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Award-winning, designated expert in the industry, and 
regarded as the top small business broker in North Carolina

Introduction
Working alongside small business 
owners across North Carolina has 
given me a front-row seat to how 
this market really operates. Every 
deal, every owner, and every 
inquiry tells a different story—but 
patterns always emerge. My job 
has been to read those patterns, 
put the puzzle together, and guide 
clients through it.
 
Before we dig in, 
it’s important to 
note that my area 
of expertise is 
businesses with 
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gross sales under $4 million. 
If your company falls in that 
range, the insights below are 
written for you. This is not about 
why you should sell—but about 
shaping realistic and informed 
expectations if you’re buying or 
selling a North Carolina small 
business in 2026.

“In the area of small business, 
Joe has no equal.”

 
– Jeff Snell, Former President, International Business 

Brokers Association (IBBA)

*Report created by the largest website for small business transactions in the world,  Biz-by-sell.com
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Sellers:  
IS IT TIME TO SELL?
 

Timing drives value: 
Across North Carolina, valuations remain 
steady, but top outcomes go to sellers who 
prepare early and present a clean, credible 
operation.  
 
The strongest businesses share  
a few traits:.  Clean and current financial records 
.  Stable staff with defined roles and manuals 
.  Predictable cash flow 
.  A documented lead-generation process
 
If your business has recovered from 
postpandemic fluctuations and shows 
stability, that’s your moment of leverage.  
The best time to sell is not when you’re  
“ready,” but when your company looks  
its best on paper.
 
A newer shift in due diligence:  
Buyers now review two to three years of 
records instead of five. Economic conditions 
have changed so drastically that 2022 data 
doesn’t forecast 2027 performance. This 
speeds up the process—but only for sellers 
who have current and credible financial 
reporting ready to go.

Buyers:  
IS IT TIME TO BUY?
 

Buyers face a new environment. 
Tighter lending, higher capital costs, and longer duediligence 
timelines. Traditional profit and loss statements are no longer 
enough; buyers must evaluate operational health, customer stability, 
and leadership transition plans.

Smart, experienced investors still find strong opportunities. 
With cautious banks and growing seller-assisted financing, decisive 
and organized buyers are winning deals. Today’s duediligence 
timeline averages three to four months—almost double that of 
years past—because inexperienced buyers often slow the process. 
Preparation and consistency matter.

Marketing:  
GETTING LISTINGS IN 
FRONT OF REAL BUYERS
 

Exposure determines success. Today’s most effective marketing 
blends broker networks, targeted email lists, and curated online 
listings. Generic listing sites attract browsers, not buyers; curated 
broker databases bring serious suitors.
 
Experienced brokers complete transactions on average in 45% less 
time with roughly 25% higher success rates, largely because they 
know where qualified buyers are looking and how to manage the 
process efficiently.
 
Another trend is the rise of first-time “TV, internet & Book-inspired” 
buyers—those imitating what they see on Shark Tank or The Profit. 
While ambition is welcome, inexperience can frustrate serious sellers 
and lengthen the deal cycle. Experienced representation helps filter 
and prepare buyers, preventing deals from getting stuck in endless 
due diligence.
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Funding:  
FINANCING THE FUTURE  
OF SMALL BUSINESS
 

Traditional bank financing is 
increasingly restrictive. Regulatory 
scrutiny and underwriting caution push 
many buyers toward seller financing or 
creative blended funding structures.
 
Seller financing—when structured 
properly—creates leverage for sellers, often 
boosting valuation and compressing timelines. 
The three pillars of a secure seller-financed 
transaction remain constant:
 
1   A personal guarantee from the buyer

2   Adequate security or collateral backing  
       the note

3   Seller participation through a structured  
       transition period
 
Executed together, these conditions reduce 
risk for the seller and reassure banks or 
secondary investors.

Inquiry Expectations:  
SORTING THE CURIOUS FROM  
THE COMMITTED
 

Inbound inquiries are fewer overall, but the ones arriving tend to 
have more capital and more operating experience. The challenge is 
determining who’s truly ready.

Under current SBA standards, most sellers must carry a note for 
at least three years, which amplifies the need to trust a buyer’s 
capabilities. Sellers now weigh a buyer’s experience and operational 
readiness as much as financial qualifications. Brokers often find 
themselves “thinking for the buyer,” guiding them to demonstrate 
competence and reduce seller risk before a deal even takes shape.

In this new environment, skillful buyer qualification has become the 
foundation of transaction success.

Company Reviews 
& Valuations:  
THE DETAILS DEFINE THE DEAL
 

Valuation accuracy depends on understanding the story behind 
the numbers. Metrics like EBITDA only set the stage; recurring 
revenue, management systems, and owner workload complete the 
picture.

A new challenge in 2026 is AI-driven selfvaluations. Most 
sellers and buyers already arrive at the table with their own online-
calculated number in mind. While some of that data is useful, it also 
means negotiations begin before the two sides ever meet. Without an 
experienced intermediary to interpret the data and context, sellers 
risk losing control of the narrative early in the process.

The bottom line: the valuation process hasn’t become easier—it’s 
just become noisier. Experience filters through that noise.
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Final Thought
 

The North Carolina smallbusiness marketplace isn’t slowing—it’s evolving. Capital is still 
available, opportunities still exist, and smart deals are closing every week. But the difference 
between getting it done and getting it right comes down to timing, experience, and clarity.

If you want direction, confidence, and real results, remember:
Joe Vagnone is the real deal—for small business.
 
Founder, jVagnone.com
Associated with ENLIGN Business Brokers

Transition Challenges:  

MERGING TWO WORLDS 
 

Every transaction is a meeting between two very different 
worlds—one built the business, the other wants to take it further. 
Success depends not on persuasion, but on mutual respect.
 
A positive trend is emerging where modern buyers often come 
from industries rich in process and technology, bringing fresh 
operational energy. When sellers remain involved long enough 
to bridge that knowledge gap, both sides gain. Sellers must be 
open to imagining the buyer’s vision of tomorrow; buyers must 
communicate it clearly enough to earn that trust.

Owner Transition 
Expectations:  
STAYING INCREASES VALUE
 

While many sellers dream of walking 
away immediately, staying engaged often 
produces the best outcomes. A structured 
transition builds buyer confidence, protects 
seller financing, and keeps deal value intact.
 
The most effective arrangements today 
include advisory roles—by phone or 
periodic meetings—over 6 to 12 months. 
This approach allows sellers to truly retire 
while ensuring operational continuity. 
Smooth transitions translate directly into 
higher multiples and better long-term 
legacy value.


