NORWEST

Player-Coach to Boardroom Pro:
Mapping the Modern Revenue Leader Journey

N P/_ A stage-by-stage guide to hiring and developing Saas revenue
A leaders who grow with your business — from zero to IPO.

One of the most common questions we hear from founders and CEOs is: “What kind of revenue leader should we
hire at this stage?”

It sounds simple, but mistakes can lead to long-term setbacks.

01 Hire someone too junior, and risk stalling out 02 Hire someone too senior too early, and risk
when you should be scaling. ending up with a polished operator who's
optimized for stability, not speed.

These are frustrating mismatches that can cost quarters of momentum, erode investor confidence, and force
painful resets down the line.

That's why we put together this guide. It's designed to help you avoid those common pitfalls by outlining the
specific skills, experiences, and leadership mindset your revenue leader should bring at each stage of SaasS growth
— from the early grind of founder-led sales to the discipline of IPO readiness.

The good news: Many revenue leaders — and the CEOs who hire them — want to go the distance. It's common for
a chief revenue officer (CRO) to join at Series A or B with the dream of becoming a public company executive. The
ambition is there. What's often missing is a shared understanding of how the role evolves and what it takes to keep
growing with the company.

This playbook is intended to be a roadmap for CEOs making a pivotal decision and for ambitious revenue leaders
who want to see around the next corner. Whether it's managing managers, building a scalable revenue operations
(RevOps) engine, or standing confidently in front of a board, each stage requires new muscles.

The companies that scale best help great leaders become the right leaders — for both the moment they're
in and the one that's coming next.
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Introduction

As a SaaS company grows, its revenue milestones mark key shifts in how the
business operates, sells, and scales.

Hitting $1M in ARR feels like validation. Getting to $10M unlocks a new level of investor interest. But the jump from $10M
to $50M, and then to $100M+, brings operational complexity that can quickly outpace the systems — and people —
that got you there.

That's why we break down revenue leadership into three distinct phases:

ARR
$0 $10M $50M $100M
PRE-SEED - SERIES B SERIES C - SERIES E IPO READINESS
Fach threshold In the early innings, you need a builder. Someone scrappy, hands-on, and
. . customer obsessed. This is often a “player-coach” who can both close deals
requires a different and start to formalize a scalable motion.

kind of revenue As you cross into the $10M—-$50M range, the job shifts dramatically. It's no longer
leader, in mindset about being the best seller; it's about building the best system for selling. The
and experience ideal leader here knows how to scale teams, stand up RevOps, and drive

P ¢ alignment across marketing, product, and customer success (CS).

At the growth stage and beyond, especially when an IPO is on the horizon, the stakes rise even higher. You're leading a
global go-to-market (GTM) organization, partnering with finance on forecasts that can move markets, and creating the
kind of operational discipline investors expect from public companies. At this point, your revenue leader must be a strategic
operator — someone who can think like a CFO, present like a CEO, and still inspire the sales floor. The skills that built the
foundation now need to scale with precision and predictability.

For each of these key growth stages, we'll break down exactly what to look for in a revenue leader. That includes the below,
that often make the difference between a good hire and a transformational one:

|
'@ ) o NS
A — o ®
IDEAL CORE RELEVANT SKILLS INTANGIBLES
PROFILE COMPETENCIES & BACKGROUND

Whether you're hiring your first sales leader or recalibrating for the next level
of scale, you'll have the tools to make an informed and confident decision.
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Stage 1: Pre-Seed through Series B (so-$10m ARR)

IDEAL PROFILE

\./ The Builder
y N & Coach

At this stage, you're not looking for someone to "scale” — you're looking for

someone who can build. The ideal revenue leader is a player-coach with a high

tolerance for ambiguity and a love of the early grind. They're hands-on, deeply
curious about the customer, and just as comfortable cold-calling as they are
sketching out a pipeline model in a Google Sheet.

CORE
COMPETENCIES
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~—

Customer Discovery:

Ability to refine the ideal customer
profile (ICP) and messaging in real
time. They must be constantly talking
to customers, taking detailed notes,
and feeding insights back to the
product team. The best early
revenue leaders act like field
researchers, shaping positioning
through firsthand feedback.

Full-Cycle Sales Execution:
Prospecting, qualifying, closing, and
onboarding. There’'s no handoff or
specialization here. They need to run
the full motion, often with incomplete
tools or collateral, meaning they
should be comfortable both setting
meetings and negotiating contracts.

GTM Experimentation: Test different
GTM motions, such as product-led
growth, outbound, inbound, and
hybrid. They should be comfortable
trying multiple approaches, running
A/B tests, and measuring results in a
scrappy, data-informed way. An
openness to being wrong and
pivoting quickly is critical.

Playbook Development:

Build early sales playbooks and
iterate quickly. They don't have to
codify everything, but they should
document what works, throw out
what doesn't, and train others as the
team grows. The best leaders treat
early playbooks as living documents,
not finished products.

Founder Partnership:

Translate strategic vision into
frontline execution. They'll be in
constant lockstep with the CEQ,
helping refine the GTM strategy in
real time and offering honest
feedback about what's working and
what's not. This role often becomes
the CEO’s most trusted commercial
partner in the early years.
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Experience taking
a company from
$0-$10M in ARR:
They've lived the
early chaos and
know how to
prioritize signal over
noise. Leaders at
this stage are
comfortable
operating without
a defined path.

Strong background
in selling similar
annual contract
volume (ACV) or
sales cycles:

A rep used to six-
month sales cycles
and seven-figure
deals may not
adapt well to
transactional sales,
and vice versa.
Matching the sales
DNA to your GTM
motion is critical for
early success.

RELEVANT SKILLS & BACKGROUND

Comfort operating
in low-resource
environments:
That means no
enablement team,
minimal brand
awareness, and a

lot of trial and error.

They need to be
creative with
outreach, self-
sufficient in tooling,
and resilient when
things don't go as
planned.

Proven ability to
hire and develop
junior reps:

The first few reps
will need hands-on
coaching, not just
quota pressure.
Your revenue leader
needs to be a
teacher as much
as a closer.

Hands-on CRM
and tech stack
implementation
experience:

This person might
be your first
Salesforce admin,
and they'll need to
build systems that
can evolve with the
business. If they've
never configured a
CRM or built a
dashboard, they'll
struggle in a
resource-thin
environment.
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Grit:

They don't need
permission to get
started. They'll roll
up their sleeves and
figure things out
even when clarity is
scarce. When
others hesitate,
they move.

Curiosity:
Constantly asking
“Why didn't that
close?” They see
losses as learning
opportunities and
dig in until they
understand the
dynamics. This trait
fuels innovation in
pitch, messaging,

and ICP refinement.

Coachability:
Willing to evolve as
the company
scales. This role will
change quickly, and
your hire must grow
with it — or know
when to hand it off.
A great early-stage
leader knows when
to lean in, and when
to bring in help.

Bias for Action:
Speed over polish;
momentum over
perfection. They
favor forward
progress over
analysis paralysis
and don't let
perfect be the
enemy of good.
Execution velocity
matters more than
process
sophistication.

Founder’s Mentality:
Acts like an owner,
not an employee.
They care deeply
about the mission,
bring a sense of
urgency, and are
invested in the
outcome beyond
personal quota. They
treat company wins
as their own — and
setbacks the same.

“No matter how much sales experience you have, nothing prepares you for
the mental load of being the first GTM hire. You've got to be comfortable selling

a half-built product — and turning every loss into a learning opportunity.”

— VP of Sales at a Series A company

In many cases, the best Pre-Seed through Series B revenue leaders have a background in sales leadership at a startup
where they were not the first hire, but close to it. They've seen what "good” looks like, and they're eager to build it

themselves this time.

I One caution: Be wary of candidates whose only success has come in large, well-resourced companies.

Many of them are talented, but accustomed to having an established brand, a full tech stack, and armies
of sales development representatives (SDRs) and enablement pros. In an early-stage startup, those
safety nets won't exist. What matters is not where they worked, but what they built.

They might not have the polish of a big-company VP, but what they bring is more valuable: urgency, resourcefulness,
and a sharp eye for customer pain. These are the leaders who'll not only get you to $10M ARR — but do it with a
foundation strong enough to scale on.

TL;DR: WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A PRE-SEED THROUGH SERIES B REVENUE LEADER

| « You're looking for a hands-on builder rather than -

a polished executive.

+ Theideal candidate is a player-coach who
thrives in ambiguity, moves quickly, and doesn't

mind getting their hands dirty.

They should have experience operating in lean
environments, be comfortable owning the full
sales cycle, and excel at testing and iterating

GTM strategies.

Most importantly, they need to act like a founder:
gritty, curious, coachable, and focused on
building the foundation that will carry your
company through the next phase of growth.
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Stage 2: Series C through Series E ($10M-$50M ARR)

IDEAL PROFILE

|
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The Scaler &
N Systematizer

At this stage, you've proven your GTM model, and now it's time to operationalize
it. The ideal revenue leader is a strategic builder with a system-oriented
mindset who can transform early momentum into sustainable, repeatable
growth. This leader understands the nuances of mid-market and enterprise
motions, works cross-functionally with product and marketing, and builds the
infrastructure needed to support a larger and more complex revenue org.

CORE
COMPETENCIES
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Team Design and Scaling:
Ability to build multi-layer GTM
teams across AE, SDR, CS, and
RevOps. They must know how to
hire the right people, implement
role clarity, and foster a culture
of accountability.

Revenue Operations

and Forecasting:

This leader needs to bring process
discipline — forecasting, territory
planning, pipeline health, and data
hygiene. They know how to drive
predictability while keeping agility in
the system.

Process Optimization:

Focused on tightening conversion
rates, shortening sales cycles, and
removing friction. They can design
and operationalize systems that

balance volume and velocity without
compromising quality.

Cross-Functional GTM Leadership:
Works fluidly with marketing, product,
customer success, and finance. This
leader is the glue between
departments, helping drive
alignment on ICP, messaging,
attribution, and account strategy.

International

and Segment Expansion:

Often begins to expand into EMEA,
APAC, or enterprise accounts. This
leader should know how to build
regional teams or segment-based
approaches that scale.

.,
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Experience growing
from $10M to
$50M+ ARR:
They've owned a
GTM number at
scale and
understand the
operational shifts
that come with
rapid headcount
and customer
growth.

Built RevOps or
scaled forecasting
infrastructure:
They've helped
bring maturity to
messy systems and
created the
dashboards, tools,
and processes
necessary for

board-level visibility.

RELEVANT SKILLS & BACKGROUND

Managed leaders
across functions:
They're managing
managers and
have a proven
ability to coach,
hire, and upgrade
leadership talent.

Worked in hybrid
sales environments:
Experience with both
inbound and
outbound motions,
especially as you
start layering
demand gen,
events, ABM, or
channel plays into
the mix.

Owned budget and
compensation
strategy:

They understand
customer
acquisition cost
(CAC), payback,
quota design, and
incentive modeling,
and have worked
with finance to align
these models with
growth targets.

N
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Strategic Maturity:
They don't need
permission to get
started. They'll roll
up their sleeves and
figure things out
even when clarity is
scarce. When
others hesitate,
they move.

Change
Management:

As systems,
processes, and
teams evolve, this
leader helps people
embrace change
instead of resisting
it. They bring
confidence without
rigidity.

Operational
Fluency:
They're fluent in

dashboards, OKRs,
and KPIs — but also

know how to walk
into a room and
make sense of a

messy funnel
without needing
perfect data.

Team Leadership:
They foster a
culture of high
performance while
maintaining morale
and retention.
They've been
through high-
growth phases
before and know
how to keep teams
aligned when the
pace picks up.

Board & Executive
Readiness:

They're comfortable
presenting to
investors,
navigating
quarterly target
setting, and serving
as a credible voice
in company-wide
planning.

“You know you've hired the right Series C revenue leader when your exec
team stops arguing about pipeline health and starts executing on the plan.

This job is as much about alignment as it is about selling.”

— VP of RevOps at a Series D SaaS company

This is a critical inflection point: Your company has product-market fit and the beginnings of

repeatability, but is not yet a machine. This leader’s job is to build the machine.

TL;DR: WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A SERIES C—E REVENUE LEADER

| « Look for a strategic operator who's scaled .
revenue organizations through headcount

growth, international expansion, and increased

GTM complexity.

The best leaders go beyond management to
architect and align. They bring maturity,
structure, and insight into where you're going,
not just where you are.

+ They should be equally comfortable running
forecasting meetings, mentoring frontline
managers, and partnering cross-functionally.
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Stage 3: IPO Readiness ($50M-$100M+ ARR)

IDEAL PROFILE

X ¥ The Operator
PN & Architect

This is the phase where precision matters more than hustle. Your company is
operating at scale, and your revenue leader must evolve from builder to
orchestrator. The ideal candidate at this stage is a seasoned executive who
blends financial fluency, strategic discipline, and executive presence. They are
responsible not only for driving revenue but for shaping the company’s public-
facing credibility and guiding GTM strategy with investor scrutiny in mind.

CORE
COMPETENCIES
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Global Revenue Strategy:

Ability to unify GTM strategy across
geographies, segments, and verticals.
They bring deep experience in building
and managing international teams,
channel programs, and enterprise
sales structures that drive

global expansion.

Forecasting and Financial Modeling:
Owns board-level forecasting
accuracy, including churn modeling,
expansion revenue, and scenario
planning. This leader works closely
with the CFO to model and defend
top-line assumptions for

IPO readiness.

Investor and Analyst
Communication:

Serves as a public-facing executive
during roadshows and earnings
calls. This person knows how to
communicate pipeline coverage,
revenue mix, and GTM strategy in
ways that build investor confidence.

Advanced Revenue Operations:
Oversees a sophisticated RevOps
engine that connects pipeline to
retention, ensuring every segment
is contributing efficiently. They
drive continuous improvement
through data, systems, and
performance management.

Cross-Functional Executive
Alignment:

Collaborates with product, finance,
legal, and HR to align strategy,
compliance, and talent planning. At
this stage, GTM is a company-wide
endeavor, not just a sales problem.
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RELEVANT SKILLS & BACKGROUND

Led GTM orgs at
$100M+ ARR scale:
They've been
responsible for
managing a multi-
hundred-million-
dollar P&L and know
what institutional
discipline looks like.

Took a company
through IPO or
acquisition:
They've walked the
path of investor
diligence, S-1filings,
and public
disclosure
requirements.

Managed global
and matrixed
teams:

With dozens or
hundreds of GTM
employees, they've
built layered orgs,
regional strategies,
and centralized
systems that
balance autonomy
with consistency.

Fluent in CAC, LTV,
Rule of 40, and
burn multiples:
Their language is
finance, not just
sales. They
understand how
commercial
performance
impacts valuation
and investor
narratives.

Experience in M&A
or capital market
dynamics:

They've
participated in
pricing strategy
during acquisitions,
joint ventures, or
post-merger
integration, and
understand how to
commercialize new
assets quickly.

N
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® Pattern Calm Under Strategic Vision: Credibility
\ Recognition: Pressure: They think in multi- with Investors:
. They've seen IPO prep, investor year timeframes, This person must be
dozens of revenue calls, and market balancing long- trusted by the CFO

. problems before shifts are stressful. term GTM design and CEO to carry
Executive Presence: and solve them The best leaders with quarterly weight in investor
They command 9, faster than others maintain poise and urgency. They are meetings. They know
room — whether it's because they've focus in the face of not only planning when to defend
the boardroom, lived them. high expectations. for next quarter, assumptions and
investor roadshow, they're building for when to course
or global all-hands. next year and correct.
Their credibility and beyond.

clarity inspire trust.

“The biggest shift was going from building the engine to defending it. Investors
aren’t asking how we sell — they want to know how it will scale, how it will

flex and what happens when markets change.”

— CRO at a pre-IPO enterprise SaaS company

This is a high-leverage, high-visibility role where strategic acumen and operational rigor intersect. It's about building
a GTM machine that performs reliably, even under public-market scrutiny.

TL;DR: WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN AN IPO-STAGE REVENUE LEADER

a» + Seek out a seasoned executive who has led « This leader is your commercial face to the world.
| : | revenue at scale and thrives under public- Look for strategic fluency, institutional thinking,
market pressure. and a steady hand that can navigate your

company’s most scrutinized stage.
+ They must bring global leadership experience,

mastery of forecasting and financial narratives,
and credibility with investors.
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How Our Portfolio Success Team Can Help

Finding, developing, and retaining the right revenue leader at the right time
is one of the most important decisions a company can make. That's why
our Portfolio Success team is here to help — not just at the point of hire,

but throughout the journey.

We work closely with founders and CEOs to identify what great looks like for their stage, based on deep experience across
dozens of GTM orgs we've helped scale from first revenue to public markets. Whether you're hiring your first player-coach or
evolving your GTM engine for IPO readiness, we bring a deep bench of pattern recognition, curated candidate pools, and
hands-on advisory to help you make smart, scalable choices.

And our support doesn't stop at hiring. We also work directly with revenue leaders themselves, offering mentorship, stage-
specific coaching, and peer learning across the portfolio. We've seen the moments where new CROs thrive, where
experienced ones get stuck, and what it takes to grow into each next level.

Across our portfolio, we've helped companies clarify role definitions, design scorecards, run rigorous interview processes,
and support GTM leaders post-hire with onboarding plans, peer communities, and real-time feedback loops. We share
what's worked and what hasn't.

If you're thinking about your next
revenue leader — or helping your
current one grow into what’s next
— our team would love to talk.

Reach out anytime. We're here (o
help you scale smart, not just fast.
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