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Practical Recommendations for Founders and Investors.

Drawing on in-depth research featured in Harvard Business Review, these recommendations are designed to help founders, inves-
tors, and successors navigate the complexity and opportunity embedded in their working relationships. Our study of 50+ founder
CEOs, their successors, investors, and board members revealed a consistent pattern: the most successful partnerships are not left to
chance—they are intentionally shaped through clarity, curiosity, and collaboration.




QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
Making it Work:

The three recurring challenges in founder-investor partnerships—differences
in culture, tensions over control, and misalignment on long-term direction—can
be overcome with intentional dialogue. As we share in Harvard Business Review,
founders and investors can stay aligned by regularly exploring questions such
as:

e Inwhat ways are our complementary strengths helping the business grow, and
where could we do more?

* How might we better combine our expertise to stay focused on priorities and
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e Are our governance practices evolving in ways that still reflect our core values?

* Do we have a shared understanding of the exit plan and timing?

« How will the founder’s responsibilities shift over time, and what does the leadership team need to succeed?
o What situations could create friction between us, and how might we address them in advance?

By returning to these kinds of questions throughout the investment lifecycle—and by focusing on mutual strengths,
trust-building, and aligned objectives—founders and investors can turn potential friction into a catalyst for innovation
and long-term value creation.

Content adapted from “How to Unlock Value in Founder-Investor Partnerships,” Harvard Business Review.


https://hbr.org/2025/05/how-to-unlock-value-in-founder-investor-partnerships
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For Founders:

A private equity partnership can supercharge your company’s growth...out
only if you approach it with clarity, openness, and a willingness to evolve—
and you find investors whose goals align with yours.

Key Learnings to
Keep in Mind Practical Recommendations for Founders

* Your legacy depends on

How to Thrive in Private

Equity Partnerships

Three Core Challenges

to Navigate

1. Cultural Tension: Your » Do Your Own Diligence: Understand your investor’s track record and

ways of working may
clash with investor-
driven objectives
focused on optimizing
systems/processes
and maximizing ROL.

. Control-Related
Dynamics: New
structures and
requirements may feel
limiting.

. Long-Term Alignment:

Misalignment

on goals, roles,
motivations, and exit
timelines can cause
friction.

how you scale your personal
leadership alongside the
business.

PE firms bring discipline,
capital, and experience, but
they can’t read your mind; if
you don’t share your personal
story and the real “why”
behind your decisions, they
may not ask.

Misalignment can stall
growth; transparency and
trust are key.

Great partnerships are built
on empathy, collaboration,
complementarity and mutual
respect.
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values—especially in previous partnerships with founders.

Showcase Your Culture: Help investors understand what makes your
company unique (behaviors, values, mission).

Approach with Openness: Engage early and often; find ways where
investors can add depth in areas where you are less familiar (e.g.
M&A, systems).

Be Clear About Non-negotiables: Be direct about cultural elements
must remain and what would demotivate you and your team.

Upgrade Talent When Needed: Don'’t let loyalty to legacy team
members hinder growth.

View Governance as a Strength: Adopt efficiencies to elevate your
focus and free up time to spend on where you shine.

Hold Regular Check-Ins: Be candid during updates; use your
investor(s) as thought partners when problem-solving; don’t just
share the good things.

Prepare for Change: Be open to your role evolving post-close.

Empower Others: Learn to lead from behind and trust your team.
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PARTNERING WITH FOUNDERS

For Investors:

How to Partner with Founders
to Unlock Long-term Value
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Founder-led companies can generate outsized returns, but only
when the partnership is thoughtfully managed. These leaders bring
creativity, grit, and emotional investment—but also require a different
approach than traditional CEOs.

Three Core Challenges Key Learnings to
to Navigate Keep in Mind

1. Cultural Tension: °

Practical Recommendations for Investors

Founders see the
business as their
personal legacy;
investors often prioritize
systems/processes and
ROL.

. Control-Related
Dynamics: Governance
structures can feel stifling
without shared ownership
and transparent
communication.

. Long-Term Alignment:
Differing visions of
success, motivational
drivers, and unclear roles
can derail value creation.

Founders are not just » Build Rapport Early: Understand the founder’s values, backstory, and

operators; they’re deeply
invested, identity-driven
leaders

Founders often lead
through trust, mission-
orientation, and passion.

Missteps in
communication or culture
can erode trust quickly;
move too fast or too
rigidly, and you risk losing
buy-in.

Great partnerships
are built on empathy,
collaboration,
complementarity and
mutual respect.
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inner circle.
Celebrate the Quirks: Founders’ idiosyncrasies often drive success.

Pilot, Don’t Prescribe: Introduce changes as experiments aligned
with the founder’s vision.

Co-Design Governance: Avoid top-down mandates. Instead, build
processes together.

Explain the “Why”: Contextualize reporting requirements.

Align on Goals Early: Define success, timeline, and evolving roles/
transitions upfront.

Stay Flexible: Adapt the value-creation plan as the market and team
evolve.

Support the Whole Vision: Legacy and impact matter just as much
as returns.
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The stakes are high—and relationships
matter. We help build enduring bridges
between founders, investors, and
successors to accelerate growth and
value creation.
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Ready to unlock
leadership to scale
founder ecosystems?

Partnerships between investors and founder-led companies can
unlock exceptional growth and lasting impact. By anticipating

and addressing the typical growing pains, we help you stay ahead of
obstacles that could derail momentum. Whether it’s clarifying roles
and strategy alignment, accelerating leadership team development,
or planning thoughtful founder transitions, we work alongside you
to put in place the guardrails for exponential growth. We stand in
your corner, aligning founder vision and investor expertise to drive
exceptional outcomes.

To learn about how founderEDGE can
help your organization, email an expert:

¢ SanjaKos e BJ Wright
i —
skos@ghsmart.com ‘\‘ bjwright@ghsmart.com

@ Julie Vermoote Samantha Hellauer
A jvermoote@ghsmart.com / shellauer@ghsmart.com
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