Privately held businesses:
helping you compete and grow.

“

As our auditors and business
advisers for over a decade,
Grant Thornton has played
a fundamental role in our
success, helping us grow into
a serious player in the
pharmaceutical industry.
They have provided us with
practical advice and solutions
to help us gain our recent
public listing, which marked
a milestone in our history.
Frank Lee
President
YSP Southeast Asia Holdings
Client of SJ Grant Thornton in Malaysia

”

Privately held businesses – a broad market segment that
includes family enterprises, investor- and entrepreneurowned entities and professional firms – power the world’s
economic growth. With the relationship between the
business and its owners often intertwined, these productive,
agile and innovative companies consistently rate among the
world’s most dynamic commercial entities.
Owners of, and stakeholders, in privately held businesses
require something rather special from their professional
advisers, a service that goes beyond the limits of that
provided by a traditional accountant or consultant.
They often prefer to develop a long-term relationship with
specialists who are capable of becoming all-round business
advisers, trusted practitioners who can provide valuable
advice at a strategic, management or board level that will
help the business grow and develop.
Practitioners in member firms of Grant Thornton
International are recognised as leaders in their ability to
advise privately held businesses. They engage actively in
many parts of a client’s affairs, applying a commercial
rationale as much as financial or technical thinking to
analyse the challenges and opportunities the client faces.
They build an understanding of the company’s business
strategies and the long-term goals of its owners and
stakeholders in order to accelerate the achievement of
those objectives.
For over 30 years, Grant Thornton member firms have
been recognised as frontrunners in helping privately held
businesses compete and grow. As leader of Grant Thornton
International’s global initiative to support privately held
businesses, I am confident that they will sustain that
leadership position for many years to come.

Alex MacBeath
Global leader
Privately held business services
Grant Thornton International
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At Grant Thornton, we recognise that while these privately held businesses (PHBs) may seem very different,
they share some common characteristics. Almost without exception they are run by energetic, ambitious
owners who take a passionate, hands-on approach to the running of their business. At the same time, some
of those owners may lack the commercial experience of venturing into foreign markets, of securing external
funding or sensing the right time for change within the business. And although privately held businesses can
make their decisions away from the glare of scrutiny that listed companies must suffer, they can also be
constrained by internal disputes over business strategies and conflicts over succession planning.
Specialist expertise and understanding

The Grant Thornton approach is to
make over 30 years of specialist
expertise in this crucial market sector
accessible to privately held businesses,
anywhere in the world. More than that,
we develop a deep understanding not
only of each particular business,
but also of the people who run it,
their motivations and aspirations.
By definition, entrepreneurs are
individuals and their unique qualities
demand constantly flexible thinking
and commercially astute strategies from
specialists with enough seniority and
experience to challenge and debate.
We are told by our clients that this
partner-led approach, combining
technical expertise with empathy for
their business, is what sets us apart from
our competitors.

The range of services we provide
will meet privately held business’
requirements from audit and tax to
corporate finance and succession
planning, but we are just as interested in
providing services that don’t appear on
any list. We believe the sign of a trusted
adviser is when we are asked ‘What do
you think?’ about every major strategic
decision a business makes. We work
alongside management teams helping
them to decide what competitive
advantage really looks like, and we have
a reputation for remaining as advisers to
the same business from one generation
to the next.
Where do you want to go?
The global reach of Grant Thornton

As privately held businesses continue
to expand overseas, our own global
network of over 90 member firms
allows us to offer the same specialist
services to our clients in every major
trading centre in the world. Common
methodologies and shared world class
technology platforms help us to deliver
those services in a consistent, timely
and accountable way. Grant Thornton
International is founded on a common
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global culture and a unified brand
whose hallmark is a commitment to
consistent, high quality service.
This commitment is underpinned by
strict quality control and training
programmes specifically designed to
develop privately held business
specialists not only with the right
technical expertise but also
with commercial acumen and
leadership skills.
Within our global network, our
privately held business specialists
have years of experience in their own
domestic markets. But they can also call
on hundreds of senior practitioners in
other territories to provide expert,
local advice to help clients achieve their
ambitions and also to offer insight into
the opportunities and challenges
privately held businesses face in
today’s environment.
The Grant Thornton approach to
supporting privately held businesses is
simple – specialist expertise combined
with empathy, anywhere in the world.
Our organisation

References in this publication to
‘Grant Thornton’, ‘we’ and ‘our’ refer
to either Grant Thornton International
Ltd, a global organisation of member
firms, or one or more of the individual
member firms of the global
organisation, each of which is a separate
legal entity and has no liability for each
other’s acts or omissions.
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Serving growing
family enter rises

Modern technologies and
globalisation allow businesses
to reach customers and
suppliers all over the world.
As a result, the traditional
issues of family businesses
– distributing equity fairly
amongst family members,
inheritance tax and succession
planning – not only remain
key challenges, but become
increasingly complex as a
family enterprise expands
across borders.
Conor Blackwell, partner and family
business expert at Grant Thornton
Ireland, has helped many family-owned
enterprises seize the opportunities
offered in Ireland and says, “Like many
younger, export-led economies,
Ireland has been very successful at
creating new sources of wealth and a lot
of family businesses have benefited over
the last two decades. But greater wealth

brings more complexity and that can
distract owners from the central task
of keeping their business on track.
Now that recent economic events
have damaged their wealth, issues like
tax become even more important.
The bottom line is that owning families
now have significantly more to lose.”
Conor believes the family business
owner has a fine line to tread between
managing the business and managing
the family. “The needs of the business
and the requirements of the family
form parallel streams of competing
pressures,” he explains. “At the same
time as deciding how best to capture
market share, expand overseas or
build a loyal customer base, the owner
may be under pressure to admit
another family member into the
business or to sell out altogether.
Owners understandably seek to
provide for their families, but the
questions surrounding that can get
very sensitive. Owners want to be fair,
but they also know the business will
suffer if management expands out
of all proportion.”
The hardest challenge, in Conor’s

Conor Blackwell
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“What do I enjoy most about working
with privately held businesses?
Their commitment to their enterprises.”
Conor has spent 30 years advising
privately held businesses and is based
in Dublin, Ireland.
“To each privately held business, their
problems seem unique, but in reality
the challenges they encounter have been
met by other privately held businesses
in one form or another – that’s where
I can help.”
experience, is handing control over to
the next generation. “To an owner, it
often seems that the business has barely
reached maturity when it’s time to hand
it over,” he says. “It takes real
judgement to get the timing right.”

Attracting finance for
losely held listed companies
As family businesses expand, some choose a partial listing of their shares on a
stock exchange as a way of attracting outside investment and expertise.

In Asia, this route is “widely seen
as a natural progression,” explains
Narendra Jasani, managing partner at
SJ Grant Thornton in Malaysia.
“A partial listing,” he adds, “can offer
real value to the equity held by family
members who are not actively engaged
in the company, allowing them to sell
shares within the family or to the wider
market. And, of course, it provides
funding for expansion.” As Narendra
explains, however, giving up some
level of control can cause conflicts.
“Having listed, the family knows it will
have to hold regular meetings with
fund managers, shareholders and
independent directors and when that

first meeting arrives, the family can
find it very challenging. We at
Grant Thornton play an important role
in providing objective analysis and
advice. So frequently I act as a trusted,
external adviser who can arbitrate
between all the parties.”
Christian Kirnberger, head of privately
held business at Grant Thornton
Germany, agrees. “Owners and
their non-family executives tend to
have strong personalities so having a
third person at the table can safeguard
the interests of the business,
particularly over sensitive matters like
annual bonuses.”

“I enjoy seeing the results of our
professional advice – it is always a
pleasure to watch our clients grow
over the years.”
Narendra Jasani is based in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia, and has been
advising privately held businesses for
25 years and also worked as financial
controller for a family owned business.
His advice? “Don’t procrastinate over
important decisions and actions or you
may damage the long term well being
of your business.”

“Keep your business and private
assets separate.”
Christian Kirnberger works out of
Munich, Germany, and has 10 years’
experience in advising privately
held businesses. He finds himself
increasingly working with
Grant Thornton colleagues around
the world as his clients grow their
overseas interests and says,
“I enjoy most the time
I spend working with people,
not just anonymous figures
and structures.”
Christian Kirnberger
Narendra Jasani

This need for an independent trusted
adviser is often demanded by owners
wanting to oversee foreign operations.
“It’s common for a closely held listed
business to use technicians rather than
managers to run its foreign subsidiaries
in order to contain management costs,”
explains Christian. “The owners know
this is not ideal so they ask us to audit
their overseas subsidiaries. Owners like
their subsidiaries to see an authoritative
firm like Grant Thornton performing
the audit and they are often far more
interested in their subsidiaries’
balance sheets than in the parent
company figures, with which they are
already familiar.”

Serial entrepreneurs tend to be ambitious, driven and highly motivated, looking to create
value in their businesses that will convert to wealth in their hands, typically within three
years. Innovative and agile, such companies can expand spectacularly in their early stages as
imaginative owners transform an embryonic idea into a product that quickly wins an
enthusiastic customer base.
Rapid growth brings challenges:
exponential expansion can create
tension in every area of the business.
Founders often struggle to develop the
second tier of management needed to
allow the business to mature; more,
they find it difficult to keep pace with
ever-increasing demands on business
models and processes that rapidly
become outdated.
“The essential problem facing
entrepreneurs is that the growth curve
is rarely smooth,” says Alysoun
Stewart, a partner at Grant Thornton
UK. “While companies mature in
broadly similar ways through a raft of
well-documented development steps,
these steps tend to provoke crises, as
each requires the entrepreneur to think
in a completely different way about

both the structure of the business and
their role within it.
“Maintaining competitive advantage
is a key value driver, but it represents a
constant challenge,” she continues.
“It’s a moving target that relies on a
compelling brand proposition,
supported by the right people doing
the right things in the right place. It is
rarely based on a single product or idea
and it is never static.”
All these factors lead to crunch points
when growth stalls, when competitors
threaten to grab market share, or when
the company’s potential remains
otherwise unfulfilled. The result is a
yawning gap between the entrepreneur’s
expectations and the company’s
real-world performance.
“Finding the way out at these critical

junctures is not easy,” says Alysoun.
“Although serial entrepreneurs tend to
be sophisticated and forward-looking,
they often lack the experience of
making and implementing the decisions
needed to unlock the next stage in order
to kick-start the growth trajectory
again. They know the theory but the
practice is often more elusive.”
A close working relationship with an
independent adviser often proves
invaluable, providing an external
sounding board to challenge strategic
and commercial thinking and offering
support to the entrepreneur and their
management team in both the decisionmaking and the all-important
implementation of strategy.

“Business model innovation – doing things differently – is becoming more
important for success than product or service innovation, and it requires new
ways of thinking.”
Alysoun Stewart is based in Manchester, UK, and has spent 30 years advising
entrepreneurs, including five years as commercial director of a hotel and restaurant
company during which time it trebled in size, and running her own business.
“The best part of my job is working in a real partnership with dynamic and ambitious
management teams and adding value to their strategic thinking and to the commercial
agenda needed to make it a reality.”

Alysoun Stewart
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As businesses become more global, so too must their service providers. The professional
services environment has undergone tremendous change over the past decade and, with the
current economic turbulence, this change will probably accelerate.
“Engineers, architects and lawyers are
facing the same challenges as their
clients, but in many cases are not
making the necessary changes to
compete effectively,” says Doug Moore,
professional services leader at
Grant Thornton Canada. Many
professional service firms have an
outdated partnership structure and
an ageing workforce motivated by a
reward system based on individual not
collective effort. As a consequence,
firms are having to spend almost as
much time on their own strategic
planning as they have historically on
client service. Doug says, “Professional
services firms need to pay even greater
attention to their future direction and
strategies. They need to focus their
energies on deciding where they want to
go and how they are going to get there.
“Professional services firms are
typically averse to change, but they
are having to fundamentally reassess
their traditional business models.
Many are finding they are too narrow
geographically and are depending
too heavily on a few partners bringing
in new business. Most maintain a
labour-intensive revenue model centred
on billable hours.”
Doug is frequently called upon to
facilitate decision making at his clients
on strategic direction and identifying
appropriate key performance indicators

to measure their progress. “They ask
us for help in deciding whether to
consolidate through mergers or
acquisitions, whether to diversify or
specialise in the services they offer,
whether to grow by trying to hire
scarce talent or set up strategic
partnerships to generate additional
revenues. We call it strategic planning,
but for the professional services
firms involved it is firstly about
profitable survival and then it’s about
sustainable growth.”
The strategic decisions professional
firms make will drive their staff
recruitment and retention policies and
in a sector notoriously short of talent,
Doug has a simple message, “Firms that
get their human resources policies right
are going to be successful. Those that
fail will disappear. It’s as simple as that.”
To this end, Doug has helped many
firms adopt a ‘firm first’ approach that
rewards team effort, including
rewarding non-billable activities.
“The future for professional services
firms is about team-based client service,
and their new organisational structures
must reflect the changing landscape or
they will not be able to attract and
retain highly qualified and highcontributing professionals.”

Doug Moore

“Concentrate on the business you know
well and capitalise on your strengths.”
Doug Moore has spent over 30 years
advising privately held businesses and is
based in Vancouver, Canada.
“What do I enjoy most about working
with privately held businesses?
The satisfaction of working with
business owners who are passionate
about their business and sharing in
their vision.”

Private equity (PE) firms have suffered more than most from the global
downturn and radical changes are likely to transform the industry.
After several consecutive years of record-breaking deal totals, private equity firms
are devoting substantially more time to company searches and due diligence as they
are to quality.
They are also working very closely with
their existing portfolio companies to
deal with contraction in credit, revenue
and consumer confidence. “Deals are
still getting done, but the tightening of
financing terms and lack of credit means
PE has to inject additional equity into
deals and manage to a different
paradigm to be successful,” says
Harris Smith, head of private equity at
Grant Thornton US.
Middle market funds in particular
have found themselves squeezed as
large market megafunds encroach onto
middle market terrain, both in deal flow

“What do I enjoy most about working
with privately held businesses? Their
entrepreneurial spirit and love of life!”
Harris Smith has spent over 30 years
with Grant Thornton advising privately
held businesses and is based in Los
Angeles. As well as being involved in
his own family’s business he spends his
time trying to understand his clients’
problems and opportunities from their
vantage point. “Clients really appreciate
it when their advisers can figure out how
to get to ‘yes’ rather than the alternative.”

and in the search for talent. Unable to
access enough debt to complete mega
deals, large market firms have moved
downstream, either directly or by
raising dedicated middle market funds.
Still armed with significant ‘war chests’,
however, they are luring professionals
away from mid market firms, obliging
the smaller firms to work ever harder to
recruit and retain strong talent.
To survive and prosper, cross-border
M&A has become increasingly vital for
middle market private equity firms.
Those with foresight have mitigated
risk through geographic diversification,
broadened their pool of acquisition
candidates and performed significantly
greater levels of due diligence than ever
before. Some middle market firms have
also hired operational partners from

outside the industry, favouring
industry sector specific experts with
long experience. “Hiring external
consultants is nothing new,” says Smith.
“But adding a tactical in-house adviser
to the firm is seen as an asset at the
bargaining table, and helps to attract
management teams.”
The trend of greatest significance is
the blurring of the lines between private
equity firms, hedge funds, banks and
other lenders. Large private equity
firms are already diversifying by buying
hedge funds, raising mid market funds
or launching new vehicles to capitalise
on dislocation in the credit markets,
and even mid market players are slowly
emerging as all-round asset managers.
“Only the resilient and creative,” argues
Smith, “will weather the storm.”

Harris Smith
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Understanding
your business
Grant Thornton specialists offer many services to privately held businesses throughout
the world, some of which are listed below. In addition to our service specialists, our
International Business Centres are located in each major financial centre around the globe
and the directors of these centres are geared to working directly with privately held
businesses on their cross border requirements.

Business and strategic planning

Transition and succession

Business risk and forensic investigation

Strategic planning enables your business
to compete – now and in the longer
term. Consider it your organisation’s
road map, complete with directions on
how to operate, how to set goals and
how to make the right decisions.
As well as helping you formulate your
strategy we work alongside you to
ensure that all of the factors critical to
its successful implementation are
addressed: the corporate and
organisation structures, the value
proposition and how that is translated
into a winning business model, the
processes and infrastructure that will be
required for delivery, the funding need
and the financial management
information by which performance
will be monitored.

Handing over control of a business to
others can be fraught with difficulties.
Questions about the value of the
business, who should buy it, how they
should pay for it, when the transition
should take place, are all legitimate
within an exit strategy. But we believe
that as well as applying acute
commercial analysis to find the most
advantageous approach, a focus on the
‘people’ issues is essential to ease the
transition of a business from one
ownership structure to another.

Most business risks can be planned
for and mitigated against. The Grant
Thornton business risk services team
can provide internal audit and internal
controls advice, that help you to
improve performance by addressing
the efficiency and effectiveness of
your business processes. They use
IT diagnostic skills to assess whether
your IT is designed to support your
business strategy.
Businesses do not always run
smoothly. Third parties breach
contracts, fraud is suspected and
disputes over intellectual property arise.
Regardless of the actual financial cost,
such disputes invariably distract
management and slow business growth.
Our forensic and investigation services
team can help with litigation, asset
recovery, insurance claims and any
other complex financial disputes.
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Corporate finance

Our clients can draw on over
1,000 corporate finance experts in
Grant Thornton member firms across
the world. The team has years of
experience in helping privately held
businesses raise capital and in guiding
them through each step of a transaction
from identifying targets, constructing
the offer, funding and due diligence.
We have a worldwide reputation for
experience in listing privately held
businesses on capital markets such as
AIM. We also help privately held
businesses to maximise the value of the
business and develop exit strategies.

Assurance

Tax

At Grant Thornton we believe audits
should serve two particular purposes;
to provide assurance that reported
financial results are fair and meet the
necessary international standards; and
to capture information that will deliver
real insight into the performance of
your business, whatever its nature or
size, so that you can make decisions
about how to make it perform better.
Our assurance teams follow the
growth curve of your business; from
start-up through organic growth,
merger or acquisition to public listing
or exit strategy, matching your need to
assess fully the business risks and
opportunities you face at each step of
your organisation’s development, both
at home and internationally, using best
practice technologies.

Too many businesses think about tax
too late in the day and pay a high price
as a consequence. Tax issues are
triggered by ‘events’ – when you buy
or merge, when you reward your best
people, when you source a new
supplier. Those tax issues become
significantly more challenging (and
potentially more expensive) when
the ‘events’ take place in foreign
tax jurisdictions.
It may be about putting the right tax
structures in place before you set up in
a new territory; making sure your
transfer pricing policy is approved by
all the relevant authorities; claiming all
the tax incentives available to you or
designing a tax efficient remuneration
scheme. Whatever the ‘event’, good tax
planning is about exactly that –
planning for the most advantageous
tax environment from the start of a
new initiative.

Wealth management

Protecting and enhancing personal
wealth has particular significance in
privately held businesses, where the
organisation and the individual are
often inextricably linked. Our wealth
management services help stakeholders
to plan their future security and
financial independence and include
asset protection, retirement and estate
planning to ensure an orderly transition
of assets.

Recovery and reorganisation

Safeguarding a financial stake in a
company becomes more risky if the
company falters, but failing companies
do not always end in insolvency,
especially if the right steps are taken
early enough. Our experts in recovery
and reorganisation analyse the
underlying causes of a company’s
difficulties and lay out the options for
its rescue. Where the business is
cross-border, we have authorised
practitioners available within our
member firms who share methodologies
and best practice to meet the legal,
commercial and cultural challenges.

Researching the privately held
business sector since 1992

Grant Thornton has been surveying the
opinions of privately held businesses
since 1992 through the International
Business Report, analysing the attitudes
and expectations of senior executives in
over 7,200 privately held businesses
across 36 economies. In addition to
providing businesses, governments and
the media with year on year data
tracking business optimism, constraints
to business growth and employment
trends, the survey has also reported on
topics as varied as the environment,
women in business, workforce issues
and corporate social responsibility.
To find out more about the
Grant Thornton International
Business Report please visit
www.internationalbusinessreport.com
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Grant Thornton
around the world

Grant Thornton International member firms worldwide
Argentina
Armenia
Australia
Austria
Bahamas
Bahrain
Belgium
Bolivia
Botswana
Brazil
Bulgaria
Cambodia
Canada
Cayman Islands
Channel Islands
Chile
China
Colombia
Costa Rica
Croatia

Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Dominican Republic
Egypt
El Salvador
Finland
France
Germany
Gibraltar
Greece
Guam
Guatemala
Honduras
Hong Kong
Hungary
Iceland
India
Indonesia
Ireland

Isle of Man
Israel
Italy
Jamaica
Japan
Jordan
Kenya
Korea
Kosovo
Kuwait
Lebanon
Luxembourg
Macedonia
Malaysia
Malta
Mauritius
Mexico
Morocco
Mozambique
Namibia

Netherlands
New Zealand
Nicaragua
Norway
Oman
Pakistan
Panama
Philippines
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Qatar
Russia
Saudi Arabia
Serbia
Singapore
Slovak Republic
Slovenia
South Africa
Spain

Sweden
Switzerland
Taiwan
Thailand
Tunisia
Turkey
Uganda
Ukraine
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States
Uruguay
Venezuela
Vietnam
Yemen
Zambia

This list represents the countries and territories where Grant Thornton International member firms currently have operation. July 2009.
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“

My director at
Grant Thornton has
been my trusted adviser
and confidante from the
very early stages of the
development. Knowing
that we can rely on the
advice we’ve received has
enabled us to focus on
realising our vision.
Maha Sinnathamby
Founder and Chairman
Springfield Land Corporation
Client of Grant Thornton in Australia

”
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