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Entrepreneurs aspire to create and build businesses for many reasons. Many imagine the thrill 
of giving life to their vision and guiding an organization through various stages of growth. They 
also dream of the riches that will come from one day selling their company. However, for the 
most part, when aspiring entrepreneurs look to the future, they are so focused on the exit, 
the crowning achievement of the entrepreneurial journey, that they do not consider that 
something comes after it. This is understandable because the exit generally serves as the 
satisfying conclusion to the standard entrepreneurial narrative. But while the familiar story 
might end with the exit, the life of the entrepreneur does not. The purpose of this note is to 
explore the epilogue, the most commonly overlooked part of the entrepreneurial experience. 

Most entrepreneurs are deeply immersed in their ventures for years or even decades, and 
they likely find their identities become intertwined with being the CEO or founder of a 
company. The entrepreneur’s sense of self and primary community become interwoven with 
their venture. Entrepreneurs seldom consider what post-exit life will be like, other than to 
imagine leisure on tropical islands after shedding the quotidian responsibilities of working 
capital, inventory, employees, and all the other concerns that occupy the leader of a 
company. There is no time or space to think about what happens beyond the enticing exit, 
never mind plan for it, because the demands of running a business are often all-consuming. 
 
Unfortunately, many entrepreneurs discover that life after an exit is anything but serene. It 
can be unexpectedly difficult to go from 100 miles per hour to stillness. Many, no matter how 
much wealth they acquire, discover numerous challenges post-exit. After leaving the business, 
post-exit entrepreneurs (PExEs) are likely to face some existential questions: Who am I? Why 
am I feeling so lost? What is my real nature or identity? What is my greater purpose? What’s 
next?  
 
It is not our intent to suggest that being a successful, financially well-off PExE is a position 
worthy of sympathy, and we recognize that most individuals would love to have such 
struggles. Nor are we asserting that entrepreneurs should eschew an exit to avoid the 
challenges of post-exit life. After all, there are many valid reasons for an entrepreneur to sell a 
business: the business model changed, the price is too irresistible to pass up, personal health 
reasons arise, it is no longer fun, or the entrepreneur simply wants to move on to something 
new. Instead, we are proposing that entrepreneurs approach an exit with eyes wide open and 

proactively prepare for the next phase of their lives. 
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This note explores the following topics: 

 What an exit feels like and why it is normal for a PExE to experience post-exit malaise 
 The post-exit impact on 

 Structure 
 Meaning 
 Identity 

 A four-phase framework to help entrepreneurs process their epilogue and emerge in a new, 
vibrant chapter 
 Pause 
 Reflect 
 Operationalize 
 Think 

 The mathematical realities of post-exit life (in Appendix A) 

What an exit feels like 

Entrepreneurship holds a special place in our society right now. It is glamorized, and many MBA 
students aspire to do something entrepreneurial at some point in their careers. Part of the allure for 
students and aspiring entrepreneurs is the prospect of an exit event,* which usually results in a financial 
windfall and often a transition from actively operating the business to leaving the business.† There is 
believed to be something truly magical about the exit, yet our personal experiences and field research 
indicate that popular perception is not wholly consistent with reality. 

Despite being liquid and relatively responsibility-free, many PExEs report feelings of loneliness and 
remorse; some have even experienced bouts of depression. When exploring this phenomenon, we 
heard comments like these from entrepreneurs reflecting on their post-exit feelings:  

 “Everybody was excited, but I was not.”  
 “My greatest professional achievement in my life is behind me; I will never repeat what I just 

did.” 
 “I felt like I hit a wall—you go from 100 mph to zero.” 
 “The silence is deafening.” 
 “It was hard to return to my family and reintegrate.” 
 “I feel alone and socially isolated; I don't see nearly as many people as I used to.” 
 “I don’t know what to do all day.” 
 “I was filled with doubt and guilt around whether I deserve this.” 
 “You can do anything you want for the rest of your life but have no idea what to do.” 
 “I felt guilt around the employees.” 
 “I do not feel important anymore, and nobody cares where I am or what I do all day.” 
 “I might never have this moment again.” 

 
* An exit occurs when an entrepreneur converts the highly concentrated and illiquid equity value of their business 
into cash. This is usually done through a sale to a financial investor (like a private equity firm), a strategic investor 
(an operating organization that sees a special fit with the selling firm), or an initial public offering. 
† This is typically true for financial or strategic buyers but not so much for an initial public offering, where the 
entrepreneur is expected to stay and further grow the business. 
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Why does a successful exit come with all these mixed emotions? The exit is what entrepreneurs are 
always working toward. It is supposed to be the zenith, but it feels more like a nadir. The exit’s 
aftermath is somewhat akin to an unbearable lightness, with the entrepreneur struggling to define their 
legacy and make the best use of their newfound freedom. 

A key learning opportunity for PExEs is that these emotions and feelings are completely normal and part 
of the paradox of success. Even though many people think a PExE should be thrilled and jubilant, most 
are not, and that is common. They should not bury these sentiments or pretend they do not exist. 
Rather, they should be aware of these feelings and recognize that they are not unique or alone—and 
that this is a typical part of the post-exit experience. 

In this section, we will explore some themes around the disruptive nature of an exit, the way it is 
experienced as both an asynchronous and anomalous event, and how the arrival fallacy belies success.  

The disruptive nature of an exit 

Despite life-changing pecuniary windfalls, many exiting entrepreneurs, including ourselves, face malaise 
and confusion after the initial adrenaline rush from exiting subsides. The entrepreneur’s exit is an event 
that demands not only new skills, like being a wealth manager instead of a wealth creator, but also the 
creation of a new identity, which is perhaps the bigger challenge. Before the exit, the entrepreneur’s life 
is filled with structure and meaning; they wake each day with a clear mission as a CEO: lead, build value, 
grow, and drive operational and customer service excellence. After the exit, there is a sense of being 
adrift. In Figure 1, we detail what life looks like for an entrepreneur before and after an exit. 

  Figure 1: Pre-exit and post-exit life  

Source: Created by the Case Writers 

In his book What Happens When You Get What You Want,6 Rick Eigenbrod, a California-based clinical 
psychologist, executive coach, and organizational development consultant, who has researched and 
written about PExEs, refers to the exit and its dimensions as a triad of loss in which structure, meaning, 
and identity are upended. When an entrepreneur has built their life around a business for years, and it is 
suddenly gone, they are likely to suffer some degree of despair. 
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Structure is the rhythm and pace of an active entrepreneur’s life. They appreciate the 
predictability and familiarity of waking up at 6:00 AM, exercising, arriving at the office at 8:30 
AM, and plunging into a day of meetings, calls, and CEO activities. There is a daily and seasonal 
structure to life: the annual executive retreat in November to map out the next year’s financial 
plans and goals, the quarterly off-sites with the sales team and executive leaders, the board 
meetings that occur every three months, the monthly team member calls and communications, 
and the quarterly bank updates. There is a structure outside the company as well: the industry 
conference is always in April, and the anchor investor hosts a CEO off-site in October. For an 
active CEO, the calendar is quickly populated with events that produce daily, weekly, monthly, 
quarterly, and annual routines. There is a distinct rhythm and balance to time. A PExE loses this 
sense of structure, with time and the calendar becoming amorphous. 

 

Meaning is present in that every day when a CEO rises, they charge into the office with a clear 
purpose: build, create value, lead, support, sell, and buy. The CEO is nurturing and building an 
organization and gets feedback in real time on how the business is progressing. Quantitative and 
qualitative measurements affirm and correct the meaning. The CEO is filled by the sense of 
embarking on a quest and a journey—climbing a mountain to build a successful organization. 
The CEO can feel obligation and purpose in meeting payroll for their employees, and there is an 
adrenaline rush with each new customer and deal. Every milestone is celebrated as a victory, 
and each setback is mourned as a loss. Employees who follow the CEO reinforce a sense of 
meaning because the team is on a mission together, and when things go well, it feels fantastic. 
All the hard work and endless hours are worth it when the CEO’s organization is thriving. It is a 
thrilling and addictive high. Post-exit, however, meaning and a sense of purpose evaporate. A 
big day might involve working out with a personal trainer and hitting Whole Foods in the 
afternoon. There is no motivating force, no dream to chase, and no elusive goal over the 
horizon. 

 

Identity defines how we see ourselves—and how others see us. Being an active entrepreneur 
and CEO provides a very strong sense of identity. As a CEO, an entrepreneur is part of many 
communities that support identity and provide positive feedback. For example, a CEO has an 
affinity with and community in the company they lead; there is identity in the industry, identity 
in the city in which the business operates, and identity with peers. Being an entrepreneur is 
prestigious and confers status and respect. When casually questioned in a social setting, “What 
do you do?” it is easy to answer, “I work at ABC Company,” “I am the CEO at ABC Company,” “I 
am in the XYZ industry,” “I work in DEF City,” or “I am an entrepreneur.” Being a CEO provides 
many points of social contact and networks that enhance identity because the CEO is part of 
something and has a defined place in multiple ecosystems. Of course, we all have identities 
beyond our professional selves—parent, spouse, friend, and community member. But when 
somebody asks what you do, they are querying your profession and what role you play in 
society. In a sense, a PExE loses their professional identity. They are no longer part of a 
company, an industry, or a professional community. “What do you do?” becomes a question 
that is hard to field and awkward to answer. 
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Even though successfully selling a business may be regarded as the pinnacle of an entrepreneurial 
career, the emotional aftermath can be dark and confusing and can have a profound emotional, 
psychological, and social impact. Mourning and a sense of being rudderless may accompany the post-
exit journey, and, despite its seductive credentials, sudden wealth can cause various complexities and 
shape relationship dynamics. Eigenbrod’s book explores why success, along with gain, acquisition, and 
achievement, can also bring loss and disruption to our lives. Part of the post-exit confusion can be 
attributed to the degree to which entrepreneurs immersed themselves and identified with their 
business. If entrepreneurs were “all in” on their business pre-exit (and most successful entrepreneurs 
are), life after the exit can be that much more challenging. Eigenbrod sums up this phenomenon in the 
pithy phrase, “the bigger the goal, the bigger the hole.” If a pre-exit entrepreneur was constantly 
thinking about the business and lived in the swirl of the company, the post-exit hole and activity void 
will be big. 

Eigenbrod posits that individuals face loss when they get what they want. He asserts that every time we 
obtain what we desire, it is a disruptive event that ends life as we know it. The disruption can occur 
along three dimensions—structure, meaning, and identity—or some combination of them, and the 
amount of disruption that we experience will influence the level of discomfort we feel: 

The first and most obvious dimension is the loss of structure—you cannot attain a goal 
and have a goal; you cannot sell a business and have a business. When you lose that 
business structure, that goal, and all the striving structures (like your relational network, 
your calendar, etc.) that you have developed to help get you there, it leaves a void. 
When the platform that has put you in touch with multiple people is removed, that 
separation can translate into isolation from others and oneself, leading to a disruption 
of relationships both internally and externally. 

Eigenbrod also points out that the pursuit of the goal can provide meaning and that satisfaction is the 
death of desire: 

The second loss is the loss of meaning. You had these people dependent on you, and 
that provided structure, meaning, and identity. The entrepreneur might think, “I know 
who I am because I am in a meaningful pursuit of this goal.” And so, closely linked, the 
third loss is thus the loss of identity. Identity is a conceptual device that we create that 
gives some sort of coherence to our sense of self. A practical definition of identity can 
be viewed as follows—how I see myself known to others shapes how I see myself, and 
how I see myself shapes how I am seen by others. When the entrepreneur’s business is 
no longer within reach, disruption is the order of the day. Once you lose the structure, 
you lose the sources of meaning and identity.  

However, the grand narrative of success did not tell you that that’s going to happen. 
Therefore, you are totally unprepared for—what I have come to see as a natural, 
normal, predictable consequence of—getting what you want. Meaning and identity are 
derivatives and not generative concepts in this model, and so the disruptive effect is 
amplified. 

Eigenbrod indicates that many entrepreneurs feel confusion over their purpose post-exit. While building 
a business, the entrepreneur is hyper-focused on their venture, to the point that everything else 
becomes secondary. Prior to an exit, the entrepreneur’s identity is tightly entwined with the business—
they are the CEO of a dynamic organization, and they have a place and a certain standing in the industry 
and community. After the exit, the entrepreneur’s identity is murky; they struggle with who they are 
and dread the ubiquitous question “What do you do?” 
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The significance of structure, meaning, and identity is not unique to a PExE. Consider the star athlete in 
high school who is not good enough to play in college. The rhythm of the season filled with practices, 
conditioning, games, and team meetings (structure) vanishes at the end of the final season. Chasing the 
state championship one more time and pining for the MVP award (meaning) disappears after the last 
game. Being a team member and the captain (identity) evaporates when the uniform is taken off. We all 
deal with dislocations and wrestle with how to rebuild structure, meaning, and identity. 

The arc that entrepreneurs and PExEs follow is evocative of the hero’s journey.7 The hero’s journey is a 
timeless narrative framework that involves a separation from what used to be, an initiation to what may 
be, and a return to the hero’s ordinary life with reinvigoration (see Exhibit 1). An active entrepreneur 
experiences this: a departure from what was, an exploration of the possibilities, and the creation of a 
business that culminates in triumph and success. This hero’s journey needs to repeat itself post-exit: The 
PExE must leave what was, wander to discover a new calling, and return in a purposeful and heroic 
fashion. 

It is important to remember that achieving a successful exit does not automatically translate into 
questioning one’s purpose. Naturally, not every entrepreneur will face these challenges, but we urge 
entrepreneurs to note that building a fulfilling post-exit life is harder than many entrepreneurs 
anticipate, and it may take much longer to find their way again than they expect.8 While we have 
personally associated our exit with a loss, it was also an exciting initiation to a transition and reinvention 
process. 

Tobias Raeber is a former search fund entrepreneur who exited his business, Germany-based 
Herchenbach Industrial Warehouses, in 2019. After the exit, he felt a sense of relief and was very proud 
of his accomplishment. What helped him make the transition was making sure he continued pursuing 
non-professional interests while running his business and keeping up friendships and hobbies. This 
helped fill the inevitable void he experienced post-exit. Raeber has slid into investing and now enjoys 
being part of that ecosystem. 

While most PExEs end up finding and leading very fulfilling lives over the long run, some misjudge how 
long it will take and how hard it will be to reach that point of satisfaction. Figure 2 illustrates the typical 
emotional arc of a PExE. Initially, after the exit, there is elation and euphoria. Decades of work are 
validated, and the entrepreneur is congratulated and celebrated. There is a sense of relief that many of 
the day-to-day burdens of running a business have been eliminated. After the initial jubilation, the PExE 
begins to understand their new life. Phone calls and meetings stop, and social contact with business 
colleagues falls off. Structure, meaning, and identity all atrophy. The PExE is confused, lost, isolated, and 
questioning their purpose and future. Through a process of pausing, reflecting, operationalizing, and 
thinking, they can find a way to move forward and create a new structure, meaning, and identity.  
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Figure 2: Illustrative emotional arc of a PExE  

Source: Created by the Case Writers  

CEO Profile   

Jason Eckenroth, Founder, ShipCompliant 

Jason Eckenroth exited his company, ShipCompliant, at 38. The plan was to remain CEO for 
ten months after the exit to ease the transition. In that period, a private equity firm 
acquired the company, and he was asked to leave immediately. Post-exit, Eckenroth found 

thoughts of doubt and depression surfacing: 

I recognized that I was most lit up when I could put forth an effort that was fully aligned 
with my purpose. For the longest time, my company and my personal purpose were 
very much in sync, and with my business, I had a platform and a lot of tools and levers to 
amplify my impact. Post-exit, I lost access to those resources—it was just me. Realizing 
that I went from one unit of effort producing 1,000 units of impact to one unit of effort 
merely equaling one unit of impact was the most difficult part. That is what really 
weighed on me. It made me feel restless and isolated, and money does not change that 
uncertainty or emptiness. 

When asked whether his financial windfall translated into joy and accomplishment, Eckenroth replied: 

I did not feel wealthy. I felt ten times more burdened with responsibility. Even though I 
had money in the bank, the thought of having no job made me feel sick to my stomach. I 
had been in a mode of production for two decades and then switched from a wealth 
producer to a wealth consumer overnight. I was deeply anxious about what the rest of 
my life would look like and whether I had made the right decision. I became irrationally 
conservative with money and started to feel very constrained. I had a scarcity mindset, 
never wanting to spend the principal.   

https://www.sovos.com/shipcompliant/industries/wineries/
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Being a 38-year-old PExE is an asynchronous experience. Most of Eckenroth’s peers were climbing the 
corporate ladder, and friends and family were continuing with their lives, while he felt he was at a 
complete standstill: 

I had the security of the capital, but I had lost my platform for pursuing my purpose, and 
that realization clouded the entire post-exit experience. In retrospect, I was grieving 
tremendously: the loss of my community, my employees, my network, my platform, my 
significance in an industry. I was feeling sorry for myself and just not appreciating any of 
the upsides. The exit created a tremendous amount of discontent, and it affected my 
marriage. A spouse, understandably, will find it hard to live with someone who is 
consumed with constant, inexplicable dissatisfaction. But that is who I was. I kept 
flipping back and forth between feeling like something had been taken from me and 
acknowledging that I was the one who had pressed the button. And I felt like if I tried to 
relay what I was feeling to others, they would think I was a rich, ungrateful jerk. 

In trying to establish a new, post-exit normal, Eckenroth decided to relocate his family to Barcelona for 
two years. Having never traveled or taken many vacations, he thought that Barcelona would bring new 
inspiration and perhaps seed his next idea: 

There were a few weeks of exhilaration—everything was so new—followed by the 
realization that I was completely starting over. The most common compliment I received 
after selling the business was, “I can’t wait to see what you’ll do next!” And I was 
grateful for their belief in me doing something bigger and better than the last thing, but 
I was worried as hell that as a 38-year-old, I’d have to go and do this again. There was a 
fear, whether it was rational or not, that what I had experienced for ten years was pure 
luck and lightning in a bottle combined with a level of effort, work, and sacrifice that I 
just didn’t know if I had in me again. 

Eckenroth realized that figuring out what was next for him required more than running to a new, exotic 
locale. Eventually, the excitement over his new environment dissipated, and he became more 
thoughtful about what he wanted to manifest in his life: 

I found myself afraid of commitment, afraid of getting tied up again, of losing the 
optionality that I’d created in my life. “Retired” was not a label I wanted to wear, and 
being a disgruntled, exited entrepreneur was not an identity I enjoyed. In fact, I actively 
fought against it. A benefit of my experience was the realization that an exit or 
acquisition does not have to be the greatest manifestation of success. 

For more of Eckenroth’s exit story and challenges, see the transcript from a 2017 podcast, Business of 
Software. The episode is entitled The Agony and Ecstasy of Selling My Business. 

An exit as an asynchronous and anomalous event 

When an entrepreneur exits in their 30s, 40s, or 50s, they can be an anomaly in their community. Most 
people in this age bracket are not extraordinarily wealthy or retired; it is unusual and, in some ways, 
uncomfortable or awkward. David Rosner, the co-CEO of smarTours, an international travel operator, 
sold his business in his mid-30s. “I felt a bit isolated for a while, as there were very few people that I 
knew in the same age demographic who had gone through a similar experience. That, in and of itself, 
was quite isolating. But it is not something that you feel very open to talk about or share freely, because 
people will think, ‘You got a big check; don’t complain to me.’ Saying that you are in a funk after selling 

https://yale.box.com/s/f3mplw1vlsverh3acilje5dz9q27c2sb
https://smartours.com/
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might fall on deaf ears. Some of the feelings are hard to express without seeming like you are utterly 
churlish.” 

This sentiment is further echoed in a series of despondent tweets by Minecraft founder, Markus 
Persson. In 2014, 36-year-old Markus sold his company to Microsoft for $2.5 billion.9 The Swede, who 
goes by Notch online, opened his tweet series with: “The problem with getting everything is you run out 
of reasons to keep trying, and human interaction becomes impossible due to imbalance.” He continued 
by stating that he had “never felt more isolated.” The Internet responded with a mixed onslaught of 
“poor rich guy” mockery and genuine offers of support. Understandably, it may be hard for individuals 
to feel sympathy for a young billionaire. However, Persson’s tweets indicate that sudden wealth can 
strain relationships. PExEs might find there is no one to discuss their newfound tribulations with, as it is 
unlikely that neighbors, friends, or relatives can fully identify with or understand a newly wealthy 
entrepreneur’s angst and emotional challenges. Persson’s tweets give voice to what numerous 
entrepreneurs experience post-exit—a sense of aimlessness, lack of purpose, and isolation. 

The arrival fallacy 

Many individuals erroneously assume that happiness will inevitably accompany the achieving of certain 
goals. Our hopes for happiness are pinned on an array of shifting and changing targets. For 
entrepreneurs, this may very well be an exit event—having an enormous pile of cash post-exit will make 
them happy and elated, providing the personal and professional validation that their hard work has paid 
off. The typical entrepreneurial narrative implies everything is perfect after the exit—life is lived happily 
ever after. Our experience suggests this is not typically the case, and this is part of the paradox of 
success. This goal-obsessed mindset is a psychological thought trap that Harvard psychologist Tal Ben-
Shahar called “the arrival fallacy.”10 In his book Happier: Learn the Secrets to Daily Joy and Lasting 
Fulfillment, Ben-Shahar notes that accomplishing something great may not be as satisfying as expected 
and does not automatically translate into happiness and fulfillment. When countless hours are spent 
focusing on a goal, and then that goal is reached, what impetus is left to push forward?  

Simply put, the arrival fallacy reasons that the reward of achieving a certain goal is never quite as good 
as expected and does not make you feel quite as carefree or as happy as you thought it would. And 
certainly, the belief that a cash windfall and ample liquidity will bring about boundless, everlasting joy is 
a false promise. The notion of living a life of leisure after an exit quickly evaporates when the former 
entrepreneur realizes that life goes on for everybody else. Spouses and friends still get up and go to 
work and have commitments. The PExE’s spouse might even be indifferent—they likely have their own 
tempo and life and might not welcome the PExE’s encroachment into their established rhythm and 
world. The PExE quickly recognizes that Saturday is such a special day because of Monday through 
Friday. Vacations are fun to anticipate and enjoy when they are sporadic and interspersed with intense 
periods of challenging and fulfilling work, but when every day is a vacation, they garner less anticipation. 

The arrival fallacy is not unique to PExEs. We have all aspired to get a plum job, buy the dream house, or 
win admission to the prestigious school only to achieve the goal and then be disappointed with the 
reality of what we sought. We are all guilty of loading expectations onto a goal and falsely believing that 
when we achieve the goal, everything will be perfect. PExEs exacerbate this dilemma by spending years 
or decades making personal sacrifices and chasing the mirage of the romanticized exit. When the exit 
takes place and post-exit malaise sets in, they begin to realize that the image of the exit was a false 
promise and not what they expected. 

The arrival fallacy does not mean that an individual should pursue a life of mediocrity; as entrepreneurs, 
we believe setting goals is very important. It is imperative that the PExE engages in goal-oriented 
activities that drive meaning and purpose—these activities generate satisfaction, forming part of the 

https://www.minecraft.net/en-us/
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overall happiness equation, and the attainment of a goal is as important as taking pleasure in the 
progression toward it. However, it is vital to remember that the moment of achievement, although 
magnificent, is also fleeting.11 

Therefore, the first concept they should recognize is that selling a company triggers a rush of emotions, 
both positive and negative. Initially, there is joy in letting go of the myriad daily work responsibilities, 
there is validation in the fact that a third party paid the entrepreneur for all their hard work, there is 
relief in completing the transaction, and there is excitement for what lies ahead. The PExE is honored 
with congratulatory calls and celebratory dinners, but after a few months, the celebrations abate, and 
life settles into a new normal. Selling a business disrupts routine, and the entrepreneur is suddenly in a 
new state and must find new meaning, purpose, fulfillment, and joy. Unfortunately, with the rush to the 
exit, most entrepreneurs do not give much forethought to what life will be like after the wire hits and 
they clean out their office. What will the coming days, weeks, and years feel like? How do they pivot to a 
new pathway?  

 

How to move forward: Pause, Reflect, Operationalize, and Think 

Having explored why a PExE might feel a sense of confusion and loss post-exit, we next consider how 
they can move forward post-exit and find new structure, meaning, and identity. Our four-step 
framework (see Figure 3) consists of pausing, reflecting, operationalizing, and thinking.  

Figure 3: Pause, Reflect, Operationalize, and Think (PROT) Framework: the four steps for moving 
forward post-exit.‡ 

Source: Created by the Case Writers 

 
‡ Timing may differ based on how long the entrepreneur ran the business, how old the entrepreneur is, how ready the 
entrepreneur is to let go, and how certain the entrepreneur is about their next chapter. 
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Pause 

The first and most important step after exiting a business is to pause. Many entrepreneurs are 
programmed for action, achievement, and progress and find pausing incredibly difficult. Selling a 
business is a complex and emotional event; no matter how much money an entrepreneur gains, an exit 
can still be traumatic and a form of loss. The loss needs to be acknowledged and, possibly, even 
mourned. Pausing is all about letting go of the business in a constructive way. It is necessary to create 
emotional and mental space between the past and the present before the PExE can figure out a new 
direction. 

We encourage entrepreneurs to seek solitude. For many, being alone with themselves is hard and 
uncomfortable. It is often the opposite of their previous experience, where they were surrounded by 
people, energy, and a multitude of decisions to make. Solitude allows the entrepreneur to listen to 
themselves and begin to process the many mixed and complex emotions associated with the exit: liquid 
wealth, time, accomplishment, and the scary prospect of what to do next and how to find new 
structure, meaning, and identity. Since selling a business is a life-changing event, there needs to be 
some form of stillness and aloneness to decompress and process feelings and emotions. This can only be 
done through reflection and introspection. Be forewarned: for many hard-charging entrepreneurs and 
leaders, solitude is a challenge; it is uncomfortable and unusual. It is also the first step in planning the 
next chapter in their story. 

After a period of solitude, it is useful for the PExE to connect with coaches, mentors, and lifelong 
friends—those people who have perspective on the entrepreneur and with whom the entrepreneur can 
be vulnerable and emotional. This is when they need to drop their guard and admit to confusion, fear, 
and trepidation about the future. Coaches and mentors can be supportive and illuminate blind spots 
that the entrepreneur might not see or be aware of. Connecting with a therapist or psychologist to help 
digest and process the exit experience is also a good idea. We cannot emphasize enough how big a 
transition this is, and accessing resources, including professional ones, is a prudent investment. 

During this time, a person should resist making any big decisions—especially relating to time and 
money. Despite being a winning CEO, their emotions and confusion make them vulnerable, and they 
might not be in a place to make any substantial commitments. This includes big investments, purchasing 
a grandiose home, committing to a new professional project, or making a major marital decision. It is 
common for a newly liquid entrepreneur to want a new dream house or an additional home on the 
beach. We encourage entrepreneurs in this moment of pausing to do absolutely nothing with their time 
and money for at least a year. If the entrepreneur still craves a new home after a year’s interregnum, 
they should by all means indulge but remain aware that making large investments or commitments in a 
moment of emotional confusion can be costly and hard to undo. The same is true for professional 
engagements. After exiting a winning business, the entrepreneur might be approached for new 
commercial projects, including investment opportunities, board roles, and even CEO positions. All are 
flattering and enticing. Again, we encourage a one-year hiatus prior to making any long-term 
commitment. It can be difficult to retract from a new commitment, such as a new board role or an 
investment, and there is no need to make those obligations until they are fully prepared, ready, and 
certain of their next step. 

In the Pause phase, perhaps the single most important thing a PExE can do is reaffirm their personal 
values. To move forward and find a fulfilling “what’s next,” it is imperative for the entrepreneur to know 
their core values. We suggest that these be captured in writing, as it is hard to hit a target if that target 
is not clearly defined. Reaffirming and redefining their core values helps a person identify their priorities 
and redefine themselves. With crisply reaffirmed values, they can more easily screen choices as they 
move forward. When life is a wide-open landscape—a truly luxurious situation—the entrepreneur needs 
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a compass to provide clarity and guidance. Without a reaffirmed set of values to act as guiding 
principles, they may default to viewing their next chapter transactionally or opportunistically, with no 
framework or guiding sense of principles for making decisions about the next steps. 

Katie May, an Austin-based entrepreneur who has achieved multiple successful exits (Seek, Kidspot, 
ShippingEasy), made the following comments on the first steps to take post-exit: 

Take a deep breath; just slow down. Do not spend an exorbitant amount of money but 
do find something that will make you feel like you got to celebrate this achievement. 
Whether that is a trip or a car, find something tangible that will make you feel like 
you’ve crossed that finish line. That will give you a sense of validation and celebration. 
And then just sit with it for a bit. Live in that for a week, month, or year. Other than this 
single tangible thing, do not make any big changes in your life, family, friends, or job. 
Just because you have made money doesn’t mean it will lead to long-term fulfillment. 
The windfall is just another event. But it can get overwhelming, and it will feel like you 
should be changing things. Realize that it is a false impetus. Take a timeout and slowly 
make decisions after you have had a chance to rest. 

Reflect 

The next stage in our framework is to reflect. After some time and separation from the exit, it is 
appropriate to reflect on what life might look like going forward. This is a stage of introspection and 
contemplation. It is not the time to charge into anything; instead, use this period for active thought 
about and exploration of what the next chapter might hold. It may feel strange to have a blank page of 
opportunities and possibilities, but embracing this stage of exploration will provide unexpected benefits.  

We have developed a few exercises to help the PExE understand their range of choices moving forward. 
By going through these exercises, they may uncover what will bring them the most fulfillment and 
satisfaction. The first practice we encourage is the Centenarian Exercise (see Exhibit 2). If an 
entrepreneur can craft their life in any way imaginable, how exactly would they write their story? To 
determine this, we encourage entrepreneurs to imagine that they are 100 years old and looking back on 
their life. What do they want their story to look like? What experiences, accomplishments, relationships, 
and interests should define the next chapter?  

It is important to actively write this story out. It is an extraordinary opportunity to be able to author your 
own story without financial constraints, one which most people could not even consider. To add a layer 
to this exercise, the entrepreneur can imagine what their spouse, their children, or their friends and 
professional partners might say about them. This is the time to include and envision all the bucket list 
items ever contemplated, like climbing Kilimanjaro, visiting every continent, running a marathon, or 
writing a book. It is also the moment to define the most important relationships in their life, such as 
their marriage or other romantic relationships and their relationships with children, grandchildren, 
friends, and community members. If such things are of significance to the entrepreneur, they can assess 
where spirituality and service fit into their story. Finally, the entrepreneur can explore and determine 
how they want the next chapter to read professionally and vocationally. 

Another exercise we think is helpful in the reflection stage is the What’s Next Matrix Exercise (see 
Exhibit 3a). We encourage entrepreneurs to create a table where, across the top, they list every 
imaginable potential career and lifestyle pathway for the future. On the left side, they should list 
characteristics of everything they enjoy doing or detest doing. The entrepreneur can then score each 
potential vocational and lifestyle arc based on its characteristics. This exercise is an attempt to bring 

https://www.kidspot.com.au/
https://shippingeasy.com/
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rationality and rigor to the plethora of choices filling their mind. When there are limitless choices, there 
needs to be some sort of framework to sort, eliminate, and prioritize them. 

When thinking about career and lifestyle pathways, we encourage entrepreneurs to reflect on their lives 
and discover the moments and activities when they were happiest and most fulfilled (see Exhibit 3b). 
Was it being a student, being a CEO, doing deals, focusing on service or spirituality, or spending vacation 
time in an exotic location? This is the time to recall the best moments in their lives and consider how 
that joy might be replicated. It is also useful to expand the range of possibilities here. Many reflexively 
think that they want to be an entrepreneur or a CEO again—after all, they were good at it, and it was 
affirming—but that is not the only possibility. A similar but less time-intensive cousin to the role of CEO 
is the active investor in private businesses. There is nothing wrong with becoming a CEO again or 
becoming an investor, but, in the spirit of reflection, now is the time to dream about all the things the 
entrepreneur once imagined doing, such as being a ski instructor in Montana, teaching at a 
disadvantaged public school, being a professional volunteer, or pursuing public service. We are not 
promoting any specific path, just taking the time to discover their ideal, perhaps novel, path. 

On the left side (the characteristics of things enjoyed and detested), the entrepreneur should detail the 
things they hope to embrace and avoid, such as being creative, leading other people, building 
something, making money, being challenged intellectually, working with interesting people, not 
traveling for business, not being responsible for employees, or not having investors. Once again, there is 
no correct or incorrect list; it is solely what the entrepreneur seeks or wants to avoid going forward. 

Once the entrepreneur populates the top and left side of the matrix, they should score each potential 
pathway based on each characteristic. The idea of living a life of leisure and playing golf every day might 
initially appeal to an entrepreneur, but after the scoring exercise, they might discover that the 
romanticized picture of golf does not provide intellectual challenge, creativity, or other desired 
dimensions. The idea of starting a new enterprise (doing it again) might be less attractive when an 
entrepreneur discovers they do not want to travel for work or have the responsibility of managing 
employees. The point here is to create a framework to objectively evaluate and assess as many potential 
career and lifestyle arcs as possible. There are no right or wrong answers. 

In the Reflect stage, it is appropriate to explore financial issues and to do some math. We have included 
a basic framework (see Appendix A) that may be helpful in outlining a PExE’s financial situation. 
Hopefully, the entrepreneur resisted the temptation to do anything other than pay taxes with their 
newfound liquid wealth in the Pause phase, but either way now is the time to think about how they will 
manage their wealth. The best first step is to read as much as possible on wealth management topics 
and talk with friends and mentors who manage material liquid assets. There is no rush to act. This is the 
moment to think about guiding philosophies around wealth management. The University of Chicago and 
the University of Pennsylvania have excellent executive education courses on wealth management. The 
courses will not provide specific answers, which are for the entrepreneur to develop, but they do 
highlight best practices and common approaches that the PExE may wish to adopt for their own financial 
planning purposes.  

We caution successful entrepreneurs not to confuse wealth management with building a successful 
business. These are two very different skills and mindsets. Success as an entrepreneur does not ensure 
success as an investor or a wealth manager. Reading and education can provide guidance for this shift in 
thinking. Karen Bentlage, who recently exited from a group of European Wax Center franchises, said, 
“My big, life-changing exit was in March 2020. I felt ridiculously lucky! I am not envisioning being actively 
involved in business again, so I’m spending a lot of time getting educated on what to do with the funds. I 
felt my job was to find the right advisors to help us navigate taxes, capital gains, and residency. There’s 
been a mammoth learning curve on all things financial and how to best address wealth management.”    

https://www.chicagobooth.edu/executiveeducation/programs/finance/private-wealth-management
https://executiveeducation.wharton.upenn.edu/for-individuals/all-programs/private-wealth-management/
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Operationalize 

After pausing and reflecting, it is time to begin operationalizing and planting the seeds for the next 
season. In the Operationalize phase, we encourage entrepreneurs to test multiple ideas but resist over-
commitment. We think of this as a process of conducting trial probes. 

If the PExE is considering board work as part of their what’s next, that is great, but we advocate 
including an escape clause when they agree to join a board. For example, instead of saying yes to a 
three-year board term, they should say yes to a two-meeting trial probe that allows them to withdraw 
after the two-meeting test. If they are thinking about being a CEO again, they should say yes to the 
financial backers but with a plan to re-evaluate in six months with no hard feelings if they decide to drop 
out. If they decide to become a ski instructor in Montana, they should resist purchasing a mountainside 
home with views. Instead, they should rent a mountainside home and instruct for a season to see if it is 
tenable. Trial probes are about taking a test drive while maintaining a graceful way out. Being stuck on a 
board whose meetings are not fun is tedious, and removing oneself from a board without being rude 
can take years. Setting the clear expectation of a test period with an escape clause makes sense and 
prevents hard feelings. 

It may also be helpful to refer to and consider five frequent post-exit archetypes: the Do-It-Againer, the 
Discoverer, the Recreationalist, the Investor, and the Philanthropist (see Exhibit 4). These archetypes 
can be used to help figure out how to move forward. Even though these are very common paths, they 
are certainly not the only options, nor are they mutually exclusive. In reality, most PExEs exhibit some 
attributes of each archetype. 

Part of the Operationalize phase is making use of newfound wealth. We believe that for a person to do 
this responsibly, they should first develop a general investment philosophy and a rough financial plan. 
They should explore various wealth management strategies and assess, as honestly as possible, their 
own risk tolerance, liquidity needs, and return objectives. At this point, they should also decide, if they 
have not done so already, whether to hire someone to manage their financial affairs or do it themselves. 
We want to stress that there is no shame in getting help, especially on complex matters such as tax 
planning. In the end, regardless of the specific approach taken across these dimensions, they should 
appreciate that what made them a successful entrepreneur will not necessarily make them a successful 
wealth manager for different skill sets are involved.  

Ultimately, when it comes to deploying wealth, we believe in treading slowly and carefully. There are 
too many examples of once-wealthy entrepreneurs who squandered their fortunes through profligate 
spending, poor investment decisions, or both. Avoiding this outcome is critical, and one of the best 
defenses is a thorough understanding of long-term financial obligations and risks. For example, many 
illiquid investments have long lockup periods, so once an investment is made, it is all but impossible to 
retrieve the money for a decade or more. Prudence dictates, then, that a person should fully appreciate 
the implications of the lockup prior to making any commitment where one would be required. 

The Operationalize phase involves more than financial considerations. Those who are wise will continue 
to assess their time and travel commitments rigorously. It is easy to quickly become overcommitted to 
activities. We are not proposing any one approach to structuring commitments, rather that they should 
be made with intentionality. We do propose that when thinking about operationalization, PExEs build 
white space, or unscheduled time, into their lives. A great luxury of financial freedom and modest 
responsibilities is to be available to important people and loved ones. White space enables you to read, 
write, think, nurture friendships, truly engage with children or older parents, and discover and pursue 
passions.  
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However, while the rewards of white space are fantastic, striking the right balance is not easy. 
Maintaining white space prevents PExEs from taking on most full-time commitments, which certainly 
limits their choices and could make it challenging to achieve the structure, meaning, and identity they 
seek. Most find that being “all in” is easy (Do-It-Againer) and being “all out” is easy (Recreationalist), but 
the trick is to identify the point along the spectrum that best suits their professional and personal 
priorities. 

Finally, during this Operationalize stage, they should think consciously about their orientation toward 
gathering as opposed to serving—in other words, whether this new stage of their life will be about 
themselves or others. We do not judge, but we politely encourage entrepreneurs to think about 
whether they truly need more money and more praise or whether they should shift into a new phase of 
giving and serving. If an entrepreneur exits a business and rapidly chooses to launch a new venture, 
which will hopefully produce more wealth and approbation, that is fine. But the what’s next can also be 
about serving others. We know some who have chosen to pursue not-for-profit work, impact investing, 
public service, and teaching—all forms of service and giving. Many have expressed that making the next 
million dollars was not much fun or very meaningful when they already had $50 million. These PExEs 
found themselves much more energized and satisfied by not-for-profit work, where they engaged and 
flourished. In the Operationalize phase, entrepreneurs should contemplate the balance between 
gathering and serving. Our personal confession: focusing on others post-exit is both fun and fulfilling. 

Think 

The final phase of our four-step framework is to think. In this step, the entrepreneur should be checking 
to see if the life plan they were privileged to design is on track and working as intended. They must 
resist the temptation to drift and get lost or land somewhere unexpected. 

We believe the Thinking phase should include self-assessment of happiness, fulfillment, joy, and 
enduring satisfaction. PExEs who have structured their lives well should be at peace and filled with 
gratitude. The confusion, angst, and sense of loss and aimlessness they felt after the initial exit high 
should have subsided by now. We recommend that entrepreneurs continuously check in with their 
values, which should serve as a compass of sorts, and evaluate whether they are on course. Drifting off 
track is acceptable and might even be inevitable, but conscious thought is an opportunity to become 
aware if things are off track and adjust accordingly. 

The Thinking phase can be filled with pivots and reorientation. The PExE might not be happy, fulfilled, or 
content, which is unfortunate but can also be a catalyst to pivot, reflect, operationalize, and try again. 
Finding the right balance is hard and iterative. Missteps are expected but harmless if there is 
recalibration. 

Part of the Thinking phase should include some time allocation assessment. Most entrepreneurs allocate 
too much time to professional activities prior to an exit (we confess to this personally). Post-exit, there is 
an opportunity to intentionally allocate time in a more balanced manner, allowing (more) room for 
things like health, spirituality, white space, and nurturing relationships. In Figure 4, we illustrate just 
how different life can look pre-exit and post-exit.  
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Figure 4: Pre-exit and post-exit illustrative time allocations 

Source: Created by the Case Writers  

To make the what’s next successful, a PExE will need to explore some themes. Life is not just about 
money and consumption. When every day feels like a blowout vacation, that becomes the norm, and it 
is no longer unique or special but can feel like a gilded treadmill, on which a bigger toy and more 
elaborate experiences are needed to achieve the next adrenaline rush. This cycle of consumption can be 
tricky and expensive. It is easy to fall into that trap of excess: “I want a house on Nantucket. I want a 
house on the beach on Nantucket. I want the best house on the beach on Nantucket.” This drive to have 
more and better things can be stressful and leave a person feeling empty like they are on yet another 
treadmill and not necessarily pursuing happiness.  

To make the what’s next work, entrepreneurs need to feel like there is meaning to their day. They need 
to feel like they matter and have a purpose in the world. It helps to feel like they are part of something 
that will drive happiness. If an entrepreneur’s what’s next is only about more wealth accumulation—and 
it is not our place to judge that—there is a risk that they will feel hollow. Perhaps building another 
company can be satisfying and investing capital and watching it grow can be lucrative, but it is possible 
that neither will truly bring fulfillment if the incremental capital does not have much utility. 

In summary, the Thinking phase involves continuously monitoring where time and effort are spent. This 
ongoing process of reassessment will allow PExEs to ensure that their activities and pursuits are in line 
with their values and principles. 

CEO Profile 

David McCue, Founder, McCue Corporation 

David McCue first attempted to sell his business, McCue Corporation, in 2007 when he 
was 54. However, in 2007 and 2008, the capital markets collapsed when the deal was in 
the final stages, and the closing did not take place. With an excellent growth story, McCue, 
then 63, struck an exit deal in 2016. He had ten years to think about what he was going to 

https://www.mccue.com/
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do post-exit, and so commenced “Project Me: Rest of Life.” 

How would I spend my time? And what would be the elements of good health? Because 
I’d much rather have 20 healthy than 30 troubled years. Health to me was physical, 
mental, emotional, and spiritual, and that’s how I’d gauge my commitments.   

After enjoying a 40-year work life, McCue decided to take a gap year during which he did not plan to join 
any boards or pursue any other business-related endeavors. He sought stillness, a spiritual practice to 
recalibrate. McCue elaborates: 

When people would ask me what I was going to do to keep busy when I sold my 
business, I would say, “Oh, that’s easy! I’m going to do everything in my power not to 
keep busy.” Because busy-ness is exactly why I was getting away. I needed a hiatus 
because my whole life had been “time is money” and “there’s never any time” and 
“you’re terribly clever at multitasking.” I wanted to breathe, and I wanted to see what 
happened when I breathed. So I was mainly elated or grateful that I was finally able to 
get started on that.  

Blaise Pascal said, “All the world’s problems come down to man’s inability to sit alone in 
a room,” and so I wanted to conquer the business of liking sitting alone in a room. I’ve 
been my own company, and it has really changed quite substantially how I view life. It’s 
also changed who I want to be friends with. After the exit, I went off on a long, solo hike 
of 250 miles at the French end of the Camino, Chemin de Saint Jacques. It was the first 
time in my life that I was alone for three weeks. 

McCue does attribute part of his outlook to his stage in life. 
 
Things change when you turn 60. Perhaps life, and its limited length, is tapping me on 
the shoulder in an unconscious way. There is a book called Falling Upwards by Richard 
Rohr. It identifies the stages of life: ego-building and establishing yourself, followed by a 
crisis that undoes you, and then the second half of life, which has more gravitas “held 
up by a much deeper lightness.” Rohr identifies the goal of life as getting to that second 
half. 

 
Embracing “Project Me: Rest of Life” enabled McCue to focus inward and identify his desires. McCue is 
not convinced that he has it all figured out, but he is confident that he did not “fall into the camp that’s 
constantly feeling like you’re the dog that’s caught the ambulance—and now what?” There is an aspect 
of his experience that is still waiting to be fine-tuned: “I feel like I made a good start and now I need to 
fill in the contribution piece—being helpful, being useful, making a contribution to others.” 
 
McCue’s advice for recent PExEs is to get in touch with who they truly are, find out how they define 
success, identify the emotional and functional reasons why they decided to sell their company, and 
strategize how to get that same sensation post-exit. McCue concludes with a vital question that they 
should ask themselves, “Have you opened all the doors that you could open in your life? Because if you 
have not, now is a good time to start opening them.” 

Conclusion 

In many ways, making a substantial exit represents the zenith of the entrepreneurial journey. However, 
while virtually all entrepreneurs strive relentlessly toward this goal, those who actually achieve it often 
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find that the realization of their dream is a disorienting experience—this is normal and part of the 
paradox of success. Once the euphoria of accomplishment fades, life still goes on. Highly successful 
entrepreneurs, once removed from the venture that they lived and breathed for years, may feel a deep 
sense of loss and, for a while, may struggle to find a new source of structure, meaning, and identity. In 
short, exiting a business forces entrepreneurs to confront the unknown of what’s next in their lives.  

Crucial to navigating the entrepreneurial epilogue and the transition process that follows a successful 
exit is a clean separation with the past. Entrepreneurs should give themselves time to reflect on their 
experience and reassess their priorities before moving forward. They also should recognize that, given 
the magnitude of the change in their lives, this period of introspection and self-discovery may take 
longer than they anticipate.   

We encourage post-exit entrepreneurs to use our PROT framework to help launch themselves into the 
next phase of their lives. We believe that this four-step model will allow entrepreneurs to find new 
structure, meaning, and identity. A successful exit need not result in a period of drifting. It can and 
should mark the beginning of a new hero’s journey where PExEs will experience growth, fulfillment, and 
happiness. 

Understanding the potential challenges associated with a significant exit and planning before such an 
event occurs can help entrepreneurs weather the post-exit transition with greater ease. We hope that 
these recommendations will help PExEs, whether present or future, to move forward in their lives with 
intentionality and excitement for what comes next. 
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Appendix A: The Math 

Many entrepreneurs think exiting is all about money and wealth. We hope we have convinced our 
readers that that is probably the least important issue post-exit. While receiving a large influx of cash 
will not ensure happiness or contentment, it is a responsibility and must be dealt with prudently and 
intentionally.  

Perhaps the most important financial concept for exiting entrepreneurs to comprehend is their shift 
from being a wealth creator to a wealth manager. As a business builder, an entrepreneur creates equity 
value through their energy, intellect, and sweat. They build an enterprise that converts resources into 
equity value. After monetizing this equity value, the entrepreneur shifts to being a wealth manager—
someone who allocates capital to other entrepreneurs, investment professionals, or investment assets. 
As a wealth creator, an entrepreneur controls a single asset that they know intimately and over which 
they exert a high degree of control. This feels very different than investing in public markets, where the 
entrepreneur has little, if any, influence on the outcome, or investing in private markets, where the 
entrepreneur might have more influence but still would not be in the proverbial driver’s seat as an 
operator. It is important for a post-exit entrepreneur making the transition from wealth creation to 
wealth management to acknowledge potential skill deficiencies. To improve their chances for success, a 
PExE should read voraciously about wealth management, learn what kinds of assistance are needed, and 
define an approach that works for their individual context. 

They also should note that, over time, their investment objectives may change, and thus the kind of 
advice and type of financial advisor they need may also change. Some may start out with a goal of 
capital preservation and be slightly risk-averse in the type of investments they pursue. Others may be 
more comfortable with risk and seek higher rates of return. When contemplating the math of post-exit 
wealth management, PExEs may no longer have an earned income (a salary) and might be living off their 
investment portfolio. This is not problematic but understanding the mathematical implications of this 
scenario is critical. Upon running the numbers, a thoughtful entrepreneur will realize that it takes a large 
pile of money to live a rock star lifestyle on an after-tax basis without losing purchasing power to 
inflation.  

In Figure 5, we consider a fortunate entrepreneur who sells their business for $25 million and what this 
means in terms of realistic spending power on an after-tax and after-inflation basis. For this scenario, we 
assume that there is no debt in the business and the entrepreneur is the sole shareholder. We also 
assume that the entrepreneur is paid fully in cash and that no capital is tied up in an at-risk escrow.  

The first obstacle that is encountered is taxes. We assume a combined federal and state capital gains tax 
rate of 25%, so the entrepreneur immediately sheds $6.25 million of the sale proceeds. With the 
remaining $18.75 million of investable capital, the entrepreneur can invest in a myriad of options as a 
wealth manager—they can pursue illiquid, higher-return private assets or a diversified portfolio of public 
equities and fixed-income securities. In our example, we assume that the entrepreneur chooses a 
balanced portfolio of public equity and fixed income—perhaps a low-cost portfolio of Vanguard index 
funds. We model a 70% allocation to equities and a 30% allocation to bonds. We layer in expected 
returns of 8% and 3%, respectively. This yields a weighted average anticipated portfolio return of 6.5%. 
To be clear, this is not a current dividend yield; it is a total return comprised of dividends and capital 
appreciation. 
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Figure 5: Example of spending power on an after-tax, after-inflation basis 

Source: Created by the Case Writers 

Unfortunately, gross returns are not spendable. Taxes, fees, and inflation must be accounted for to get 
to a net spendable amount that maintains purchasing power. Given the prevailing low-inflation 
environment, we assume 2%, but we could easily argue for a higher number, perhaps 3%. For taxes, we 
estimate 2% of the gross portfolio. The 2% is not the tax rate; it is the effective dilution of the portfolio 
on an annual basis. From the gross return of 6.5%, we deduct 2% in inflation, 0.2% in fees, and 2% in 
taxes and net a spendable (after-tax and after-inflation) amount of 2.3%. The results are striking. The 
entrepreneur, who sold their business for $25 million, can spend $431,000 per year, and the portfolio 
corpus will grow at the rate of assumed inflation. 

Having $431,000 of disposable spending on an annual basis is certainly enough for a wonderful life. We 
think of it as the equivalent of earning $663,000 (assume a 35% tax rate; $431,000 ÷ (1 - 0.35) = 
$663,000) per year for a job that you do not need to show up for. This is a delightful situation, but when 
entrepreneurs toss around a sum like $25 million, it provokes images of multiple homes in exotic 
destinations, private air travel, and living like Rolling Stones frontman Mick Jagger. If a PExE wants their 
newly liquid wealth to last and persist, a $25-million exit cannot facilitate this lifestyle. It does provide 
financial freedom and independence, but private airplanes are likely not part of the picture. 

Of course, if our PExE chooses to acquire a multi-million-dollar home with the sale proceeds, there will 
then be less capital to generate annual spending capacity. It is sobering to internalize the fact that the 
amount of the sale proceeds that can be annuitized after capital gains taxes is approximately 2% per 
year. This is being conservative. We caution entrepreneurs against envisioning spendable amounts in 
the 3–5% range; if there is a material contraction in public markets (like 50%), the effective spending 
rate (of the principal balance) will suddenly become 6–10%, an unsustainable amount over time. 

There is no call to pity entrepreneurs who exit with $25-million sales—they are truly lucky. And if 
entrepreneurs do not agree with our math, that is fine; we are not offended. We are certainly not 
wealth advisory professionals, but we offer our perspective and framework as a tool for understanding 
how exit proceeds translate into spendable dollars. We encourage readers to use their own assumptions 
to calculate an ideal annual spendable amount after tax and inflation. Our model is available for 
examination and alteration here. 

https://yale.box.com/s/a0vk4wk99ut7hq6efsiwlg519lu8nahu


 

21 WHAT’S NEXT: THE ENTREPRENEUR’S EPILOGUE AND THE PARADOX OF SUCCESS 

Exhibit 1: The Hero’s Journey 

 

 

 

Source: Campbell, J. (1949). The hero with a thousand faces. Princeton, NJ: Pantheon Books. 
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Exhibit 2: The Centenarian Exercise 

PExEs have a unique opportunity to construct their post-exit life in any way they choose. We encourage them to think about their “what’s next” by 
utilizing the Centenarian Exercise. With this mental model, they can imagine themselves at age 100 and reflect back on whether they lived their life as 
they intended. We provide some thought-provoking questions below to help answer this question and help them organize their thoughts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Created by the Case Writers  
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Exhibit 3a: What’s Next Matrix Exercise 

Source: Created by the Case Writers  
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Exhibit 3b: What's Next Matrix Exercise 

Source: Created by the Case Writers  
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Exhibit 4: Common post-exit archetypes 

Source: Created by the Case Writers  
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Exhibit 5: PExE Profiles 
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This case has been developed for pedagogical purposes. The case is not intended to furnish primary data, serve as an 
endorsement of the organization in question, or illustrate either effective or ineffective management techniques or strategies.  

Copyright 2020 © Yale University. All rights reserved. To order copies of this material or to receive permission to reprint or all 
of this document, please contact the Yale SOM Case Study Research Team: email case.access@yale.edu. 
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