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Vistage Decision Model

01 Set goals & make tradeoffs

Between growth, profits, and lifestyle.

02 Diagnose financial health

Understand what the numbers are really telling you.

03 Model potential investments

To estimate financial returns before you commit.

04 Bring AI to your finance practice

Do all of the above faster and with more confidence.

confidence.
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Steve Bazant
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01 Finance
Fractional CFO strategy, planning, and modeling.

02 Books
Accurate, current bookkeeping you can trust.

03 Operations
Systems and process to scale without friction.

04 AI Training
Get your team fluent and safe with everyday AI.

05 AI Agents
Automate repetitive finance and ops work.

CORE PRACTICE

THE AI  LAYER

FUTURE-PROOFING SMBs



Going with your Gut
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An Example Vistage Company
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Profit  Impact?



An Example Vistage Company
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$6mm Over 8 Years!



An Example Vistage Company
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Fine Tuning Calamities Stepping Back



Agenda
1 Goals

2 The North Star Intro

3 YOUR North Stars

4 AI for Finance

.
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What are you solving for?
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G o a l  S e t t i n g



T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

The North Star

A sing le financial statem ent that shows 
the health and future of a business.  It 
is:
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1. Simple
2. More than just the P&L



T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Information Design Exercise

You have 10 seconds to identify how 
many

many
red, blue and yellow circles there are

are

Get ready!
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Source: Marc Koehler, Vistage Speaker, marc@leadwithpurpose.com

mailto:marc@leadwithpurpose.com
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Information Design Exercise
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Information Design Exercise
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Information Design Exercise
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T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Information Design Exercise
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LESS 
IS 

MORE
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So, if you have the P&L, isn’t that enough?



T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Are these businesses the same?
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T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Are these businesses the same?
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Brewery 1:
● Opened a new 

location
● Bought equipment
● Bought extra inventory
● Took on Debt

Brewery 2:
● Did not
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Are these businesses the same?
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T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Digital Ad Agency - DEMO



T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Celeste Ad Agency
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T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Celeste Ad Agency
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Handout 
Page 1

White
board

What’s 
The Story?

2023 2024 2025 2026

Actual Actual Actual Budget

Revenues (Fixed-Fee Retainers) 20.0$         20.0$         21.0$         24.0$         

  less: Delivery Payroll (W2) 10.0$         12.0$         12.0$         13.0$         

Gross Margin 10.0$         8.0$           9.0$           11.0$         

Gross Margin (%) 50% 40% 43% 46%

OPEX 8.0$           9.0$           9.0$           8.6$           

EBITDA 2.0$           (1.0)$          -$               2.4$           

EBITDA Margin 10% (5%) 0% 10%

Δ Oper. Working Cap. (0.3)$          -$               (1.5)$          0.5$           

CAPEX (0.2)$          (0.8)$          (0.2)$          (0.2)$          

Debt (P+I) (0.2)$          (0.2)$          (0.3)$          (0.4)$          

Taxes (0.5)$          -$               -$               (0.3)$          

Free Cash Flow (Levered) 0.8$           (2.0)$          (2.0)$          2.0$           

Cash 2.0$           1.0$           0.5$           1.0$           

Accounts Receivable 2.5$           2.5$           4.0$           3.5$           

Other Current Assets (Prepaids) 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Long Term Assets 1.0$           1.5$           1.4$           1.3$           

Total Assets 6.0$           5.5$           6.4$           6.3$           

Current Liabilities (except LOC) 2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           

Current LOC Debt -$               1.0$           2.5$           1.0$           

Long Term Debt 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Total Liabilities 3.0$           4.0$           5.5$           4.0$           

Earnings 4.5$           3.0$           2.4$           3.8$           

Owner Contribution/Draw (net) (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          

Total Equity 3.0$           1.5$           0.9$           2.3$           

Current Ratio 2.0 1.1 1.0 1.4

Quick Ratio 1.8 1.0 0.9 1.3

Debt to Equity Ratio 1.0 2.7 6.1 1.7

Retainer Clients (#) 25 23 24 26

Avg Revenue per Client ($K) 800 870 875 923

Utilization (%) 72% 60% 65% 70%

Client Retention (%) 92% 84% 90% 92%

Modified

Income

Statement

Balance

Sheet

Ratios

KPIs
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Gross margin erosion

Poor liquidity

Rising debt

Utilization challenge

Slow sales growth

Growing OPEX

Cash flow problems

Growing AR

2023 2024 2025 2026

Actual Actual Actual Budget

Revenues (Fixed-Fee Retainers) 20.0$         20.0$         21.0$         24.0$         

  less: Delivery Payroll (W2) 10.0$         12.0$         12.0$         13.0$         

Gross Margin 10.0$         8.0$           9.0$           11.0$         

Gross Margin (%) 50% 40% 43% 46%

OPEX 8.0$           9.0$           9.0$           8.6$           

EBITDA 2.0$           (1.0)$          -$               2.4$           

EBITDA Margin 10% (5%) 0% 10%

Δ Oper. Working Cap. (0.3)$          -$               (1.5)$          0.5$           

CAPEX (0.2)$          (0.8)$          (0.2)$          (0.2)$          

Debt (P+I) (0.2)$          (0.2)$          (0.3)$          (0.4)$          

Taxes (0.5)$          -$               -$               (0.3)$          

Free Cash Flow (Levered) 0.8$           (2.0)$          (2.0)$          2.0$           

Cash 2.0$           1.0$           0.5$           1.0$           

Accounts Receivable 2.5$           2.5$           4.0$           3.5$           

Other Current Assets (Prepaids) 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Long Term Assets 1.0$           1.5$           1.4$           1.3$           

Total Assets 6.0$           5.5$           6.4$           6.3$           

Current Liabilities (except LOC) 2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           

Current LOC Debt -$               1.0$           2.5$           1.0$           

Long Term Debt 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Total Liabilities 3.0$           4.0$           5.5$           4.0$           

Earnings 4.5$           3.0$           2.4$           3.8$           

Owner Contribution/Draw (net) (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          

Total Equity 3.0$           1.5$           0.9$           2.3$           

Current Ratio 2.0 1.1 1.0 1.4

Quick Ratio 1.8 1.0 0.9 1.3

Debt to Equity Ratio 1.0 2.7 6.1 1.7

Retainer Clients (#) 25 23 24 26

Avg Revenue per Client ($K) 800 870 875 923

Utilization (%) 72% 60% 65% 70%

Client Retention (%) 92% 84% 90% 92%

Modified

Income

Statement

Balance

Sheet

Ratios

KPIs
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Add fewer people per new revs

Liquidity improves

Growing client base and avg revs

Pay down debt

Utilization improvements

Grow sales

Cut OPEX

Cash flow through operating 
profits and AR collection

2023 2024 2025 2026

Actual Actual Actual Budget

Revenues (Fixed-Fee Retainers) 20.0$         20.0$         21.0$         24.0$         

  less: Delivery Payroll (W2) 10.0$         12.0$         12.0$         13.0$         

Gross Margin 10.0$         8.0$           9.0$           11.0$         

Gross Margin (%) 50% 40% 43% 46%

OPEX 8.0$           9.0$           9.0$           8.6$           

EBITDA 2.0$           (1.0)$          -$               2.4$           

EBITDA Margin 10% (5%) 0% 10%

Δ Oper. Working Cap. (0.3)$          -$               (1.5)$          0.5$           

CAPEX (0.2)$          (0.8)$          (0.2)$          (0.2)$          

Debt (P+I) (0.2)$          (0.2)$          (0.3)$          (0.4)$          

Taxes (0.5)$          -$               -$               (0.3)$          

Free Cash Flow (Levered) 0.8$           (2.0)$          (2.0)$          2.0$           

Cash 2.0$           1.0$           0.5$           1.0$           

Accounts Receivable 2.5$           2.5$           4.0$           3.5$           

Other Current Assets (Prepaids) 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Long Term Assets 1.0$           1.5$           1.4$           1.3$           

Total Assets 6.0$           5.5$           6.4$           6.3$           

Current Liabilities (except LOC) 2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           2.5$           

Current LOC Debt -$               1.0$           2.5$           1.0$           

Long Term Debt 0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           0.5$           

Total Liabilities 3.0$           4.0$           5.5$           4.0$           

Earnings 4.5$           3.0$           2.4$           3.8$           

Owner Contribution/Draw (net) (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          (1.5)$          

Total Equity 3.0$           1.5$           0.9$           2.3$           

Current Ratio 2.0 1.1 1.0 1.4

Quick Ratio 1.8 1.0 0.9 1.3

Debt to Equity Ratio 1.0 2.7 6.1 1.7

Retainer Clients (#) 25 23 24 26

Avg Revenue per Client ($K) 800 870 875 923

Utilization (%) 72% 60% 65% 70%

Client Retention (%) 92% 84% 90% 92%

Modified

Income

Statement

Balance

Sheet

Ratios

KPIs



T h e  N o r t h  S t a r

Next Dollar Analysis
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S h o w  &  T e l l

Your North Stars
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AI for Finance



A I  f o r  F i n a n c e

7 Ground Rules for AI in your Business
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A I  f o r  F i n a n c e

Where to Start?
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1. Use AI in Excel or Gsheets

2. Work in folders/projects

3. Connect directly to QBO/ERP 

(read only to start)

4. Dashboards - Live artifacts, Canvas

5. Agents - AP inbox monitoring, model 

updates, cost allocations

6. Digital employee



A I  f o r  F i n a n c e

What to Try?
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1. Transaction cleanup and categorization

2. PDF conversion (Bills, Invoices, etc.)

3. Summaries, dashboards and presentations

4. Understanding margins

5. Model building > cash flow, 3-statement

6. AP, AR, and ordering workflows
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Scorecard



Actionable Takeaways
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1. Establish Your North Star: Develop your own North 

Star to describe the health of your business. Use it to 

pinpoint where the issues lie and outline your goals.

2. Analyze where to spend your next dollar: Be precise 

about the changes you make to your business by 

evaluating necessary returns on your investment.

3. Bring AI into your finance practice: Start with a few 

ground rules, then point AI at the data you already 

have and use it in your workflow.
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Your feedback is important to everyone in the Vistage community. 
Please take a moment to share your feedback about today's session.



Appendix
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AI Boundary Sensing - @NateBJones

pg. 36



Models vs Harnesses

pg. 37



Agents

pg. 38



OpenClaw Structure

pg. 39



OpenClaw MD Files

pg. 40



Beacon

pg. 41



3 Statement Overview

pg. 42

Income Statement Balance Sheet Cash Flows

Timing Period Snapshot Period

Basic 
Formula

Revenues 
- COGS 

- Overhead 
= Profit

Assets 
= Liabilities + Equity

Operating Cash
+ Investing Cash
+ Financing Cash 
= Net Cash Flow



Net Income vs EBITDA

pg. 43

Direct Expenses

Overhead





● Make the North Star your own!
○ Services business might not break out inventory, Nonprofits may overhaul this 

(statement of activities, restricted revs, etc.)
● Could add in Budget rows below actuals
● Δ CAPEX: Change in CAPEX - For example, equipment purchased in a given year less the 

equipment sold.
● Δ Op Working Capital Note: Change in operating working capital.  Exclude changes in short-

term debt (LOC or credit card balances) and cash.  Only include  changes in inventory, AR, AP, 
and accrued expenses.

● Debt Note: These are mandatory debt payments: required principal repayments and all 
interest payments.

● Taxes Note: If your business is an LLC, you may choose to include a hypothetical corporate 
tax rate, use your historical tax impact, or just leave it blank.

● Cash Flow Note:  We are choosing to focus on levered free cash (adjusted for required debt 
payments) because this represents bottom-line cash available to ownership.

North Star Financial Notes

pg. 45



● (Liq.) Current Ratio - Current assets / current liabilities: 
○ Ability to pay short-term obligations with current assets.  Target: 1.5 to 3

● (Liq.) Quick Ratio - Remove inventory from Current.
● (Solvency) Debt to Equity Ratio - Total liabilities / Total shareholder equity
● Inventory Turnover - Cost of Sales / Avg Inventory Balance
● Sales Efficiency - Revenues / Selling costs.  Selling costs - salespeople salaries, 

commissions, trade shows, direct marketing expenses, etc.
● Return on Assets (ROA) - Net Profit or EBITDA / Total Assets
● Debt (P+I) - Long-term debt principal and all interest (long and short-term)

North Star Definitions

pg. 46
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