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A VC hears about roughly 1,000 companies in a year. They
meet with 200. They fund 4.

Read that again!

The math means most founders are not losing on valuation, term sheets, or board seats. They are losing much
earlier, at the cold inbox. They never earn the first meeting.

Over the last decade, I have sat across hundreds of founders preparing to raise. The pattern is almost always the
same: the founder is convinced the product is the thing. The investor, almost always, is reading something else
entirely.

After working with 200+ startups across 40+ industry segments, and watching cycles of fundraising play out in
good markets and bad, I have come to believe that the difference between a "yes, let's meet" and a polite pass

usually comes down to a few filters. Most of them sit before the deck is ever opened.

Here is the field guide.

1. Team: Excellence Has to Be Legible

Investors are not betting on the idea. They are betting on you. Reid Hoffman puts it plainly: investors look for
founders who can learn at speed, because the road ahead is one infinite learning curve.

But here is what most Indian founders miss. Excellence has to be legible in writing first, then felt in person. In your
email and deck, stick to facts: where you worked, what you built, what you shipped, what you broke and rebuilt. In

the meeting, that is where passion, tenacity, and the "why this, why now, why you" come alive.

If your co-founders have worked together for five years, say so. That single line shifts an investor's risk model more
than most founders realise.

2. Company: The Cocktail Party Test

Mark Suster calls it the cocktail party pitch, not the elevator pitch. You have sixty seconds before the listener's
brain starts looking for the exit.

Trae Vassallo's insight is the one I quote most often to engineering founders: the best one-liners are emotional, not
literal. "A thousand songs in your pocket" sold the iPod. Not "5 GB of flash memory."

A test I run with founders: can your spouse, who is not in your industry, repeat your one-liner correctly twenty-
four hours after hearing it? If not, you are still being literal. Rewrite it.



3. Business Model: How, Who, What Margins

You will be surprised how many founders bury the business model on slide seventeen. The investor is sitting there
thinking: so how do you actually make money?

Bring it forward. Tell investors what you charge, who pays, what early unit economics look like, and where the margins
sit at scale. Investors care less about how the model looks today, more about how it evolves at scale. Is yours a Facebook
(prices rise with scale) or an Uber (prices fall with scale)? Most founders cannot answer this.

This is also where a Fractional CFO earns their keep months before the first investor meeting. Building the unit
economics view, the contribution margin walk, the cohort retention layer. Investors smell sloppiness in numbers within
ninety seconds.

4. Referrer: The Hidden Variable.

Your odds of a first meeting are directly proportional to the perceived quality of the person introducing you. Every VC
has a small list of people whose judgment they trust.

Take time to build those relationships before you need them. And once you have an intro lined up, arm your referrer
well. Most founders write a sloppy paragraph for their referrer to forward. Don't. Write the intro your referrer can copy-
paste in thirty seconds, and that hits the investor's hot buttons in the first three lines.

5. Fundraising History: Social Proof and Execution Speed.

Your previous rounds are not just social proof. They tell investors how much you accomplished per rupee, per
month. The more you have built with less, the stronger the signal.

Indian founders are sometimes guarded about prior rounds. Past valuations, down rounds, and bridge financing. Be
upfront. Investors will find out on day one of diligence anyway. Owning the story is always stronger than being
found out.

6. Timing: Why Now?

Mike Vernal of Sequoia asks the question I wish every founder anticipated: why is this company being started today, not
three years ago, not three years from now?

If the idea was viable three years back and no one cracked it, you need a clear answer. Charles Hudson looks for
inflection points: a technology shift, a behaviour change, a regulatory opening, a vacated incumbent. Pete Flint's three
lenses are sharp: economic impetus, technological catalyst, cultural acceptance.

In India, three timing tailwinds matter more than founders acknowledge. UPI-led behaviour change. GST and
digital compliance maturity. The post-2020 willingness of Tier-2 and Tier-3 India to transact online. Anchor your
timing in something concrete, not "Al is hot."
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Diligence will catch the rest.
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