what entrepreneurs
are really buying.

Learn More about Entrepreneurship
Through Acquisition
How to Choose the Right Company to Acquire
(https://eiexchange.com/content/how-to-choose-the-
right-company-to-acquire) 

Why Buying a Business is Smarter Than Starting One
(https://eiexchange.com/content/why-buying-a-business-
is-smarter-than-starting-one) 

Avoid Legal Minefields When Acquiring Another
Company(https://eiexchange.com/content/avoid-legal-
minefields-when-acquiring-another-company) 
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