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Unlocking complexities of succession planning  
By Ed Gruver
egruver@bridgetowermedia.com 

Business succession planning can be 
complicated. 

“If I were to look at it as a decision tree, 
the first decision is, ‘Am I selling it or am 
I transferring it to someone in my family? 
If I’m selling it, who do I want to sell it to? 
Are there people I know in the business 
who would be good at it?” said Jamie 
French, a wealth advisor and a managing 
partner at Advent Partners, a financial 
planning firm with offices in Gettysburg 
and Camp Hill. 

“In essence, succession planning is 
thinking through all those questions, and 
having a plan for how that business will 
transfer to the next generation. It could be 
because you’re planning to retire, you’re 
done running the business and you want 
to cash out and sell it for the value that 
you’ve built.” 

A Certified Financial Planning (CFP) 

professional in 2006, French provides 
financial strategies for families and busi-
ness owners that align with their goals 
and values. As a CFP and a Certified 
Public Accountant (CPA), French is ex-
perienced in financial affairs, including 
tax planning, charitable planning, estate 
planning, and retirement planning. He 
is also a Certified Kingdom Advisor and 
knowledgeable about financial planning 
based in Biblical principles. 

French also holds credentials as an 
Accredited Estate Planner, Chartered Ad-
visor in Philanthropy, Certification in 
Long-Term Care, and Retirement Income 
Certified Professional. He is a member of 
the Financial Planning Association and 
the Estate Planning Council of Central 
Pennsylvania. 

French said business succession plan-
ning can involve how one sells a business 
or transferring the business to the next 
generation of owners, be it family mem-

bers or employees. 
“What if it’s more involuntary? What if 

you’re the business owner and you pass 
away? What if you have a disability or what 
if there’s a divorce? What are the arrange-
ments you have in place to make sure the 
value of the business is in place and that 
things go the way they’re supposed to?” 
said French. 

“The planning accounts for practical 
implications, how the business is going 
to run. It accounts for the financial side 
of it, the tax implications, it’s all encom-
passing.” 

French said that regardless of the type 
of planning a business owner is seeking, 
they should seek the council of a financial 
planner and an attorney. 

“If your business succession plan is, 
‘Someday I’m going to sell the business,’ 
that’s a simpler succession plan than 
what happens if you pass away before 
you’re ready to do that,” said French. “Or 

if you’re hurt or sick and the business is 
dependent on you. 

“For many small business owners, the 
running of the business is highly depen-
dent on that owner. In other businesses, 
they have a leadership team in place, the 
owner may get to the place where the 
running of the business really doesn’t 
depend on them and it’s easier for that 
transition to happen.” 

French said the goal of succession 
planning is to maintain the value of the 
business and have a plan for how it’s 
going to transfer regardless of who it’s 
transferring to. 

“All business succession planning is, 
‘What is the plan for how that’s going to 
transfer, how’s the business going to run, 
who’s going to be involved, and how are 
we going to handle the financing of it, if 
that’s needed,” said French. 

Jamie French is a wealth advisor and a managing partner at Advent Partners, a fi nancial planning fi rm with offi ces in Gettysburg and Camp Hill. PHOTO/PROVIDED BY ADVENT PARTNERS 
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Cumberland County-based Gannett Fleming TranSys-
tems has acquired Muller & Muller Ltd., a Chicago-based 
architecture fi rm specializing in design.

Th e deal is the fourth strategic acquisition in 16 months 
for Gannett Fleming, an engineering and infrastructure 

solutions provider, and its fi rst since merging with Tran-
Systems in August.

Muller & Muller Ltd., (M2) was founded in 1984 and 
provides architecture, planning, and structural engineer-
ing services to aviation, transit and rail, and education 
end-markets. According to a release, M2 has a presence 
in Chicago, Dallas, Seattle, and Peoria, Illinois. Its design 

of transit and aviation en-
vironments includes the 
O’Hare International Air-
port Terminal 5 expansion, 
work on both current ter-
minal expansion projects 
at the Dallas Fort Worth 
International Airport, and 
more than 125 station up-
grades for Metra and the 
Chicago Transit Authority.

“Architecturally led de-
sign is at the heart of inno-
vative building solutions. 
M2 has an established leg-
acy of design excellence in 

the transit and aviation markets throughout the Central 
and Northwestern U.S.,” Gannett Fleming TranSystems 
Co-President Jim Nevada said in a statement. “Further, 
M2 and Gannett Fleming TranSystems share a common 
vision for creative design, exceptional project delivery, and 
an employee-centered culture.”

Added Tim Rock, Gannett Fleming TranSystems co-
president, “M2’s expertise in modernization, resiliency, 
sustainability, and inclusive design will complement and 
bolster our service off erings. With the rising demand for in-
frastructure improvements driven by the Infrastructure In-
vestment and Jobs Act, evolving regulatory requirements, 
and client priorities for resilient, effi  cient buildings, M2’s 
design expertise strengthens our ability to serve clients 
across diverse market sectors.”

Said Mark Stromberg, M2 managing principal who joins 
Gannett Fleming TranSystems as architectural leader of 
the Central and Western U.S., “We’re building on the vi-
sionary foundation set by Cindy and Jay Muller, embracing 
their commitment to inclusive, forward-thinking design. 
Our clients will continue to receive the same reliable, 
collaborative service we’re known for, now backed by a 
5,000-person strong infrastructure powerhouse.”

“An example of what could go wrong is 
let’s say you’re a 50-50 partner in a busi-
ness. You pass away, and your spouse is 
listed in your estate as a beneficiary. Now 
your spouse is a 50% owner with your for-
mer business partner. Your spouse may 
not have any interest in the business. They 
may want to get their money out of the 
business and not be involved anymore. 
Your business partner could buy out your 
spouse if you pass away but how are they 
going to finance that?” 

French said one strategy business own-
ers can employ is a buy-sell agreement. 
In such an agreement, a business owner 
has identified all the potential situations 
– death, disability, retirement, divorce – 
and how is the business going to be trans-
ferred. A buy-sell agreement can also 
spell out how a business will be valued. 

A close cousin to business succession 
is business continuation. In the latter, 
planning is focused on making certain the 
business can continue to operate profit-
ably to protect the value of it.

“If you haven't planned, you might 
have spouses who don’t want to be 
involved,” said French. “The value of 
the business might not be what it was. 
There might not be liquidity to buy out 
the business. Planning’s important to 
provide resources and it also protects 
employees by ensuring the business can 
continue to operate, and it protects your 
family members.”

French identified key decisions busi-
ness owners need to consider.

“Are they selling it, gifting it, or leaving 
it as part of their estate?” asked French. 
“Am I going to transfer over time or all 
at once? Am I going to bring in a partial 
owner and give them increasing equity 
over time? Is the owner going to have 
future involvement or are they selling it 

and walking away? Are they selling all of 
it or part of it?”

There are several strategies a busi-
ness owner can employ for this type of 
planning.

“For business continuation purposes, 
they might look at key person insurance,” 
said French. “Let’s say someone’s not 
an owner but they’re a rock star and the 
business wouldn’t run without them. If 
they can’t fulfill that role anymore, how 
do I replace them?

“Other strategies are key employee 
retention strategies. How do I incentiv-
ize key employees to stick around so 
that the business continues to operate. 
There may be things like executive bonus 
plans, nonqualified deferred compensa-
tion plans, incentives for them to stick 
around.”

French also addressed what a business 
owner can do about the tax implications 
of selling their business.

“If they want to spread out the tax im-

pact over time they might do some type 
of installment sale,” he said. “They’re not 
going to sell it all at once or recognize the 
gain all in one year but spread it out over 
multiple years. If they’re transferring it to 
their family, they might consider a fam-
ily limited partnership, which is a way to 
transfer ownership to family members 
over time.

“I encourage business owners to think 
about charitable giving strategies. There 
are ways to employ charitable giving 
strategies where you give part of the busi-
ness away to a foundation.”

How a business owner gets started on 
this type of planning begins with talking 
to a certified financial planner who can 
ask the right questions.

“I th ink we’re all a little guilty about 
not thinking about the end game,” said 
French. “What’s your end game for this 
business? What’s your plan? Depending 
on what you want that to be, the planning 
looks very different.”
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Gannett Fleming TranSystems Co-Presidents Tim Rock and Jim Nevada.  PHOTO/FILE


