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Introduction

The journey of a venture-backed startup 
unfolds across distinct stages: seed, early, 
mid, and late. At the seed stage, ideas must 
be validated and transformed into minimally 
viable products or services. In the early stage, 
these offerings are tested for market fit and 
refined to align with ideal customer profiles. 
As companies progress to the mid stage, 
scaling becomes critical: building awareness, 
driving engagement, optimizing pricing, and 
strengthening operations and delivery. By the 
late stage, focus shifts to sustaining growth 
through partnerships, customer success, and 
service excellence. The capabilities built in 
each stage never go away; they are built upon 
by new capabilities in successive stages, all 
working in harmony to position the company 
for a successful exit. Throughout this journey, 
the entrepreneurial spirit of founders and 
early team members remains an essential 

ingredient. Their inventiveness, optimism, 
resilience, and tenacity are the heart of 
taming new business frontiers and deserve to 
be celebrated.

But the path is fraught with risk and rarely 
linear. Business model pivots are common, 
and the odds are stacked against founders 
and their backers, as a variety of data 
indicate: from 2014 to 2024, US venture 
investments outnumbered exits by 10.8x. 
The portfolio rule of thumb that one-third of 
portfolio companies fail, one-third return less 
than 1x, and one-third drive the returns seems 
to be holding true — in 2024, just 3.6% of exits 
(those over $500 million) captured 78.9% of 
total exit value. Meanwhile, of startups that 
raised seed or Series A funding between 2010 
and 2019, only 15.6% achieved successful exits, 
while 18.8% went out of business or through 
bankruptcy.
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Entrepreneurial spirit and drive remain at the 
heart of venture capital (VC), but success is 
not built on spirit alone. Studies consistently 
show that a leading cause of startup failure is 
not product or market misalignment, but  
leadership and team breakdowns. From founders 
who struggle to evolve into organizational 
leaders, to competing or misaligned 
viewpoints, to a lack of fundamental 
experience in critical functions, to teams that  
fracture under the pressure of delivering 
results — leadership gaps can derail promising 
companies at every stage of the journey.

In his seminal work “Why Startups Fail,” 
Thomas Eisenmann cites “bad bedfellows” as 
one of the principal reasons for startup failure, 
referring to the array of team members, 
advisors, and partners who surround the 
founder (Harvard Business Review, 2021). 
Eisenmann, in essence, is talking about the 
broader, quasi-virtual leadership structure 
of startups. Without the right bedfellows, the 
probability of failure is significant.

So, how do startup founders, future leaders, 
and investors ensure they have the right 
bedfellows? As private equity (PE) firms 
are learning, a leadership playbook — one 
that emphasizes intentional leadership 
team construction supported by leadership 
assessment, structured team alignment, 
and ongoing development — is as essential 
as the right technology, strategy, or market 
(WittKieffer, 2025). VC-backed companies, 
which operate in more ambiguous conditions, 
need this discipline even more urgently. In fact, 
the very existence of a VC-backed company 
relies on raising capital, and that is directly tied 
to the personality characteristics and quality of 
the founder and executive team. 

Research confirms this connection and 
illuminates how specific founder traits impact 
outcomes. In a study by Columbia Business 
School, key personality traits of founders were 
shown to have material impact on startup 
success. Conscientiousness was found to have 
the biggest positive impact on the amount of 
funds raised but ultimately hurt exit probability 
as it conflicts with agility often needed to scale. 
In contrast, neuroticism positively impacted 
the likelihood of raising funds, but had a 
significant negative impact on dollars raised, 
number of participating investors, and exit 
probability (Columbia Business School, 2024). 
Essentially, unyielding passion and focus of a 
founder do not always translate into success.

In a survey of 885 institutional venture 
capitalists at 681 firms, 95% cited the 
management/founding team as an important 
factor in investment decisions, with 47% 
identifying it as the single most important 
factor, underscoring that capital access is 
fundamentally tied to leadership quality. 
The relative importance of the team was 
higher among early-stage investors. The most 
important characteristics cited were ability 
(#1), industry experience (#2), passion, 
entrepreneurial experience, and teamwork 
(Gompers et al., 2020). 

By intentionally embedding leadership 
strategies throughout the investment lifecycle, 
investors increase the probability of success, 
reduce capital inefficiency, and maximize 
returns.
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A Multi-Stage Leadership Model for  
Venture-Backed Startups

The natural evolution of a startup from idea to product to business to valued company 
necessitates a complex evolution in the core leadership attributes needed to navigate various 
stages of a startup’s journey to becoming a fully-fledged business. While the specific functional, 
market, or technical expertise may vary based on the nature of a startup’s operational priorities, 
there are common leadership attributes necessary for realizing success. In the model below, 
we break down core attributes by commonly recognized venture stages where those attributes 
become most important.

The attributes of one stage are not exclusive to those in the prior stages. In fact, the most 
successful companies are those that retain the essential attributes of prior stages while acquiring 
new attributes in successive stages. The demonstration of behaviors associated with these 
attributes will form the basis of a strong culture. In contrast, the lack of demonstrated behaviors 
will inhibit the establishment of a vital and thriving culture that attracts talent.

This is why the leadership roadmap is so important. If teams are built without recognition of the 
critical leadership competencies desired — not just the technical skills required — the risks of 
ineffectiveness, inefficiency, and misalignment rise dramatically.
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Tools of the Leadership Roadmap

The leadership roadmap becomes actionable through a set of integrated tools that 
work in concert throughout the investment lifecycle. Scorecards establish the leadership 
success criteria for each stage, assessments diagnose individual and team capabilities 
against those criteria, and development programs close identified gaps before they 
become critical. This systematic approach ensures leadership capacity scales in lockstep 
with business complexity.
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Case Study #1:  
Using Scorecards to Guide Leadership Evolution

A VC-backed digital health company provides 
a powerful example of how leadership and 
organizational scorecards can reshape early-stage 
growth.

The company’s founder-CEO was a visionary 
product leader with a deep understanding of 
customer needs, but as the business expanded, 
the CEO insisted on personally approving every 
decision — from marketing campaigns to 
engineering sprints. This bottleneck slowed the 
company’s responsiveness and demoralized senior 
leaders. Investors grew concerned that execution 
would not keep up with the opportunity in the 
market.

To address this, the board worked with the company 
to design a leadership scorecard that explicitly 
defined the competencies required for the CEO 
role at scale: the ability to delegate effectively, 
set vision while empowering others to execute, 
and communicate with external stakeholders. The 
scorecard illuminated gaps in the founder’s current 
leadership style, while also serving as a tool for 
targeted coaching. Over the next six months, the 
CEO practiced delegation and built trust in the team, 
guided by the behaviors and outcomes specified 
in the scorecard. Simultaneously, the company 
applied the same scorecard framework to hire sales 
and product executives, ensuring they not only had 
technical expertise but also matched the company’s 
leadership expectations and culture.

Within a year, the transformation was 
unmistakable: product release cadence doubled, 
senior leaders reported higher engagement, and 
customers saw faster responsiveness. When the 
company closed its Series B, investors specifically 
cited the disciplined use of leadership scorecards 
as a reason for their confidence, noting that the 
company had built a foundation for scalable 
leadership, not just a strong product.

Scorecard Development

Organizational and leadership scorecards 
function as both diagnostics and blueprints. They 
clarify the leadership competencies, behaviors, 
and organizational capabilities required for the 
next phase of growth. Instead of relying on ad 
hoc judgments or the instincts of founders alone, 
the scorecard provides a structured, evidence-
based way to define what “good leadership” 
looks like for the company’s specific strategy 
and stage. It not only highlights the capabilities 
leaders must demonstrate, such as delegation, 
financial fluency, or external presence, but 
also establishes the standards for evaluating 
new hires. Bringing in functional executives — 
whether in product, engineering, sales, or finance 
— requires more than technical brilliance; it 
requires alignment with the leadership scorecard 
that integrates cultural values, strategic goals, 
and scaling needs. In short, scorecards create 
the roadmap for transforming entrepreneurial 
drive into institutional leadership capacity, 
ensuring that new talent and existing leaders 
grow in alignment with the organization’s future.

Risks of leaving to chance: No reasonable 
investor, board, or leader would proceed 
with a business without a clear definition 
of success and performance metrics. The 
metrics of performance in many cases can be 
overwhelming — one recent board report we saw 
for an early-stage venture-backed company 
had no fewer than 75 individual metrics on it. So 
why leave metrics of leadership competency to 
chance and operate in the dark? Doing so risks 
misalignment, lack of clarity in expectations, 
poor team composition, and ultimately bad 
decisions across all areas of business. Speed, 
trust, and access to capital are lost. An already 
risky venture becomes even riskier.
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Case Study #2: 
Diagnosing Leadership Gaps Early

An early-stage biotechnology startup provides a 
vivid illustration of how leadership assessments 
can determine survival.

The company’s visionary scientist-CEO was widely 
regarded as a brilliant innovator, but as the team 
grew, cracks emerged. Fundraising timelines 
slipped, cross-functional priorities conflicted, and 
employees described daily operations as chaotic 
and reactive. Investors grew concerned that the 
CEO’s scientific genius might not translate into 
organizational leadership.

To address this, the board commissioned 
a comprehensive leadership assessment, 
benchmarked against a scorecard for scaling 
biotechnology executives. The results were clear: 
the CEO excelled in vision, innovation, and resilience 
but lacked operational discipline, delegation skills, 
and organizational awareness. This data provided 
the board with confidence to intervene proactively. 
An interim COO with proven scaling experience was 
brought in, and a coaching program was launched 
to help the CEO build trust in structured operational 
management. Importantly, the assessment process 
gave the CEO role clarity: to focus on scientific 
leadership while relying on the COO to manage 
systems and execution. Together, they codified 
core cultural values centered on collaboration, 
discipline, and accountability, creating a healthier 
operating rhythm.

Within six months, fundraising stabilized, execution 
improved, and Series A investors were reassured 
by the newfound leadership balance. The company 
secured $20 million in new capital, with investors 
explicitly citing the maturity and stability of 
the leadership structure as a key factor in their 
decision. 

Individual Assessment

Assessments provide a structured diagnostic 
that evaluates whether founders and leaders 
possess the essential competencies defined 
in a leadership scorecard. That leadership 
scorecard should address those essential 
competencies needed to progress from the 
current stage of a company to critical junctures 
and future stages. Accordingly, the scorecard 
has both diagnostic and prognostic elements 
to it, informing the leadership roadmap across 
stages. These assessments provide investors, 
boards, and leaders themselves with a clear 
understanding of whether a founder or other 
leader has the capacity to scale with the 
business, which leadership gaps must be 
addressed through complementary hires, and 
how investors can most effectively collaborate 
with the founder to maximize outcomes. Just as 
importantly, assessments help leaders confront 
blind spots early, giving them a roadmap for 
development. By incorporating assessment 
insights into coaching and development, 
leaders can intentionally embed values such as 
accountability, innovation, and transparency, 
ensuring that the company’s cultural DNA aligns 
with long-term success rather than accidental 
habits.

Risks of going in blind: Without data-driven 
insights, investors and boards often overestimate 
the readiness of founders and leaders, placing 
capital at risk behind those who are unprepared 
for the scaling challenges and requirements at 
the various stages ahead. Misalignment among 
founders and team members goes undetected 
until conflicts erupt, often irreparably damaging 
trust and slowing execution. Most dangerously, 
cultural toxicity can embed itself early, shaped 
by unchecked behaviors that harden into 
operating norms and become nearly impossible 
to undo later. Neglecting systematic assessment 
at any stage, therefore, risks execution failure, 
founder burnout, fractured teams, and cultural 
brittleness that will cripple the company’s ability 
to grow.
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Case Study #3: 
Breaking Down Silos to Accelerate Growth

A VC-backed biotechnology company pioneering 
engineered therapies offers a powerful example 
of the necessity of team assessments during the 
growth stage.

The company had assembled a world-class 
executive team, recruiting leaders from top 
pharmaceutical firms, regulatory agencies, and 
commercial organizations. On paper, it was 
an enviable leadership lineup. Yet despite this 
impressive talent density, the company began 
to falter. R&D, regulatory, and commercial teams 
operated in isolation, each pursuing its own 
metrics and priorities. Clinical trial milestones were 
repeatedly missed, resources were wasted, and 
investor confidence began to wane.

A comprehensive team assessment revealed the 
underlying issue: while individually competent, 
the executives lacked trust, alignment, and an 
enterprise-wide perspective. To address this, 
the company initiated facilitated workshops 
that created a forum for open dialogue and 
realigned leaders around shared strategic 
objectives. Simultaneously, one-on-one coaching 
developed the emotional intelligence required 
for executives to collaborate effectively and 
resolve conflicts constructively. The leadership 
scorecard was redesigned to include enterprise-
wide responsibilities, ensuring that accountability 
extended beyond functional silos.

Within six months, the transformation was evident: 
trial enrollment accelerated, cross-functional 
coordination improved, and operational efficiency 
increased. Investors, who had been skeptical, 
highlighted the visible improvement in leadership 
cohesion as a key reason for extending additional 
growth capital. They cited confidence not only in 
the science behind the company but also in the 
executive team’s newfound ability to handle scale 
and complexity.

Team Assessment

In later stages, as organizational buildout occurs, 
team assessments are the cornerstone of leadership 
maturity. They provide a structured mechanism to 
evaluate whether the executive team is aligned, 
cohesive, and operating with an enterprise 
perspective rather than as a collection of functional 
silos. These assessments surface whether R&D, 
clinical, operations, commercial, and regulatory 
leaders are collaborating toward shared outcomes 
or working at cross-purposes. They highlight levels 
of trust, communication, and collaboration across 
functions and give investors a clear view of whether 
the leadership team is capable of executing at 
scale. Coupled with leadership scorecards, which 
directly tie executive competencies to strategic 
priorities, team assessments ensure that leaders are 
not only technically excellent in their domains but 
also accountable for the collective success of the 
enterprise. Together, these tools create a disciplined 
framework that transforms leadership teams from 
groups of functional specialists into high-performing 
units capable of driving coordinated growth.

Risks of discord: Without team assessments and 
institutionalized systems, high-growth companies 
may become prisoners of their own apparent 
success. Executives may have blinders, locked in 
their functional expertise without developing the 
broader perspective required to identify trade-
offs and strategic decisions in the best interest of 
the enterprise. Silos calcify, as each department 
pursues its own goals, duplicating efforts and 
creating inefficiencies that erode speed and 
innovation. As complexity mounts, leaders who 
lack structured feedback and development often 
collapse under pressure, adversely impacting 
enterprise, departmental, and individual 
performance and talent retention. For investors, 
these failures are particularly damaging: stalled 
execution, cultural drift, and attrition raise questions 
about scalability, depress valuations, and slow the 
infusion of follow-on capital. In the most severe 
cases, promising mid- and later-stage companies 
are forced into restructuring simply because their 
leadership systems failed to mature as quickly as 
their business opportunities.
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Case Study #4:  
Turning Leadership Alignment into Acquisition 
Premium

A late-stage medical technology company offers 
a compelling example of how alignment and 
coaching together determine exit outcomes.

The company had achieved strong financial 
performance and significant market share, making 
it a clear acquisition target for strategic buyers. 
However, a team assessment revealed deep 
misalignment between commercial and R&D 
leaders, with tensions surfacing in joint meetings 
and threatening to alarm buyers during diligence.

Recognizing the stakes, the board moved swiftly. 
Facilitated alignment workshops were convened 
to surface underlying conflicts, establish 
shared objectives, and clarify cross-functional 
accountabilities. At the same time, targeted 
coaching was provided for the CEO and CFO, who 
were expected to carry the heaviest burden during 
negotiations. The CEO worked with a coach to refine 
investor messaging, strengthen executive presence, 
and manage composure under pressure. The CFO 
received coaching to sharpen financial storytelling 
and anticipate tough diligence questions with 
confidence.

Over the course of several months, the leadership 
team demonstrated visible improvements in 
collaboration and communication, while the CEO  
and CFO grew into more confident, polished 
leaders. By the time acquisition negotiations began, 
buyers encountered a cohesive, strategically 
aligned team led by executives who exuded 
confidence and credibility. This shift proved 
decisive: buyers explicitly cited leadership cohesion 
and the CEO/CFO’s performance as reasons for 
offering a premium multiple. The deal ultimately 
closed with tens of millions added to enterprise 
value — directly attributable to the company’s 
investment in team alignment and executive 
coaching. 

Development and Alignment

Each of the above tools contributes to knowledge 
of what is needed from leadership and whether 
those needs are being met. The light these 
tools shine on leadership effectiveness offers 
valuable opportunities to augment leadership 
behaviors conducive to success or intervene 
before success becomes that much harder 
to achieve. That intervention can come in 
different forms. Most commonly, and often 
reactively and abruptly, intervention comes 
through the transition of founders or leaders 
out of the organization and hiring new people 
to take their place. While at times necessary, 
such intervention is not always optimal. By 
incorporating assessment insights into coaching 
and development, leaders intentionally build 
competencies and behaviors that enhance the 
company’s cultural DNA, aligning it with long-
term success rather than accidental habits. 
Leaders and their companies can productively 
progress along the multi-stage leadership model 
rather than risk discontinuity in their progression. 
The same goes for team alignment. When 
teams gain clarity on team roles, behaviors, and 
norms, teams can dramatically improve how 
they interact with each other and the broader 
organization. In turn, operational effectiveness, 
speed, and performance improve.

Risks of dysfunction: Where startups need 
capital, and capital demands leadership, 
the risks of dysfunction can be boiled down 
to survival. Premature or delayed leadership 
transitions will impede performance. 
Unnecessary transitions incur significant real 
costs in terms of talent acquisition, as well as the 
expenses associated with distraction, delayed 
decision-making, delayed investment,  
and/or delayed time to market and scaling.  
Poor alignment and bad culture can create a 
cancer within a team that spreads and detracts 
from an organization’s reputation, access to 
talent, and, again, performance. In each of these 
cases, new sources of capital will be, at best, 
wary and, at worst, inaccessible. 



1 0  |  D r i v i n g  S u c c e s s  t h r o u g h  L e a d e r s h i p  i n  V e n t u r e - C a p i t a l - B a c k e d  C o m p a n i e s W i t t K i e f f e r  |  2 0 2 5

Which Leadership Tools Are Relevant When

Start Early with Leadership Scorecards 
and Individual Assessments

Particularly for newer founders, scorecards 
and assessments clarify to all parties a shared 
definition of leadership success at or across 
stages and provide an objective evaluation 
of where a founder or early-stage leader 
stands. This provides leaders and investors 
with insight into which leadership gaps 
must be bridged through complementary 
hires and how they can work together most 
productively to maximize outcomes. As the 
company evolves through its later stages, 
so should the scorecard. Implementing new 
scorecard-based assessments at later stages 
and critical junctures creates the roadmap 
for transforming entrepreneurial drive into 
institutional leadership capacity, ensuring 
that new talent and existing leaders grow in 
alignment with the organization’s future.

Introduce Coaching or Development 
Before Cracks Appear

As previously shared, the value of knowledge 
lies in its ability to inform action. Through 
assessments, leadership gaps are identified. 
For those gaps that can be addressed through 
coaching or development, provide that at 
least six months ahead of when the desired 
competencies will become more important. 
This allows time for learning, practice, 
internalization, and demonstration to take 
hold. Continued monitoring and feedback 
beyond that period remain important.

As startups expand on multiple fronts, 
they naturally need to build repeatable 
processes that can support sustainable 
growth. But velocity without organizational 
clarity and leadership maturity is 
dangerous. This shift is not optional; it is 
existential. Many startups that appear to 
have product/market fit stumble here, not 
because the product fails, but because their 
leadership systems and structures cannot 
keep pace with the evolving organizational 
complexity that accompanies growth and 
maturation.
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Case Study #5:   
Preparing Leadership for IPO

Following years of robust growth, a VC-
backed healthcare platform company 
prepared for an IPO.

However, concerns emerged around the CEO’s 
ability to inspire confidence in institutional 
investors. Analysts flagged inconsistent 
messaging and lack of polish in articulating 
the company’s financial strategy.

Recognizing the risk, the board commissioned 
a comprehensive leadership assessment 
to benchmark the CEO and other executives 
against public-company readiness criteria. 
The results highlighted gaps in investor 
communication, executive presence, and 
governance fluency. Acting quickly, the board 
designed a targeted development plan: the 
CEO worked with an executive coach to refine 
messaging, rehearse under simulated investor 
Q&A conditions, and build confidence for high-
pressure meetings. Meanwhile, the CFO role 
was reassessed. The assessment revealed 
that the incumbent lacked IPO experience, 
so an interim CFO with deep public-market 
expertise was hired to supplement financial 
governance and credibility. At the same 
time, a team assessment ensured the entire 
executive team could deliver a unified narrative, 
avoiding mixed signals during the roadshow.

The results were transformative: the IPO was  
oversubscribed, shares priced above 
expectations, and the company achieved a 
premium valuation. Analysts who had once 
expressed doubts specifically cited the CEO’s 
growth in investor communication and the 
leadership team’s maturity as drivers of 
market confidence. 

Extend to Team as Complexity 
Accelerates and Ahead of Exit

By the later stage, a VC-backed company 
has moved beyond its startup roots to 
become a significant market player.  
It is no longer judged solely on potential, 
but on its ability to credibly demonstrate 
consistency, scalability, and business 
resilience. A successful exit is the ultimate 
proving ground for leadership, where years 
of innovation and execution are judged in a 
compressed, high-stakes window. Whether 
the outcome is an IPO, acquisition, or merger, 
the leadership team itself becomes the 
final litmus test of organizational readiness. 
Alignment and composure at the top are 
directly tied to valuation. Cohesive, resilient, 
and well-prepared teams reassure buyers 
and markets that execution risk is low, 
cultural stability is strong, and performance 
will endure. Team assessments, alignment 
sessions, and targeted executive 
coaching at these later stages ensure 
that the leadership team’s capability and 
functioning will meet the demands that 
markets and investors will make of them.  
At this stage, alignment and coaching are 
not simply preparation; they are essential 
tools that directly multiplies enterprise 
value.
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Penny-Wise, Pound Foolish

As serial investors with expert-level 
pattern recognition, we and our network 
can readily evaluate and reference 
leadership.

Undoubtedly, great investors possess an 
uncanny ability to recognize patterns in how 
companies succeed and how they fail.  
Such pattern recognition extends to strategy, 
operations, technology, business models … 
and, to people. However, particularly in VC, few 
people possess true expertise or the breadth 
of experience necessary to deploy data 
(e.g., interview-derived and psychometrics) 
and objective, interview-based approaches 
to assessing active leadership behaviors 
and the likelihood that the most effective 
of these will be consistently demonstrated 
in the future. Typically, investors tend to 
rely on track records, direct and indirect 
references, and interviews, as well as those 
of operating advisors. All valuable input, but 
not consistently demonstrative of effectively 
detecting leadership strengths, weaknesses, 
and future potential. This is evident in the 
startup failure rate and constant attribution of 
failure to leadership (Smart and Street, 2008).

In conversations with VC investors, we consistently hear several arguments against deploying the 
leadership playbook or tools described here. These arguments can be summarized as follows:

These are costly investments that take 
away from more valuable uses of capital, 
such as product, or are pre-deal costs 
that may not be recaptured.

Given the number of opportunities that a 
venture capitalist will evaluate for each 
investment it executes, it would not make 
sense to apply scorecards and assessments 
to every opportunity that gets to detailed 
diligence or, maybe even, a term sheet. And, 
admittedly, fund structures can disincentivize 
the incurrence of broken deal expenses. Yet, 
the cost of a scorecard-based assessment is 
extraordinarily low relative to (a) the capital 
to be put at risk in a round and in the future, 
and (b) the value of risk mitigation. Better 
performance, objective leadership diligence 
for co- and future investors, lower costs of 
employee turnover, and more certainty in 
quality of hires all drive real returns well within 
the investment horizon.
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Conclusion

Across all stages of the VC lifecycle, 
leadership is not a peripheral consideration 
or a “soft skill” — it is the decisive lever that 
determines time to scale, probability of 
achieving milestones, and magnitude of 
enterprise value created. From seed through 
exit, the ability of leaders to grow, adapt, 
and align directly correlates with investor 
confidence and company survival.

The evidence is clear: the absence of a robust 
leadership playbook creates consistent 
and predictable risks. At seed and early 
stages, founders without early assessments 
or coaching struggle with blind spots and 
burnout. The failure to transition from “doer” to 
“leader” creates bottlenecks and drives away 
critical hires. During the mid-to-late stages, 
the absence of team assessments allows silos 
to calcify, slowing execution and causing top 
talent attrition. In the late stages, untested 
leaders often falter under public scrutiny, 
eroding valuations. And at exit, leadership 
misalignment and instability translate directly 
into discounted multiples, lost confidence, 
and, in the worst cases, failed transactions.

By contrast, companies that embed 
systematic scorecard-based individual 
assessments gain an evidence-based 
understanding of leaders’ strengths and 
gaps, allowing investors and boards to make 
deliberate succession and hiring decisions. 
Those that implement team assessments 
ensure that executive teams operate as 

aligned, enterprise-level units rather than 
collections of functional experts. And those 
that invest in coaching and development 
provide leaders with the resilience, agility, 
and self-awareness to thrive under pressure. 
Together, these three pillars form a disciplined 
leadership playbook that rivals the technical, 
strategic, financial, and operational rigor 
investors already expect.

For VC investors, the implications are 
profound. Embedding leadership diligence 
into the investment thesis is no longer 
optional. Just as investors demand clear 
financial controls and KPIs, they must insist 
on structured leadership systems that reduce 
execution risk and amplify enterprise value. 
In doing so, investors not only protect the 
downside but also create a multiplier effect 
on the upside. Premium valuations, smoother 
exits, and accelerated growth are consistently 
correlated with strong, stable, and well-
prepared leadership.

Ultimately, capital fuels ambition, but only 
leadership transforms ambition into enduring 
success. In a venture-backed world where 
ambiguity is the norm, companies that treat 
leadership as a strategic asset will be the ones 
that scale fastest, attract the strongest talent, 
inspire investor confidence, and deliver lasting 
impact. For founders, executives, and investors 
alike, the message is unambiguous: leadership 
is the most essential part of the value-creation 
equation.



1 4  |  D r i v i n g  S u c c e s s  t h r o u g h  L e a d e r s h i p  i n  V e n t u r e - C a p i t a l - B a c k e d  C o m p a n i e s W i t t K i e f f e r  |  2 0 2 5

•	 Columbia Business School (2024). Startup success: how founder personalities shape venture 
outcomes. https://business.columbia.edu/research-brief/research-brief/startups-founder-
personalities-vc

•	 Gompers P. et al. (2020). How do venture capitalists make decisions? Journal of Financial 
Economics, 135 (1), pp. 169-190. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/
S0304405X19301680

•	 Harvard Business Review (2021). Why startups fail: it’s not always the horse or the jockey.  
https://hbr.org/2021/05/why-start-ups-fail

•	 PitchBook and National Venture Capital Association (2025), PitchBook-NVCA Venture Monitor: 
Q4 2024. https://nvca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Q4-2024-PitchBook-NVCA-Venture-
Monitor.pdf

•	 Smart G. and Street R. (2008). Who: The “A” method of hiring. Ballantine Books

•	 WittKieffer (2025). Enhancing value creation through impactful leadership.  
https://wittkieffer.com/insights/enhancing-value-creation-through-impactful-leadership

Sources

TJAI M. NIELSEN, PH.D., is a Senior Partner 
in Global Leadership Advisory at WittKieffer, 
advising private equity firms, venture capital 
investors, and Fortune 500 senior executives 
on critical leadership challenges, including 
CEO succession, M&A, talent assessment and 
development, and organizational performance 
optimization.

Tjai can be reached at  
tnielsen@wittkieffer.com

MICHAEL S. CASTLEMAN serves as Chief 
Business Officer and Executive Partner 
in Global Life Sciences, Investor-Backed 
Healthcare, and Interim Leadership at 
WittKieffer. Through deep experience as a 
venture capital investor and as an operating 
executive, Michael guides investors, boards, 
and executive teams through complex 
decision-making processes to enhance 
value creation. 

Michael can be reached at  
mcastleman@wittkieffer.com

About the Authors

https://business.columbia.edu/research-brief/research-brief/startups-founder-personalities-vc
https://business.columbia.edu/research-brief/research-brief/startups-founder-personalities-vc
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304405X19301680
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304405X19301680
https://hbr.org/2021/05/why-start-ups-fail
https://nvca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Q4-2024-PitchBook-NVCA-Venture-Monitor.pdf
https://nvca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Q4-2024-PitchBook-NVCA-Venture-Monitor.pdf
https://wittkieffer.com/insights/enhancing-value-creation-through-impactful-leadership
mailto:tnielsen%40wittkieffer.com?subject=
mailto:mcastleman%40wittkieffer.com?subject=


1 5  |  D r i v i n g  S u c c e s s  t h r o u g h  L e a d e r s h i p  i n  V e n t u r e - C a p i t a l - B a c k e d  C o m p a n i e s W i t t K i e f f e r  |  2 0 2 5

Serving Investor-Backed Healthcare

Serving Global Life Sciences

KEY SECTORS:
•	 Independent primary care and specialty 

providers

•	 Consumer health and wellness

•	 Private equity and venture capital

•	 Tech-enabled healthcare and value-based 

care enablement

•	 Retail healthcare

•	 Health services (billing, diagnostic, infusion, 

specialty pharmacy, imaging)

•	 Payers, reimbursement, and managed care

KEY SECTORS:
•	 Pharmaceuticals

•	 Biotechnology

•	 Pharmaceutical services, including CDMOs 

and CROs

•	 Digital health and AI

•	 Diagnostics and development tools

•	 Medical technology and devices

•	 Consumer health

•	 Animal & one health

•	 Biomedical research

•	 Private equity and venture capital

At WittKieffer, we partner on a global scale with healthcare 

organizations backed by institutional, private, public, and 

corporate capital. We form lasting relationships based on a deep 

understanding of our clients’ value creation objectives and the 

complex environment they must navigate. 

Recognizing the unique requirements of investor-backed companies 

in terms of speed, agility, and talent, we assembled a purpose-built 

team with expertise in meeting these needs. We base our approach 

on data-driven market insights that inform the building and 

development of impactful leadership teams.

WittKieffer’s Global Life Sciences team brings a tailored approach 

to building impactful leadership for pharmaceutical, biotechnology, 

pharmaceutical services, diagnostics, medical technology, and 

animal health companies. Our expertise spans critical functions, from 

corporate to R&D to clinical to technical to regulatory to commercial 

and operations. We work across established and emerging 

therapeutic areas (e.g., neuroscience, rare disease, immunology) 

and cutting-edge innovations (e.g., cell and gene therapy, AI).

Supported by unparalleled connections to sources of innovation and 

validation in academic medicine, we bring a uniquely integrated 

approach to leadership in life sciences, operating seamlessly as a 

global team to deliver lasting impact

Our Differentiators
EXTENSIVE MARKET EXPERTISE:
We offer unique insights and a deep understanding 

of disruptive trends affecting the healthcare and life 

sciences industries

AGILITY AT SCALE:
We deliver the agility and personalized attention of a 

boutique advisory firm, complemented by robust systems, 

infrastructure, and global reach.

PHYSICIAN LEADERSHIP:
Our dedicated physician leadership experts uniquely 

attract and develop physician executives as key strategic 

members of leadership teams.

ACCESS TO EXCEPTIONAL TALENT:
We cultivate strong relationships with exceptional talent 

across the converging Quality of Life Ecosystem, including 

life sciences, healthcare, and academic medicine.

INTEGRATED LEADERSHIP SOLUTIONS:
We bring precisely crafted solutions to address each 

client’s business objectives and corresponding leadership 

needs.

SHARED PURPOSE:
Together with our clients, we pave the way to impactful 

leadership that delivers on the promise of better health 

through prevention, diagnosis, management, and treatment.
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ABOUT WITTKIEFFER
WittKieffer is the premier executive search 
and leadership advisory firm developing 
impactful leadership teams for organisations 
that improve quality of life. We work exclusively 
with organisations in healthcare, science, and 
education — the Quality of Life Ecosystem — 
and provide essential knowledge, analysis, and 
perspective that produce effective leaders 
and inclusive cultures. Through our executive 
search, interim leadership, and leadership 
advisory solutions, we strengthen organisations 
that make the world better. WittKieffer is proud 
to be 100 percent employee-owned.

Visit wittkieffer.com to learn more.
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