
The Make-or-Break Sales Hire 

You’ve reached a pivotal moment. It’s time to hire your first dedicated sales 
leader—someone who can take full ownership of revenue growth and free you, the 
founder, up to scale the broader business. Up until now, you’ve been leading sales 
yourself. And while that got you here, it won’t get you there. Founder-led sales may be 
effective in the early stages, but it isn’t scalable. You need a leader who can drive deals 
and build a repeatable growth engine. 

This is a high-leverage inflection point. The right hire can accelerate momentum and 
unlock your next phase of growth. The wrong one? It can set you back 6–12 months, 
burning cash, losing deals, and missing key opportunities. Unfortunately, many founders 
get this first sales hire wrong—and the cost is steep. 

Why is it so difficult? Because you’re not just hiring a seller. You’re bringing on 
someone who must take the reins of a relationship-driven, founder-led sales process, 
formalize and scale it, implement the right systems and tech, recruit and develop talent, 
and still carry a quota. It’s one of the most complex—and most critical hires you’ll 
ever make. 

💡 Stats to Know:  

A mis-hire in a sales leadership role typically costs 5x their annual salary 
once you factor in compensation, lost opportunities, customer impact, 
recruitment costs, and time lost. 

70% of SaaS first VP Sales don’t make it to 12 Months. “It’s one of the most 
common, and also most devastating mis-hires in startups.” 

 

Before launching a full hiring campaign, take these three actions to significantly 
increase your chances of success: 

1.​ Create a Sales Success Scorecard​
Define clear performance outcomes at 3, 6, and 12 months. Focus on metrics 
like revenue targets, pipeline creation, and sales cycle improvements—not vague 
traits like “self-starter.”​
 

2.​ Standardize Interview Questions​
Identify 10-12 core questions every candidate will answer to ensure objective 
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comparisons and reduce bias.​
 

3.​ Run a Role Play - (2 Options)​
Option 1 - Test their ability to act on their feet - Develop one discovery call or 
objection-handling scenario based on your actual product or ICP. This process 
helps to ensure you are qualifying/grading all of the candidates on identical 
criteria.   

Option 2 - have them demo their current company’s platform - This process 
allows you to see how well they can manage a situation when they are 
comfortable.  Do they ask questions, are they customer-centric, can they unpack 
pain/challenges, do they feature or value sell, etc.?  Score on the criteria 
important to success in this role (at your company).  

Pro Tip: Partnering with a specialized recruiting firm ensures access to a vetted 
network of experienced sales professionals and streamlines the hiring process.. Their 
market expertise and structured assessment methodologies help you secure the right 
leader who can drive revenue from day one and build a scalable sales organization. 

 

Common Pitfalls (and How to Fix Them) 

Pitfall #1: Unclear Hiring Criteria 
Avoid vague wants such as “looking for a motivated self-starter with 5 years of closing 
experience”. 

It is important to dig into and define the skill set for the specific role.  If hiring for an 
enterprise sales motion, taking a chance on someone who has ‘crushed it’ in the SMB 
space likely won't work.  Likewise, if hiring for a seed or series A start-up, hiring 
someone who has ‘always succeeded’ from a Fortune 5,000 company can be equally 
as risky. 

It is equally important to identify the non-negotiables, such as specific industry 
experience, start-up experience, sales methodology experience, etc. 

The Fix: Build a sales-specific scorecard outlining 3–5 mission-critical objectives and 
must-have qualifications. Align expectations with current team members who’ve been 
selling or who are on the hiring committee.. 

The Fix 2: Craft a very specific job description (JD) tailored specifically to this role.  It is 
important to specify if this person will be both an IC and, sales leader or hybrid. It is also 



critical to know what you want: a proven sales leader willing to be an IC for a time, a 
proven IC with the ability to leap into leadership, or someone who was just elevated to 
leadership but has recently succeeded as an IC.  These are different profiles and all 
have different upside/downside. 

Pitfall #2: Interviewing Without Testing Sales Skills 
Most interview processes do not dig into the sales motion (ie, ICPs, sales persona, 
ACV, sales cycle, etc.) and dig in further based on responses.  If they cannot 
intelligently speak, in detail, about their numbers, sales process, and sales motion, they 
are likely not the right person for the role. Most interviewers ask superficial questions 
such as quota, percentage to goal, and reason for lost sales. It is crucial to ‘dig-in’! 

The Fix: Develop a structured interview process that includes sales process, numbers, 
and type of sales motion, role plays, objection handling, and a rubric that scores 
communication, discovery, and closing ability. 

Pitfall #3: Rushing or Dragging the Process 
Rushing the hire out of urgency often leads to poor decisions—red flags get missed, 
and surface-level qualities are overemphasized. On the flip side, an overly drawn-out 
process with excessive interview rounds can frustrate and deter top-tier candidates. 

The Fix: Run a tight, focused process: 

●​ 20-30 min intro screen 
●​ Deep-dive interview w/ founder  
●​ Panel interview w/ extended or cross-functional team 
●​ Role play / practical scenario 

Pitfall #4: Overvaluing Experience over Agility 
Years of experience and past performance at another company are not great indicators 
of future success.  Really hone into the type of company they worked at (start-up vs. 
large org), type of sales cycle (enterprise vs. SMB), selling methodology (feature selling 
vs. value selling vs. challenger selling), and size of team/resources (tech stack, support 
staff, etc). 

The Fix: Prioritize adaptability, coachability, and grit. Ask candidates how they approach 
new markets or products, how they leverage technology, and how they’ve adjusted to 
changing sales environments. Ask questions about: 

●​ How they failed and what they did to change/improve   
●​ If they sold full cycle (vs. having SDR support) 
●​ If they built their own pipeline (or if they worked inbound/marketing-driven leads)  



●​ What types of technologies they use/leverage and which ones they can’t succeed 
without 

●​ Their negotiating capabilities and the tactics they use to close deals 

Pitfall #5: No Consistent Interview Structure 
Impromptu interviews or not preparing pose a big issue: with candidates answering 
different questions, you can’t objectively compare them. Without a structured format, 
hiring decisions end up driven by rapport and gut feelings instead of true job 
competency. 

The Fix: Standardize interviews and scoring. Every candidate should face the same 
questions, challenges, and evaluation scale to enable true apples-to-apples 
comparison. 

Pitfall #6: Weak or Confusing Offers 
Sales compensation can be complex, and top-performing salespeople have no shortage 
of options. A vague or poorly structured offer will quickly drive them away. It is important 
to have a sales compensation plan already created/prepared and be able to dig in/show 
the candidate how it works. 
 
One of the most common mistakes is believing that promises of “unlimited earning 
potential” or a “high commission ceiling” can make up for offering a below-market base 
salary. 

The Fix: Build an offer that attracts top-tier talent: 

●​ Market-aligned base salary 
●​ Transparent commission structure  
●​ Ramp period with early wins 
●​ Defined path for growth and team-building 

Pro Tip: When hiring your first VP of Sales, guarantee commission for the first 3 
months. This allows them to focus on building out the sales motion, closing deals, 
hiring the right people, and landing strategic early customers—without the pressure of 
immediate quota attainment. 

 
 

 



Conclusion 

Hiring your first sales leader is a high-leverage move. Done right, it fuels repeatable 
revenue and unlocks your next stage of growth. Done wrong, it costs you time, capital, 
and momentum. Treat this hire like a strategic bet—because it is. 

Need Help Making the Right First Sales Hire? 
 
If you're navigating the challenges of hiring your first sales leader and want to get it right 
the first time, BHL Strategy Group can help. We partner directly with early-stage 
founders to guide the entire process—from defining the ideal profile and sourcing 
top-tier candidates to designing the onboarding plan and aligning go-to-market strategy. 

How We Can Help 

●​ Define the right sales leadership profile for your stage and market 
●​ Structure a hiring and interview process that reduces risk and surfaces the right 

talent 
●​ Design GTM blueprints, onboarding ramps, compensation models, and sales 

playbooks tailored to your business 
●​ Serve as an embedded advisor throughout the hiring and transition period 

 
About BHL Strategy Group 
 
BHL Strategy Group is a specialized SaaS advisory firm dedicated to propelling 
early-stage growth startups toward scalable success. Founded by Brian Liebman, a 
seasoned executive with a proven track record in revenue operations and go-to-market 
strategies, BHL partners with emerging technology companies to architect and 
implement high-impact growth frameworks. From designing GTM strategies and 
building/optimizing organizational structures to selecting technology stacks, 
documenting processes, and crafting playbooks, BHL provides end-to-end support. With 
a focus on execution excellence, BHL Strategy Group empowers startups to accelerate 
revenue growth, streamline operations, and achieve sustainable scalability in 
competitive markets.​ 

Let’s Talk​
If you're ready to make this critical hire—or just want to talk through the decision—reach 
out to BHL Strategy Group at brian@bhlstrategygroup.com. 
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