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Why This 

Many experienced professionals eventually reach a point where they want to give 
back, stay engaged with innovation and contribute to entrepreneurial journey. 
Advising founders can be one of the most meaningful ways to do this.

At the same time, founders often struggle to find the right advisors, people whose 
experience aligns with the stage of the business. This playbook helps founders, 
advisors and mentors collaborate more effectively by understanding the distinct 
challenges at different stages of growth.

The entrepreneurial journey can be understood through three primary stages: 
Early Stage, Growth Stage and Scaling Stage. Each stage requires different skills, 
leadership styles and types of advisory support.

Overview of Founder Growth Stages

Early Stage 

Zero → $1M

Founder Focus

Discover  
product–market fit

Advisor Contribution

Customer discovery, 
validation and 
introductions

Growth Stage 

$1M → $10M

Founder Focus

Build repeatable  
growth engine

Advisor Contribution

Sales systems,  
hiring and GTM 
strategy

Scaling Stage 

$10M → $100M+

Founder Focus

Build organisation  
and leadership

Advisor Contribution

Strategy, governance 
and executive hiring

Guide Exists
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Many advisors  
want to help  

founders

Advisors who understand these differences are far more effective. 
They know:

But they are not always clear 
about which stage of the  

journey they are best suited  
for as the mindset, pace, 

risks and decisions change 
dramatically at each stage.

•	 When their experience is relevant

•	 When founders need a different type of support

•	 When to guide

•	 When to challenge

•	 When to step back

This journey can be best understood through a founder’s lens. 
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Understanding  
the Founder Journey 

Entrepreneurship is rarely linear. Founders move 
through cycles of experimentation, learning, growth 
and reinvention. The challenges faced by founders 

evolve dramatically as their companies grow.

The discomfort founders feel from getting the first customers, finding product–
market fit, iterating an MVP, raising capital, pricing boldly and building sustainable 
revenue is not a sign of doing something wrong. But a clear signal that founders are 
doing the work.

Trying to remove that friction does not make the journey easier, it just leaves 
founders unprepared for what comes next. 

The goal is not to eliminate the hard parts. Clarity matters more than precision. Today’s 
founders are ambitious, sometimes impatient and unmistakably entrepreneurial. 

Many begin with global ambition and real potential to scale. What is often missing 
is not vision or drive, but structured clarity, how to move from early stage to scaling 
stage. 

The most successful founders do not succeed because they had perfect ideas.

They succeed because they learn faster than everyone else.

Early-stage founders focus on whether their idea solves a real problem

Growth-stage founders build systems that allow the company to scale 

Scaling-stage founders build leadership teams and organisational structures
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Stage One: Early Stage 
(Zero to $1M)

The early stage is about discovery. Founders are searching for product–market fit 
and learning whether customers truly value their solution.
At the earliest stage, founders are not building a large company.

They are searching for Truth. Problem they want to solve.

Customer who experiences that problem.

Needs of their solution, why it actually matters.

Founders must validate three things:

Idea  
Validation 

Does the problem 
truly exist?

Market   
Validation 

Is the problem 
large enough to 
build a business 
around?

Product    Validation 

Does the proposed solution resonate with real users?

At this stage, founders are learning rapidly and operating with limited resources. 

Many startups fail during this phase 
because they build something no one 
truly needs. The purpose of the early 
stage is validation.
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Advisors Can Help in the Early Stage

Effective early-stage advisors often help founders:

•	 Clarify the problem they are solving

•	 Identify their ideal early customer

•	 Challenge assumptions

•	 Guide for testing with users

•	 Encourage rapid experimentation

•	 Prevent overbuilding

The goal is not perfection but learning quickly and cheaply. Advisors should focus 
less on strategy and more on helping founders discover evidence. 

Recommended Books

Reaching the first million dollars in revenue is one of the most important milestones 
for any startup.

It proves something fundamental, the market is willing to pay. However, the journey 
to this milestone is rarely straightforward.

Founders must continuously refine:

Building the First Million...

•	 Customer segments

•	 Pricing models

•	 Distribution channels

•	 Product features

Advisors can help founders prioritise what matters most and avoid distractions.

The biggest risk at this stage is building too much before validating demand.

The goal is not to scale quickly yet; the goal is to confirm the company is solving a 
real and meaningful problem.
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Stage Two: Growth 
($1M to $10M)

•	 Shifting from incremental growth to exponential possibility

•	 Redesigning growth engines to cross adoption barriers

•	 Blending financial, human, and social capital intentionally

•	 Building enterprise value 

•	 Preparing for durable exits

It is about..

And this cannot be done alone. It requires a community of experienced operators, 
advisors, and mentors who understand both ambition and restraint.

Founders must now build repeatable processes for acquiring customers, delivering 
products, and managing teams.

Advisors play a valuable role in helping founders develop structure without  
losing agility.

The focus moves 
from discovery to 

execution.

Growth is not simply 
about raising capital

Once a company reaches

$1Million
in revenue, the 
challenge shifts.

The question is no longer 
“Does this work?”

The question becomes 
“Can this work repeatedly?”
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Areas where advisors often contribute include:

•	 Sales systems

•	 Marketing strategy

•	 Hiring and team development

•	 Financial planning

•	 Operational processes

Recommended Books

Building a Growth Engine...

A repeatable growth 
engine consists 
of three core 
components:

01 Customer 
Acquisition

02 Product Delivery  
& Pricing

03 Customer 
Retention

At this stage, metrics 
become increasingly 
important.

Growth-stage advisors typically 
have experience building teams, 
developing sales organisations, and 
implementing operational discipline.

Founders and 
advisors monitor 

•	 Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC)

•	 Lifetime Value (LTV)

•	 Retention rates

•	 Revenue growth

•	 Sales pipeline health
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Stage Three: Scaling 
($10M to $100M+)

Once a company reaches

$10Million
the nature of leadership 
changes again.

The founder can no longer 
personally manage every 
aspect of the business.

The company is now 
becoming an organisation.

•	 Executive leadership teams

•	 Strong company culture

•	 Operational systems

•	 Strategic planning 
processes

This means

Developing

Advisors at this stage often provide guidance on leadership 
development, governance, and long-term strategy.

Recommended Books
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At this stage, the 
priorities of Founders 
are different.
•	 Move from early adopters to 

majority markets

•	 Organisational decision-making 
beyond the founder

•	 Redesign the sales engine for 
new regions or segments

•	 Align acceleration with capital 
efficiency

•	 Prepare for Series A and 
beyond investment and exit 
optionality

These are not theoretical concerns for 
any conversations. They require people 
who have lived experience in the room 
and who have led transformation, 
built across regions, managed capital 
responsibly, balanced ambition 
with governance, known when to 
accelerate and when to pause. At this 
level, advisors are not cheerleaders, 
they are strategic partners.

Key priorities include:

•	 Corporate governance

•	 International expansion

•	 Mergers and acquisitions

•	 Regulatory compliance

•	 Strategic partnerships

Advisors with executive leadership 
and board experience are particularly 
valuable during this stage.



Copyright Manoj Thacker 2026

Building Effective 
Advisory 

Relationships

Founders and advisors 
define:

•	 Roles and expectations

•	 Meeting cadence

•	 Strategic priorities

•	 Decision boundaries

Advisors have built trust and think 
through together, challenge founders 
constructively while respecting 
that the founder ultimately makes 
decisions.

The most productive relationships are 
collaborative learning partnerships.

Successful advisory relationships are  
built on clarity and trust.
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Advisory work is often 
misunderstood by Advisors. 
It is not about having all the 
answers. It is not about being 
the loudest and smartest 
voice in the room. And it is 
certainly not about offering 
quick opinions.

The most effective advisors 
create value through 
perspective, and self-
awareness.

Principles 
for Advisors 
Who Want 
to Be Truly 
Effective

Understand Blind Spots
Every advisor brings experience, 
assumptions, and mental models 
formed over years of work. These can 
be powerful assets but they can also 
become advisor’s blind spots. 

The best advisors question their 
own assumptions as rigorously as 
they question strategy or market 
dynamics. Self-awareness sharpens 
advisor’s gaps. 

Prioritize Long-Term 
Meaning Over Short-Term 
Validation
Advisory roles can easily drift toward 
momentary recognition being right, 
winning the argument, or offering a 
clever solution.

But meaningful advisory work is rarely 
about instant gratification.

The advisor value lies in helping 
founders build enduring companies, 
develop resilient teams, and navigate 
uncertainty with clarity.

Strive for Wholeness, Not 
Perfection
Many advisors feel pressure to 
project certainty and expertise. Yet 
the most respected advisors are 
those who combine experience with 
humility.
Advisors acknowledge what they 
know and even more what they do 
not know.
By integrating both successes and 
mistakes into their perspective, they 
offer richer, more balanced guidance.
Credibility grows from authenticity, 
not perfection.
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Be Conscious of the Role You Play

Advisors often shift between multiple roles: strategist, sounding board, mentor, 
challenger, and sometimes mediator.

Each role serves a purpose. But effective advisors remain aware of when they are 
guiding, when they are questioning, and when they simply need to listen.

Influence in advisory work rarely comes from authority. It comes from trust and 
timing.

Balance Analysis and Intuition

Advisory judgment requires both structured thinking and human insight.

Frameworks and data are essential. But so are intuition, experience, and the ability 
to sense underlying dynamics within leadership teams.

When analytical thinking and human understanding work together, advisors can 
see the full picture.

That is where meaningful work starts to happen as guidance emerges. Your role as 
an advisor is to help founders see clearly, simplify complexity and build systems 
that scale without founder and advisor. 
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Advisory work is a craft. And like any craft, 
it improves with reflection, humility, and the 
willingness to keep learning. 

Disclaimer – This e-book for Advisors and Founders does not constitute advice. It is intended 
as a reflection on how the quality of advisor thinking shapes the value we bring to the founders 
we support. Our role is not to prescribe solutions, but to foster safe, thoughtful conversations 
and perspectives that enable founders to navigate their journeys. Ultimately, this is about giving 
back and supporting founders.
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