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Start With the Destination

When an institution wants to enter or 
expand in equipment finance, exec-
utives often begin by asking whether 
they should acquire a company, build a 
de novo operation or pursue a manage-
ment-team lift-out.

In our experience, that is backwards.

The first question is not, “How should 
we grow?” It is, “What problem are we 
trying to solve?”

Are you trying to buy immediate earnings? 
Enter a new market? Add a specialty verti-
cal? Diversify the balance sheet away from 
commercial real estate? Acquire leader-
ship? Build long-term enterprise value?

Before we start looking for a company 
or a team, we first determine what the 
business should look like three to five 
years from now. How large should the 
portfolio be? What credit quality, yield 
and charge-off profile should it have? 
How quickly must it become profitable? 
Most importantly; Will it be large enough 
to move the needle for the institution?

Once the destination is clear, the right 
path usually becomes much easier to 
identify.  That path may be an acquisi-
tion. It may be de novo. It may be a lift-
out. None is inherently superior. The 
objective should determine the strategy, 
not the other way around.

The Best Teams Are Usually Not Looking

The strongest equipment finance teams 
are almost never openly “for sale.” They 
are not posting resumes as a group. 
They are not circulating offering memo-
randa. They are usually busy running 

successful businesses.

They may be producing strong results 
but feel constrained by capital, credit 
appetite, technology, compensa-
tion, bureaucracy or a lack of strategic 
support. They may believe they have 
outgrown their current environment. 
They may see an opportunity to build 
something more valuable, but they are 
not necessarily ready to leave tomorrow.

That is why the best lift-out opportuni-
ties generally begin as relationships, not 
transactions.

It may take months or years of conver-
sations before a team is prepared to 
seriously consider a move. During that 
time, someone has to understand the 
team’s capabilities, motivations, business 
model, culture and long-term objectives. 
Just as important, someone has to under-
stand which institutions might actually fit.

Proprietary opportunities do not exist 
because someone got lucky. They exist 
because somebody spent years building 
enough trust that management teams are 
willing to have confidential conversations 
they will not have with everyone else.

A Lift-Out Is Not Recruiting

One of the biggest misconceptions in the 
industry is that a lift-out is simply a larger 
recruiting assignment. It is not.

Recruiting is generally about finding 
qualified individuals to fill defined posi-
tions. A lift-out is about acquiring lead-
ership, intellectual capital, operating 
experience and the ability to build or 
scale an entire business.

Here is the question we often ask: Are you 
hiring five resumes, or are you acquiring 
twenty years of people learning how to 
win together?

A strong team already knows how to 
make decisions together. Sales under-
stands the credit philosophy. Credit 
understands the target market. Oper-
ations understands how transactions 
must be structured and documented. 
Leadership understands how the entire 
platform fits together. That accumulated 
trust, chemistry and institutional knowl-
edge is the real asset.

Customer relationships and referral 
sources matter, but executives should be 
careful not to overvalue them. Custom-
ers move. Vendor programs evolve. 
Referral sources change. The more dura-
ble value is that the team knows how to 
create those relationships again.

Think about it this way: You are not 
simply hiring the racecar driver. You are 
bringing in the driver, the crew chief and 
the pit team that already know how to 
win races together. They may still need 
a new car and a new track, but they are 
not starting from zero.

Why the Best Equipment 
Finance Teams Are Never 
Really “For Sale”

Bob Rinaldi
Rinaldi Advisory 
Services

Liz Rinaldi
Rinaldi Advisory 
Services

The strongest equipment finance teams are rarely on the market. Bob 
and Liz Rinaldi examine the strategic choices between acquisitions, 
de novo platforms and management-team lift-outs—and why culture, 
execution risk and long-term fit ultimately determine success.
By Bob Rinaldi and Liz Rinaldi



Sep/Oct 2025  NEWSLINE  31

Three Legitimate Strategies

An acquisition can provide an immedi-
ate portfolio, earnings, infrastructure 
and market presence. It can also bring a 
purchase premium, legacy credit issues, 
outdated technology, integration chal-
lenges and cultural problems.

A de novo strategy provides maximum 
control. The institution can design the 
business around its own credit culture, 
operating model and strategic priorities. 
The trade-off is time. Building one posi-
tion at a time can take years, and every 
new hire must learn how to work with 
the others.

A lift-out sits somewhere between the 
two. It can accelerate market entry with-
out requiring the institution to acquire 
an entire company. It can provide expe-
rienced leadership and a functioning 
team without the legacy portfolio and 
infrastructure that may accompany an 
acquisition. But a lift-out is not instant. 
The institution still needs technology, 
operational support, credit processes, 
compensation plans and time to build 
a portfolio large enough to generate 
meaningful earnings.

The question is not which strategy costs 
the least. The question is which one gets 
the institution to its destination with the 
highest probability of success.

Execution Risk Is the Risk 
Nobody Models

Every growth strategy looks good in a 
PowerPoint presentation. Execution is 
where value is created or destroyed.

We have watched institutions spend eigh-
teen months trying to assemble a busi-
ness one person at a time while another 
institution brought in an experienced 
team and began originating quality assets 
before the first institution had finished 
interviewing candidates. We also remem-
ber an institution that spent months eval-
uating acquisitions because everyone 
assumed buying a company was the obvi-
ous answer. Then its executives met a 
management team that had spent years 
building a successful platform together.

Within ninety minutes, the conversation 
changed completely. They were no longer 
focused on buying a portfolio. They were 
looking at the ability to build one.

That does not mean the lift-out was auto-
matically the right answer. It meant the 
institution had discovered another way to 
reach its objective with a different combi-
nation of cost, time and execution risk. 

That is why a lift-out should be evaluated 
with the same discipline as an acquisi-
tion. How much production can the team 
realistically generate? What markets will 
it serve? What are the expected yields, 
margins and credit losses? How many 
people will be required? What infrastruc-
ture will be needed? When will the plat-
form reach break-even?

Those questions should be answered in 
a three-to-five-year financial model, not 
during a celebratory dinner after everyone 
has already decided they like one another.

Culture Is Not a Soft Issue

The financial model may work beautifully, 
and the opportunity may still fail because 
the cultures do not fit. A highly entrepre-
neurial management team may struggle 
inside an institution where every decision 
requires multiple committees and weeks 
of approval. A bank accustomed to tightly 
controlled processes may become uncom-
fortable with a team that expects broad 
autonomy. Neither side is necessarily 
wrong. They may simply be wrong for each 
other. Compensation can be negotiated. 
Technology can be purchased. Processes 
can be changed. Culture is much harder 
to fix after the fact.

Both sides need to understand how deci-
sions will be made, how performance will 
be measured, how disagreements will be 
resolved and how much independence 
the team will actually have. If those expec-
tations are not aligned in advance, the 
odds of long-term success decline quickly.

Sometimes a Lift-Out Is 
the Wrong Answer

Let’s be clear: A lift-out is not always the 
right strategy.  Sometimes the econom-
ics do not work. Sometimes an acquisi-
tion provides a better return. Sometimes 
the institution already has the leadership 
needed to build organically. Sometimes 
the team’s expectations are unrealistic. 
Sometimes the culture is wrong.

And sometimes an institution says it 
wants an entrepreneurial team but really 
wants employees who will follow the 
existing playbook without challenging it.

That usually does not end well. The 
mistake is falling in love with a strategy 
before defining the objective.

It Is a Place to Start

One thing we have learned over the 
years is that most successful equipment 
finance businesses evolve.

A bank might begin with a capital 

markets team that can generate larger, 
high-quality assets relatively quickly. 
Later it may add a footprint strategy. 
Once the platform is stable and the insti-
tution understands the business, it may 
acquire a specialty lessor or broker and 
add another source of volume.

Growth is rarely one decision. It is a 
series of good decisions. The first move 
does not have to solve everything. It 
simply has to be the right place to start.

Why This Will Matter More

The competition for experienced 
equipment finance talent is only going 
to increase. Many executives who 
built today’s successful platforms are 
approaching retirement. At the same 
time, younger professionals view careers, 
culture, flexibility and opportunity differ-
ently than prior generations.

Technology and artificial intelligence 
will improve efficiency. Automation will 
streamline documentation and work-
flow. Data will improve pricing and 
portfolio management.  But technology 
will not replace leadership, judgment, 
culture or the ability to build a business. 
Those capabilities remain scarce.

We have spent more than four decades 
watching organizations enter and 
expand in equipment finance. Some 
bought companies. Some built from 
scratch. Some executed successful 
management-team lift-outs.

None succeeded simply because it chose 
the “right” strategy. The successful ones 
understood what they were trying to 
accomplish, selected the approach 
that best fits those objectives and then 
executed with discipline.

Capital matters. Technology matters. 
Strategy matters. But experienced lead-
ership still matters most. That is why the 
best equipment finance teams are never 
really “for sale.”

They are built over years through trust, 
experience, shared success and, some-
times, shared failure. Their ambitions 
must be understood. Their opportunity 
must be matched with an institution that 
has the right strategy, culture, capital 
and expectations.

And when the right opportunity finally 
comes along, they are not looking for a 
buyer. They are looking for a place where 
they can build something even better. 
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