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A dealer’s guide to succession planning
Perhaps the most important thing you can do for your dealership is to make a 

succession plan — and to make sure it’s up to date. It’s essential to make sure you 

have a plan in place for the time when you can’t run your dealership anymore. Every 

dealer principal should develop a coherent succession plan and a strategy that allows 

for the transfer of ownership to the next round of leaders — whether that means 

family members, a trusted business partner or an outside buyer.

There are several reasons why we think taking 

a fresh look at the plan you have in place — or 

putting the wheels in motion if you don’t yet have 

one — is particularly urgent right now. 

First, there’s a lot of buy/sell activity in the 

industry, and accelerating consolidation. If 

your long-term plan is to exit the industry, you 

probably owe it to yourself to consider the 

current market valuations and buyer interest.

Second, the country is on the verge of material changes in tax laws that could 

dramatically affect both your personal financial situation and the value of businesses 

passed on to future generations. In light of that, it’s time to take a look at what you have 

in place and how the pending changes might affect you, your family and your business.

Finally, as the pandemic has brought home to us all, every business needs a plan in 

place in the event top leadership is incapacitated or can’t run day-to-day operations.

So if you don’t have a succession plan in place, the time is now. If you do have a plan 

in place, it’s time to pull it out and take a fresh look. Any succession plan should be 

checked out and updated on a regular basis, but given the current environment, it’s 

important to make sure your existing plan still makes sense — and that it still fulfills 

your vision of what will happen to your business after you step down.

Frankly, we think there is potentially a lot at risk now, and that succession planning is 

even more relevant than it was four or five years ago.

And remember, we have resources available to help you craft the right plan for 

your situation.

Succession planning:

No time like the present

 � Increased buyer interest 

 � Far-reaching tax changes on 
the horizon

 � The pandemic reinforced the 
importance of comprehensive 
backup plans
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If you are a typical dealer principal, you have 
worked hard to get where you are. You’ve 
invested time, sacrificed, saved, and put in a 
lot of sweat equity to build your business and 
keep it running and growing.

To ensure your hard work continues to pay off, you 
need a succession plan.

Whether it’s disability, retirement or death, the 
moment inevitably will arrive when you’re not 
running your business anymore. At that moment, 
do you know who will take over? Especially in an 
emergency, who will make decisions or take care 
of selling the business? Taking the time now to 
implement a succession plan will protect your 
future — as well as the future of the business, your 
family, your employees and your community.

A succession plan can be used to designate a person 
to manage the dealership or prepare it for sale if you 
are suddenly disabled or have passed away. It can 
lay out the steps to more easily leave the business 
to family members, partners or interested senior 
management. And it can help those who inherit the 
business preserve its value and pay the estate tax and 
other costs they might incur.

“Honestly, you should be thinking about succession 
planning from the first day you purchase the 
dealership or become an owner. Don’t wait,” says 
Myah Moore Irick, private wealth manager at 
Merrill. “Dealers spend years and years building 
these successful companies, but they often haven’t 
devoted the same time and energy to making sure 
their businesses will stay intact, that their legacy will 
remain, after they’re gone.” 

“The key question is: How can you set up your family 
or the future leaders of your dealership for success 
after you’re gone?”

Post-pandemic, many dealers have been re-
evaluating their business and personal plans. 
Some owners who fell ill or were unable to come 
into their dealerships to work, for instance, found 
they did not have a plan in place to manage the 
business in an emergency. Spouses and family 
members realized there was no plan if a sale or 
management transition became necessary.

“The pandemic has caused tremendous worry among 
dealers and also their spouses,” says Bill Weihs, 
business owner strategist at Bank of America Private 
Bank. “It prompted conversations about what would 
happen in an emergency. Or for some dealers and their 
families, simply having gone through the pandemic, 
they have had the realization that it’s time to sell.”

“ Honestly, you should be 

thinking about succession 

planning from the first 

day you purchase the 

dealership or become an 

owner. Don’t wait.” 

Myah Moore Irick
Private Wealth Manager
Merrill Wealth Management

overview

Why succession 
planning is urgent
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that amount in 2026 when the current tax 
law lapses. It’s also possible, given ongoing 
legislative discussions, that the current 
exemption amount, or other gift and estate 
tax laws, may be further adjusted if Congress 
passes a law effective prior to 2026.

Although no one is exactly sure where the market 
and the tax code are headed, “Any increase in 
business value combined with potential changes 
in tax laws are telltale indicators that it’s time 
to revisit your planning and take advantage of 
current tax laws before certain changes are 
effectuated,” Romero says.

A strong buy/sell market. Looming tax law 
changes. Post-pandemic concerns. Any or all 
of these may impact the future of your family 
and your dealership. Are you prepared? Says 
Cockey: “Dealers who have not contemplated 
their succession plan — because of the time or 
cost or the lack of expertise — will find it’s a 
differentiator going forward.”

Bank of America’s Dealer Financial Services 
Market Executive Jim Cockey points out that 
despite all the headlines about buy/sell activity in 
the dealership industry, the top 10 dealer groups 
still account for less than 4% of the industry. “I’ve 
never seen a more fragmented industry. It’s ripe 
for consolidation,” Cockey says. 

Whether or not a decision to sell has been made, 
dealers may want to take stock, given the market, 
says Javier Romero, wealth strategies advisor at 
Bank of America Private Bank. Romero points out 
that dealership valuations and cash flows may 
be different in two to three years. “In the current 
environment, it’s meaningful for auto dealers to 
be thinking about succession planning,” he says. 
“Greater valuations may result in tax implications 
and owners should review their estate plans 
to see how it might affect the estate plan and 
gifting options.”

“It’s simply an important time for dealers to 
review and evaluate.”

And on a personal level, dealers need to make 
decisions about how to manage their finances 
for their own retirement and family needs. “Many 
dealers are reinvesting in their own business. But 
an increasing number are looking at the industry 
and diversifying outside automotive,” Cockey says.

In addition, Romero says, the estate and gift  
tax exemption — currently at a historic high of 
$12.06 million per person, or $24.12 million per 
married couple — will drop to approximately half 

“ Dealers who have not 

contemplated their 

succession plan — 

because of the time 

or cost or the lack of 

expertise — will find 

it’s a differentiator 

going forward.”

 
Jim Cockey
Market Executive
Dealer Financial Services
Bank of America

96% of 
dealerships 
may be ripe for 
consolidation

Top 10 dealer 
groups make up 
<4% of the industry

3



Evaluating your exit alternatives

What
are your

 priorities?

Generate liquidity

Benefit family

Support community

Benefit employees

Maximize value

Access capital

Reduce taxes

Maintain control

The first step in starting a 
succession plan is answering 
a couple of key questions: 

1 What do you want to happen 
to your dealership  when you 
are gone? 

� Do you want to keep your dealership 
in the family, or in the hands of trusted 
employees? 

 � Do you want to sell, either to 
employees or a third party? 

2 What are your priorities?

 �  How important is maintaining control 
of your business, even after you’ve 
retired from day-to-day operations? 

 �  How important are financial 
considerations, such as reducing the 
amount of taxes paid or generating 
liquidity for future needs? 

 �  How concerned are you about the 
future of your employees 
and the local community? 

Bank of America Private Bank’s Bill Weihs says each 
dealer should take time to answer those questions, 
then evaluate the basic succession or transition 
options: passing the business on to a family member or 
members, facilitating a buyout by senior management 
or employees, or selling the dealership in some 
fashion to an unrelated third party.

“Each transition alternative allows the business 
owner to achieve certain things,” Weihs says. 
“Each dealer principal has his or her own set of 
priorities: That might be giving back to society, 
maximizing the dealership’s value, or giving to the 
next generation. Those priorities will help determine 
the exit alternative that best meets their needs.”

Figuring out your 
priorities and alternatives

Priority Gift/Sell 
within the family

Management 
buyout

Sell to 
ESOP

Debt/Equity 
recapitalization

Sell to 
third party

Maintain control • • •
Access to capital •
Generate liquidity • • • • •
Maximize value • •
Reduce taxes • •
Benefit family •
Benefit employees • •
Support community • • •
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When evaluating potential 
successors for your dealership 

find someone with the  
desire and ability to do the job

Interested Experienced

“ Your kids may not be 

interested in running 

the business. Or you 

might have the best 

general manager in the 

world, but that person 

might not have the 

wherewithal to come up 

with the money to take 

over the business.”

 
Jim Cockey
Market Executive
Dealer Financial Services
Bank of America

You have answered the basic questions about 
the future of your dealership: You know who 
plans to take over the business, and you’ve 
inventoried your personal goals and priorities. 
Now it’s time to use this information to 
create or update your succession plan. How 
do you make the best plan — for yourself and 
your family, your business, your employees 
and your community?

Bank of America financial and dealership industry 
specialists offered their thoughts about what a 
business owner should keep in mind when making 
a succession plan.

Remember that it’s never too early to start 
making a plan.

Romero says the most efficient estate planning 
happens when a business is created because you can 
leverage lower valuations to your advantage. That may 
not be appropriate in all cases, he says, but “Having 
early planning conversations, knowing the landscape, 
and being primed to exit on your terms — when you 
want to leave — will optimize the wealth you can 
transfer to your family.”

Have the important conversations.

It can be difficult and emotional to talk with family 
and key managers about the future. At some 
dealerships, the future ownership plan seems 
obvious — but for others, there are questions. 
For instance, Cockey says, “Your kids may not be 
interested in running the business — or maybe only 
one of them wants to stay on. Or you might have the 
best general manager in the world, but that person 

might not have the wherewithal to come up with 
the money to take over the business.” And on the 
other hand, a dealer principal who plans to sell the 
business may dread breaking the news to family 
members or employees.

Honest talks about what you want and what they want 
are a necessary step in planning for the future. 

Many dealerships are succeeded by the next 
generation of the owner’s family. If considering 
keeping the business in the family, Weihs suggests 
the following exercise: “Sit down with that family 
member or members, with a piece of paper divided 
into four quadrants reflecting two qualities: interested 
and experienced. If you fill that chart out, there’s only 
one of the four quadrants that makes sense to pass 
the business along to your child: They should both be 
interested and have experience,” he says. 

Similarly, a key experienced employee or senior 
manager may be interested in taking over the business 
but might lack the capital to take over the business. 
“If that’s the chosen alternative, you may want to help 
finance that transition — with a leveraged buyout, or 
partnership, for instance,” Weihs says.

Assemble the right teams.

Talking through a succession plan requires both an 
internal team and an external team. The internal team 
likely would consist of key family members and senior 
dealership managers, plus your regular private banker, 
lawyer and accountant. The internal team can help 
mull over options and plans, especially if the ultimate 
goal is selling the business. You’ll need one or more 
senior managers to commit to remaining in place 
during an emergency, and during the transition to new 
owners — whether that’s a family member taking over, 
a partner, or a third-party buyer.

Making a robust plan
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In addition, creating the best succession 
plan really demands the expertise of external 
specialists — especially if the business is being sold. 
“First, you need a law firm to serve as transition 
attorney. The law firm will help draft purchase and 
sale agreements — and have tax lawyers to structure 
the deal from a tax efficiency perspective,” Weihs 
says. Another important external team member is an 
investment banker, preferably one with experience in 
the dealership industry. 

Weihs and Romero emphasize your deal team should 
specialize in M&As. If you’re thinking of selling the 
dealership, “You want advisors who are familiar with 
best practices and current, sophisticated ideas you 
will need to market, sell or transition the business. 

The accountant’s or lawyer’s work will no longer be 
focused mainly on usual business operations; now 
they have to consider the consequences of a sale, in 
whichever form it takes, and the layer of income, gift 
and estate tax considerations that may also frame 
the transition,” Romero says.

He says, “External advisors, who think broadly and 
are both strategic and defensive, are an enormous 
value-add.” 

Take inventory of the basic estate 
documents and update as needed.

Romero says as you start the succession planning 
process, you and your team should review the 
important personal foundational documents: 
your wills, any trust agreements, and powers 
of attorney for finance and healthcare. But 
remember, having a will and trust in place is 
very likely not sufficient. He says, “First, the 
will determines where assets will go at death, 
and what happens to the business when you 
die, if there are no other overriding business 
agreements in place. But what happens if you 
can’t run the business, not because you’ve passed 
away but because you’ve become disabled? 
What about current gift and tax planning? These 
considerations are not captured by your will.

“Second, you may feel you have your estate affairs 
in order because you have a will and some other 
related documents, but the full impact of these 
on the business is often overlooked,” he says. “If 
you have a basic will that gives everything to your 
spouse — who is also the administrator of the 
estate — you have given her full control over an 
operation she may have no experience running. 
Or, if you divide your estate between your spouse 
and children, you may be inadvertently splitting 
up control of the business or creating a dynamic 
between your spouse and children that is not 
advantageous to their economic interests or the 
success of the enterprise.”

He says the will should be consistent with 
the business succession plan — to ensure 
management and control of the business are in 
the hands of the individuals you intended, and 
that the economic benefit goes to the correct 
family members. “It helps ensure the business 
doesn’t diminish in value, that it doesn’t lose 
sight of its key values, and that it can support 
your family as well.”

Get your financial and business 
information updated and in order.

Weihs says a dealer should pull out the 
business’s financial statements while working 
on a succession plan — and especially if selling 
the dealership is on the table. “Are the financial 
statements compiled, reviewed or audited? 
Consider conducting an audit,” he says. 
“An audited statement provides a much more 
powerful financial statement to share with a 
prospective buyer.” 

By the same token, he suggests having an 
appraisal conducted. “It will help in many ways. 
An appraisal will give you a comparison to other 
dealerships, their gross margins, growth rate. 
Key metrics are very important,” he says.

Finally, it’s a good time to create or update 
the strategic plan for the dealership. “A good 
strategic plan is worth its weight in gold,” Weihs 
says. “It will bring you up to 50,000 feet — and 
help look at your dealership in the context of 
how the industry is changing and evolving.”

Revisit the plan on a regular basis.

Once an estate plan is in place, Romero says, 
it should be reviewed every five years at a 
minimum. But other events could trigger 
an earlier review. They include changes to 
federal tax laws, significant changes in your 

personal wealth or health, changes in your 
family situation or changes in your senior 
management team. “Another trigger might 
be changes in the industry that alter the 
fundamentals of the business, as we saw 
during the pandemic,” Romero says. 

When revisiting the plan, he suggests 
having a tax and estate attorney or your 
Bank of America Private Bank team run 
through the plan with actual dollar amounts to 
understand the impact of current estate taxes, 
to see what a spouse or children might actually 
receive. “When people see those numbers, they 
see their estate plan very differently,” he says. 

Initiating a succession plan can be emotional, 
and it will take time, effort and money. Says 
Romero, “It’s important to remember that 
getting educated on succession planning 
early, and taking action, could really make a 
difference in terms of dollars and in terms 
of options. 

“It doesn’t have to be a painful process. Dealers 
have access to resources through partners like 
Bank of America. And having a plan can earn 
real benefits for them and their families.”

“ Dealers spend years 

and years building these 

successful companies, 

but they often haven’t 

devoted the same time 

and energy to making 

sure their businesses 

will stay intact, that their 

legacy will remain, after 

they’re gone.” 

Myah Moore Irick
Private Wealth Manager
Merrill Wealth Management

Get ready early

 �  Pull together financial and  
business information

 � Get an updated appraisal

 �  Create or update your  
strategic plan and revisit  
regularly
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Maximize the value of your dealership:

 � Ensure a stable, healthy revenue stream and cash flow

 � Detail your dealership’s history of profitability and its 
growth potential (organic and/or through acquisition)

 � Provide good visibility into future financial performance

 � Conduct a fresh appraisal of your business

 � Consider having your financial statements audited

 � Work toward a leading market share or unique 
market position

 � Cultivate a diversified and loyal customer base

 � Nurture a proven, strong, competent and loyal 
management team 

 � Take stock of tangible assets: equipment, inventory, 
property, computers in good shape

 � Quantify your intangible assets: location, brand, 
trade secrets

 � Review your succession plan on a regular basis

Rank your priorities:

 � Creating a transition plan if I’m suddenly disabled or gone

 � Maintaining financial control over the business 
even when I’m retired

 � Accessing capital for my future needs

 � Generating liquidity for the needs of my family 
or the business

 � Maximizing the value of the dealership(s) 
and other businesses

 � Transferring my business to family members 
at my retirement or death

 � Transferring my business to nonfamily members 
or employees at my retirement or death

 � Reducing my estate and/or income taxes

 � Supporting my employee base

 � Supporting my local community

 � Providing for my charitable interests

 � Avoiding planning-related pitfalls

 � Providing support for my heirs during the 
ownership transition

 � Planning for my real estate

 � Building a planning road map to keep me on track

Ask yourself:

 � What will happen to my dealership(s) when I retire?

 � What will happen to my dealership(s) if I am disabled  —   
temporarily or permanently?

 � What will happen to my dealership(s) when I die?

Identify the key players:

 � Future owner(s) of the dealership

 � Team to manage the business in an emergency

 � Key managers to provide support during the 
ownership transition

 � Internal team: 

 — family members
 — senior management
 — lawyer
 — accountant
 — private banker
 — financial planner

 � External team: 

 — transition attorney
 — estate lawyer
 — investment banker
 — appraiser
 — auditor

“ There are many financial 

considerations available, 

like preparing your 

personal balance sheet 

for the exit, or taking 

advantage of gifting 

strategies to heirs.” 

Myah Moore Irick
Private Wealth Manager
Merrill Wealth Management

Mapping your strategy: 
Step by step
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Women and minority 
dealership owners
Women and minority dealership owners have 
special considerations to think about in succession 
planning, says Irick. “The biggest issue I see with 
minorities and women is that they often haven’t 
selected advisors to be in their corner who 
will be advocates for them and have the same 
values — people who will fight for them,” she says. 

“You have to have the right team in place that has 
the expertise, but also leads with inclusion.”

She recommends first arriving at “clarity on your 
values,” then looking for outside advisors and 
vendors who are “aligned with your values, and who 
really act with respect and empathy,” she says. 
“You have to ensure that your values play out in 
selecting your team.” 

For a minority dealer, for instance, that may mean 
making sure to have someone on the team who 
understands the dealership's special connection to 
its community, and how important that is as part 
of the succession plan. Minority dealers can feel 
special pressure to keep the business as a minority-
owned business, yet also be compelled by the 
market’s current high valuations. 

“The team doesn’t have to look like you, but it needs 
to be people who value where you come from, and 
what your life journey has been,” Irick says. She says 
that before making a succession plan, a minority 
dealer may first want to take time to schedule a 
conversation with an intimate circle of key advisors 
who are familiar with key goals and priorities, “to 
help make some decisions that go beyond the 
numbers,” she says. “Having that sounding board is 
so important.”

Irick says a minority owner may be accustomed 
to working with clientele, vendors or advisors who 
share similar cultures and languages. “But a sale or 
business transition may require the owner to step 

outside this familiar realm to negotiate with 
potential buyers or to look for additional 
resources. Working with advisors and a team 
that are sensitive to such unique challenges 
and who can provide guidance can be 
instrumental for many minority businesses.” 

For a female dealer, it’s important to “make 
sure you’re empowered as much as possible,” 
Irick says. “That means not having the 
financial conversation or decisions taken over 
by someone else. The team needs to support 
you to the fullest.”

How can you assess a firm’s values? Irick 
suggests asking a potential vendor: “Show 
me the team that will be partnering to help 
me. Then look to see how many women are 
on the team, what the junior talent looks like.” 
She also recommends looking at websites 
and social media feeds for clues about 
company and individual values.

Irick says having the right advisors, who 
are familiar with a dealer’s background 
and personal priorities, can be particularly 
important for women and minority dealers 
who are first-generation business owners. 
“There are many financial considerations 
available, like preparing your personal balance 
sheet for the exit, or taking advantage of 
gifting strategies to heirs, that people who 
have not grown up in the high-net-worth 
space wouldn’t always know about,” she says.

“ The biggest issue I see 

with minorities and 

women is that they often 

haven’t selected advisors 

to be in their corner who 

will be advocates for 

them and have the same 

values — people who will 

fight for them. You have 

to have the right team 

in place.” 

Myah Moore Irick
Private Wealth Manager
Merrill Wealth Management
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Running a dealership comes with its share of uncertain  

terrain. But one thing is certain. Our Dealer Financial Services 

team is dedicated to being by your side with the resources, 

solutions and vision to see you through.

Marisa Carnevale-Henderson 

marisa.carnevale-henderson@bofa.com

Jim Cockey 

james.d.cockey@bofa.com 

Derek Comestro 

derek.comestro@bofa.com

Making business 
easier for auto dealers.
Especially now.

business.bofa.com/dealer
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