
Inside the
Founding AE Role
Expectations vs. Reality 
and Lessons  to Succeed
as the First Sales Hire



But for a role that’s so critical, there’s little
consistency or clarity. Job descriptions vary wildly.
Compensation is all over the map. Some thrive,
others burn out fast.

This report aims to make sense of it.

We analyzed 100+ job postings and surveyed 20+
current Founding AEs to understand what the role
looks like on paper — and what it’s really like in
practice.

If you're hiring your first AE or considering taking on
the role yourself, this is your no-BS guide to what it
takes to succeed.

Startups live or die by their ability to land early
customers. And that often comes down to one hire:
the Founding Account Executive.

It’s one of the most important – and misunderstood
– roles in early-stage sales. 

Founding AEs do it all: generate pipeline, close
deals, shape messaging, build processes, and push
product feedback upstream. They're not just
sellers, they’re building the go-to-market engine
from scratch.

Introduction

https://www.flowla.com/?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=buyer-seller-gap


Analysis of 100+ job postings to reveal common
responsibilities, qualifications, and
compensation ranges.

Insights from 20+ current Founding AEs on why
they took the role, what surprised them, and
what they’d do differently.

Real-world advice for both aspiring Founding
AEs and startup founders hiring their first sales
rep.

Practical assets: a job description template, an
interview question bank, and a 30-60-90 day
checklist.

What’s Inside?



Founding AEs aren’t just closers. They’re pipeline
generators, process builders, and GTM
architects.

Most startups hire too early or too vaguely,
without clear ICPs, messaging, or enablement.
Founders should sell first – then hire.

Qualifications vary, but mindset matters most.
Startups prioritize adaptability, resourcefulness,
and a builder mentality over pedigree or big-logo
experience.

Comp is meaningful, but inconsistent. 60% of
roles offer $100–200K OTE; 35% offer $200K+.
Equity is common but rarely well-defined.

Quick Takeaways
People take the role for ownership and learning.
Top motivators include freedom to build, fast paths
to leadership, and belief in the product/founders.

The biggest challenges? Ambiguity and alignment.
Founding AEs often struggle with unclear
expectations, weak GTM support, or shifting
product direction.

Founders should hire for fit, not flash. Look for
scrappy, startup-proven sellers who can handle
chaos, not just quota-crushers from big orgs.

AEs should treat this like a leadership role. You’re
not just here to sell, you’re helping shape the
company. Ask hard questions before you join.
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Seed
51.2%

Series A +
26.8%

Pre-seed
22%

Over 85% of roles are at the Pre-seed to Series A
level. These companies are still in validation mode
— testing ICPs, refining messaging, and trying to
land their first repeatable set of deals. Hiring a
Founding AE at this stage isn’t about optimizing a
process — it’s about creating one. Founding AEs
walk into a blank slate — and are expected to
make something out of it.
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Who’s hiring Founding AEs?

The Role on Paper >

The vast majority of companies hiring
Founding AEs are early-stage – typically Seed
or Series A – startups that have secured some
funding but haven’t yet built a scalable GTM
motion.

TLDR
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Who’s hiring Founding AEs?

The Role on Paper >

Nearly half of the companies have raised between
$1M–$5M, giving them just enough capital to
make 1–2 key GTM hires. Even among companies
that have raised $10M+, most are still keeping the
sales team lean – with the Founding AE as the first
or only rep. This means support is often minimal,
and expectations are high. 

The AE isn’t just closing – they’re validating
strategy, influencing product, and proving that
someone other than the founder can sell the
thing.

$1-5M
46.8%

$10M+
29%

$5-10M
16.1%

>$1M
8.1%



Hiring your first AE is one of the most critical
moves in a startup’s sales journey. 

And let’s be real — this is typically not someone
who just left a massive company like Salesforce or
Oracle where they had infinite resources, instant
brand recognition, an automatic seat at the table
+ built-in market share.

A killer founding AE thrives in ambiguity, builds
from scratch, and sells without a safety net. 

Jon Rydberg
GTM Advisor, Founder 
Align Advisory Group

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/jonrydberg1_sales-startup-advisor-activity-7298349560119050241-wKKj?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ


1. Own the full sales cycle

From cold outreach to closed won, Founding AEs
are expected to run deals end-to-end — often with
zero sales support. That includes:

Prospecting
Discovery

What are Founding AEs hired to do?

The Role on Paper >

Across 100+ job postings, certain expectations
appeared again and again. Founding AEs are
expected to wear many hats and help build the sales
function from scratch.

Here’s what companies consistently ask for:

2. Build outbound from day one

Most companies mention a heavy outbound focus
– typically 70–90%. You’re expected to open doors,
not wait for them to come to you.

“You generate your own leads” was a recurring
theme across most job posts.
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Demos
Negotiation & Closing
Early customer expansion

This role isn’t about managing pipeline — it’s about
building it.



3. Create sales process & infrastructure

As the first sales hire, be ready to implement
tooling and build repeatable sales motion from
scratch. 

That includes:

Defining ICP and qualification criteria
Building first sequences and messaging
Implementing tools (CRM, enablement, etc.)
Logging and forecasting deals accurately

You’re not just selling, you’re laying the tracks.

What are Founding AEs hired to do?

The Role on Paper >

4. Collaborate cross-functionally

Founding AEs are embedded into the broader
business. Expect to work closely with:

Founders – to refine strategy and GTM
direction
Product/Engineering – to relay customer
feedback and shape the roadmap
Marketing – to align messaging and contribute
to content

5. Be the face of company

Whether pitching VPs, demoing to technical
buyers, or following up post-sale – you're the GTM
motion. Many job postings explicitly mention
representing the brand at events or conferences.
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What startups look for in a Founding AE?

The Role on Paper >

Early-stage startups aren’t just hiring closers –
they’re hiring builders. And the most sought-after
candidates reflect that: self-sufficient, adaptable,
and able to operate without a playbook.
Here’s what shows up again and again:

1. 3–5+ years of full-cycle sales experience

Startups want someone who’s done this before –
ideally in B2B SaaS and at similar deal sizes. You’re
expected to hit the ground running without
needing enablement.

2. Strong outbound & pipeline-generation chops

This is not an inbound SDR-to-AE handoff
environment. Founding AEs are expected to
generate their own pipeline, often from cold
outreach. Therefore, previous experience really
matters.

Track record of hitting or beating quota is
mentioned constantly
Outbound success is often highlighted, not just
converting warm leads
Some postings require experience with mid-
market or enterprise ACVs ($30k–$300k)
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3. Startup-ready mindset

These roles often call out ownership,
adaptability, and hustle — and just as often,
rule out big-company rigidity or dependency on
structure.

Terms like “self-starter,” “builder mindset,”
and “scrappy” are everywhere
Comfort with ambiguity, change, and zero
structure is a recurring theme
Many roles explicitly say “you’ll build from
scratch” or “this is not a plug-and-play AE
role.”

The Role on Paper > 4. Communication & relationship-building skills

Because you’re talking to execs, navigating
uncertainty, and representing the company early on,
your ability to connect with buyers is critical.

Ability to engage senior stakeholders
Comfortable navigating multi-threaded,
consultative sales cycles
Some mention “trusted advisor” or “category
educator” qualities

5. Location & in-person availability

While some companies are remote, others explicitly
want in-person presence, especially in key hubs like
SF, NYC, or Toronto. Some early-stage founders
believe in “building GTM in person”

What startups look for in a Founding AE?



What startups look for 
in a Founding AE?

The Role on Paper >
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What startups offer to pay
to Founding AEs?

The Role on Paper >

Based on publicly listed salary ranges across 100+
Founding AE job postings, here’s what we found:

60% of roles fall in the $100K–$200K OTE range
35% go even higher, offering $200K+ OTE
(often with equity upside)
Just 5% of roles offered less than $100K total
comp

These numbers typically include base salary +
commission, and sometimes a meaningful equity
component, though equity details are rarely
specific. 

Higher comp tends to correlate with Series A+
companies and those targeting mid-market or
enterprise deals.

$100-200k
60%

$200k+
35%

>$100k
5%
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CRM & pipeline management

AI & automation

Prospecting & outreach

What tools are Founding AEs
expected to be familiar with?

The Role on Paper >

Startups want Founding AEs who are not just
tech-savvy, but hands-on with the GTM stack.
Here’s a breakdown of the most frequently
mentioned platforms and categories:

Sales enablement

Losing deals to the ‘black box’?
Flowla’s deal rooms keep buyers engaged, show
you granular engagement activity, and feed you
smart suggestions to nudge them exactly at the
right time for quicker, cleaner closed wons.

Pro tip

Learn more

https://link.flowla.com/TbSyjm


The edge for founding AEs today?

Full-cycle sales + GTM engineer mindset.

You’re not just prospecting and closing.

You’re building the engine from scratch: the
systems, processes, workflows, and stack to
scale.

Won You
Founding Full-Cycle AE
Cargo

https://www.linkedin.com/in/wonsuk-you/


49 32 1 See full post

Sam Cartwright

Founders, who should you hire first: Head of Sales, AE, or
SDR? Here’s my take: Prioritize a Founding AE. Here’s why.

Founder, 0to1 GTM Partners

38 25 1 See full post

I’m often asked what the 1st sales team should look like. I think
it's a founding AE. But you need to hire the right kind of AEs.
So if I was building out a team for a Seed to Series A company I
would suggest...

SaaS GTM specialist, Co-Founder of Cosmic Partners
Matthew Codd 175 62 See full post

Manny Medina

Hiring your founding AE is one of the toughest decisions you
make when starting out. You are here: 
launched the product
did the founder sales thing
going well
things are taking off fast! 
so you are out of cycles to keep selling but not ready to scale
yet.
what do you do? 

Founder and Board Member, Outreach
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Extras & practical bits ⚙️

Get a free copy

Founding AE Job Post
Template

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/sam-cartwright-59b4a083_founders-who-should-you-hire-first-head-activity-7232116800354668547-1lth?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/matthewcodd_im-often-asked-what-the-1st-sales-team-should-activity-7347907149659877376-iEYZ?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://flowla-assets.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/Founding-AE-Job-Post-Template-Flowla.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/medinism_hiring-your-founding-ae-is-one-of-the-toughest-activity-7326912219403685890-mPIe?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
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Job descriptions paint a bold picture. But what’s it
actually like being the first sales hire in an early-
stage startup?

To find out, we surveyed 20+ Founding AEs about
how long they've been in their current role and how
much experience they had before taking it. Here's
the breakdown:

Who did we hear from?

The Role in Practice >

6-12 months
42.9%

>6 months
35.7%

1 year+
21.4%

Most Founding AEs are still in their first year of the
role, which makes their insights especially fresh
and honest. Many are still actively shaping the
sales motion from the ground up.

How long have you been in your
current Founding AE role?
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The Role in Practice >

5-10 years
42.9%

<2 years
21.4%

2-5 years
21.4%

10+ years
14.3%

The majority of surveyed Founding AEs had 5–
10 years of sales experience before stepping
into the Founding AE seat. 

This isn’t typically a beginner’s role, as we’ve
seen from the job descriptions, founders look
for proven operators who’ve been in the
trenches and can thrive with little structure.

How many years of sales experience
did you have before this role?
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Who did we hear from?



Why did they say yes to the role?

The Role in Practice >

Financial upside, equity

Freedom to build things

Belief in the product/fou…

Fast path to sales leader…

When asked why they chose to step into a
Founding AE role, most respondents pointed to
two equally strong motivators: the financial
upside (including equity) and the freedom to
build things from scratch. These were seen as
the biggest rewards of joining early.

Yet, many were also drawn in by the
opportunity to grow into a sales leadership role
quickly, and a genuine belief in the product or
founding team.
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Belief in
product/
founders

Fast path to
leadership

Freedom to
build things

Financial
upside, equity



As a Founding AE you lay the groundwork for go-to-
market. You build the first sales process, set up the
tools, create structure where there is none. 

You're in the trenches validating the market, testing
business models, giving the CEO real datapoints to
decide where to go next. You shape the culture by how
you show up: high energy, flexible, comfortable with
chaos. 

Things are broken or don’t exist yet, but you still move.
You don’t just sell, you help build the company.

Koen Bentvelsen
Founding AE 

Stacks

https://www.linkedin.com/in/koenbentvelsen/


Did the role actually deliver?

The Role in Practice >

Yes
85.7%

Partially
14.3%

Despite the risks and ambiguity, most Founding AEs
said the role lived up to their expectations. A strong
85.7% answered “yes” outright – only about 14% said
their expectations were only “partially” met. 

While the job can be chaotic and undefined,
those who step into it with clear intent and
alignment typically get what they came for:
ownership, impact, and accelerated growth.
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What are the actual benefits they 
got from the role?

The Role in Practice >

Across the board, Founding AEs pointed to freedom
and ownership as the most rewarding aspects of the
role. They weren’t just executing, they were
designing the sales motion, choosing tools, shaping
strategy, and building systems from the ground up.

Many described the role as “founder-adjacent,”
giving them exposure to product decisions, cross-
functional collaboration, and a broader
understanding of how the business operates.

For some, it was their first AE role and still, they
walked away with deep insight into GTM, how
buyers think, and what it takes to scale a process. 

The pace was intense, the hats were many, but the
upside was clear: you learn fast, move fast, and
make an impact.
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What are the actual benefits 
Founding AEs got
from the role?

The Role on Paper >



What were the unexpected challenges
they faced?

The Role in Practice >

The Founding AE role offers freedom but also comes
with significant ambiguity and friction. 

The most common challenge cited by respondents
was misalignment with leadership. 

Several respondents noted that even after gathering
deep customer insight, strategic decisions could still
go another way, leaving them to sell a product they
didn’t fully believe in.

Lack of resources was another common theme: No
marketing support, unclear positioning, immature
product, and internal chaos were all cited. Many
had to build everything from scratch, often without
strong GTM support.

Selling pre–product-market fit was a recurring pain
point, especially in noisy markets where
competitors had a head start. 

Combined with long hours and wearing multiple
hats, the role is said to demand resilience and a
high tolerance for ambiguity.

In
si

de
 th

e 
Fo

un
di

ng
 A

E 
Ro

le



What were the unexpected
challenges they faced?

The Role on Paper >



Alex Nelson
Founding AE
Valley

When I signed up to be a founding AE, I didn’t expect
- 12-14 hour work days 
- To build a CRM from scratch 
- Short term contracts that some prospects wish
were shorter

Yet here I am.

It’s not all sunshine and rainbows - made plenty of
mistakes, lost deals I should have won, etc. 
There’s been about as many wins as gut-checks.

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/mynameisalex_when-i-signed-up-to-be-a-founding-ae-i-didn-activity-7335687333553344516-KAmk


399 38 11 See full post

965 99 10 See full post

Daniel Klein

Thinking about joining a startup? Be careful. 

Here’s what I’ve learned from my personal experience as a
Founding AE

Sales, Databricks; 2x Founding Sales Member

Most sales reps quit right before they get good.
They make it 12 months then jump ship, chasing higher OTEs or
a “better” product.
Here’s what happens when you stay in the game.

Founding Account Executive, Meow
Matt Acker

Extras & practical bits ⚙️

Get a free copy

Founding AE Interview
Questions Bank

60 8 See full post

Sarah Hunter

Over the past month, I’ve spoken to over 50+ early-stage
founders. It’s become very apparent the top qualities most
share: passion and grit.

Here’s what I’ve learned from my personal experience as a
Founding AE.

Founding AE, Warp
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https://www.linkedin.com/posts/matthew-acker1_most-sales-reps-quit-right-before-they-get-activity-7352002658955587585-3p87?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/daniel-klein-72703731_thinking-about-joining-a-startup-be-careful-activity-7351615081824014337-Zu2Y?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://flowla-assets.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/Founding-AE-Interview-Questions-Flowla.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/sarah-c-hunter_over-the-past-month-ive-spoken-to-over-activity-7191114070161268737-HGYC?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
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What Founding AEs want you to know
before you say yes?

The Role in Practice >

Thinking of becoming a Founding AE? The role can
be career-defining, but it’s not for the faint of heart.
Here’s what people currently in the role want you to
know:

Don’t get distracted by shiny promises. Founding
AEs often enter when there’s no historical data.
If targets are vague and equity is fuzzy, ask
harder questions.

Vet the leadership (and how they work). If
leadership isn’t close to the customer or clear on
GTM, you’ll be selling in the dark. Dig deep into
how decisions are made before joining.

Lead with confidence and flexibility. Founding
AEs often help define the company’s first
repeatable motion. You need to bring a point of
view but also stay coachable.

Fall in love with the product, problem, and
market. Curiosity isn't enough, conviction
matters. Make sure you truly believe in what
you’re selling.

Be ready to wear many hats. The job title says
“AE,” but the day-to-day is part seller, part
operator, part builder.
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Being an AE means owning the
outcome.

No one's coming to save you. 

That’s the trade-off: full control, full
accountability.

Kevin Baker
Founding AE 

Napa

https://www.linkedin.com/in/kevinbakerwa/


What Founders should know before they
hire Founding AE?

The Role in Practice >

If you're planning to make your first sales hire, take
it from those who’ve already been in the role.
Founding AEs have strong opinions on what makes
(or breaks) that relationship. 
Here’s what they want you to know before you bring
someone on:

Hire for mindset, not résumé. You’re not hiring
someone to follow a playbook, you’re hiring
them to write it. Prioritize adaptability,
creativity, and drive over big-logo experience.

Take a bet on the right potential. Not every
great Founding AE comes with the perfect
résumé. Coachability, curiosity, and
motivation matter more than tenure.

Be real about the mess. It’s going to be messy,
that’s expected. But clarity about where
things stand helps build trust and attract the
right kind of candidate.

Don’t hire too early. If you haven’t validated the
problem or closed deals yourself, you're not
ready for a Founding AE, no matter how talented
they are.
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“You gotta love the product, problem, and the
market.”

“Wait until you have PMF. Have an outbound
system built to accelerate the OB and the ability
of having the AE contributing from day 1.”

“Don’t hire a Founding AE if founders didn’t close
the first batch of paying customers.”

“Make sure they have 5–10 referenceable clients.”

“Look for someone without a corporate
background (they won't fare well in startup
chaos).”“Check if the CEO is having enough customer-

facing time.”

“Look for people that can think fast on their feet,
natural improvisers.”

Founding AEs Founders

“Research more about the market and the
product. Also, learn about the startup you are
going to join and its competitors.”

“Ask lots of questions.”

In
si

de
 th

e 
Fo

un
di

ng
 A

E 
Ro

le



“Make sure you join the right founding team, with
the right leadership, with the right product, at
the right time.”

“Have at least 5–10 enterprise clients using your
product. Know your ICP. Wait until the last
moment before hiring a sales guy.”

“Look for intrinsic motivation, something deeper
& more meaningful than money/equity.”

“Go with your gut and the vibe, NOT the resume
or years of experience. ”

“Don’t come in as a founding AE — imagine you
are part of leadership now.”

“Believe in the talent and the way one
communicates. Sometimes those who are willing
to learn and grow need one opportunity.”

“Make sure compensation is fair, not based
around targets... fair equity plan.”

“Be willing to impart your experience on your
founders but also flexible enough to work on
their terms.”
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Founding AEs Founders



37 8 1 See full post

873 119 22 See full post

Diana Ross

If I was a Founding AE, and my goal was to grow our SaaS
startup to $5M ARR in the next 18 months, here’s exactly what I
would do

CRO @ Retention.com & RB2B

99 42 5 See full post

Dan Oakes

I surveyed 41 Founding Account Executives of venture backed
startups. 

Here are a few surprising snippets on what they had to say
about setting your first sales hire up for success and finding the
best candidates.

Founder Startup Sales Consulting
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million in 2.5 years. 

I'll share 3 keys to my success.

Founding GTM Executive, Leadbeam
Chris Tubis

Extras & practical bits ⚙️

30-60-90 Day Checklist
for the Founding AE

Get a free copy

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/ctubis_gtm-bootstrappedstartup-startuplife-activity-7114594897629761536-btjq?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://flowla-assets.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/30-60-90-Day-Plan-for-Founding-AEs-Flowla.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/diana-ross-bb400a31_if-i-was-a-founding-ae-and-my-goal-was-to-activity-7320808372675510273-kRxL?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/dan-oakes-_founderledsales-startups-sales-activity-7199526362087333889-vF6Q?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABQX3cgBc5I0ywPZjIm_c0cxQ1Tvqu1eoaQ


See in action

Flowla’s smart rooms maintain deal momentum for a quicker close,
and help you build automated systems for repeatable wins.

Now with 25% off, exclusively for Founding AEs.

Close faster.
Then scale your success.

https://www.g2.com/products/flowla/reviews
https://www.linkedin.com/company/flowlacom
https://link.flowla.com/TbSyjm
https://ecosystem.hubspot.com/marketplace/apps/flowla-1044219
https://appexchange.salesforce.com/appxListingDetail?listingId=76b1f861-9371-466b-a184-abe411751dfa

