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PLG-focused VC on the sales and

marketing strategies of product-led

teams

By Jan-Erik Asplund

Background
Our interviewee is a VC who has a focus on product-led growth
companies. We spoke with them about how product-led growth
companies build their teams, what the responsibilities are for
sales and marketing in a PLG organization, and what's coming
in the future for PLG.

Interview
At product-led growth companies, investors often look for 
a strong product leader as CEO and a strong engineering 
executive as CTO. How does C-suite team composition 
need to change, and what type of leadership is needed, for 
product-led growth companies to sell into the enterprise?

I think that it depends on what you think your enterprise motion
is going to look like. You'll notice some companies basically
run almost an entirely separate enterprise motion. They'll have
a self-serve team that is more focused on bottoms up. Maybe



the leader is a product leader, maybe the leader is more of a
GM business-type person, but it's not really a sales team. It's
really just a bottom-up team. Then they'll have a separate
enterprise team that goes after big deals. They're exclusively
going after Fortune 500 companies and the like. I think you're
increasingly starting to see companies that are trying to
combine these efforts more seamlessly, where you start to
think of the bottoms up self-serve funnel just as lead gen for
the sales team.
To pull that off, you need a much more analytical and ops-
focused sales team, because you need to be able to do things
like figure out when a user of the free product or a user who
self-serve upgraded is ready to have a conversation with a
sales rep. Being "ready to have a conversation" might be a
reflection of product usage, it might be a reflection of product
sophistication, it might be a reflection of collaboration in the
product -- how many other people have they started working
with -- or a whole variety of things. It's very dependent on each
individual product and quite unique.

But that requires a deeper integration with the data science
team or something else to actually pull that data and integrate
that into your motion as a sales team. I think a lot of this
burden is often falling on ops teams, like rev ops and folks like
that who used to be just in charge of more sales ops and
strategy, like setting up Salesforce and assigning leads
correctly, assigning geographies for AEs and balancing books
of business. That used to be their main function. Now they're
getting pulled into doing product analytics to try to figure out
who are the right leads for us to be talking to -- leads meaning
users of the free or self-serve upgraded product.

All of which is to say, there are a lot of challenges in trying to
merge these teams together. Probably the right leader for this
team is one who has the experience and is a little bit more
analytical. I think it's less about somebody who can get on a
call with that CEO and close the deal, and it's more about
somebody who can design the right system, who sees and
understands the product, and who has the intuition that, when
the usage gets to a certain point, now is the right time for us to
talk to them or we should experiment with this. That's my first
intuition at least.

Can you think of good examples of a company that has 
brought Rev Ops on, which is almost between the 



marketing and sales team to have more targeted activity?
I think a lot of the companies that are often trotted out as
examples of the product-led growth form, like Airtable, Notion,
Figma and companies like that, all have teams like this that
they've built over the past few years. I don't think these teams
are brand new, but I think what they're being asked to do is
evolving. They're being asked to be more analytical and more
product-focused than in the past. I think we're going to start
seeing, and we already have started to see, a lot of tools be
built for these teams to help them with this problem.

You're seeing a lot of people talk about "product-led sales" as -
- I don't even know what to call it -- a new approach. It all
seems arbitrary to me, but you're seeing some people try to
claim that as a category. Really they are building for exactly
the team we're talking about and to solve the problem we're
talking about.

As product-led growth companies adopt different sales 
motions to sell into the enterprise, that comes potentially 
with a different type of sales leader in the organization and 
a different compensation model for the sales team. Could 
you talk about the types of sales leadership and 
compensation models that reduce friction and align 
incentives between sales, customer success, product and 
marketing?

I think it depends on the stage a lot. Early-stage, especially
when you have a product that is a self-serve bottom up product
that is meant to expand over time, like the "land and expand"
motion, it makes sense to hire go to market people early. But I
don't think it necessarily makes sense to set a strict quota or
comp them based on a quota because at that point, their goal
might not actually be to get people to upgrade to an invoiced
enterprise plan. The thing that might be best for the long-term
value of both the company and that account might actually be
to get them to self-serve upgrade at that moment, let them use
the product over the next six months and slowly expand over
time, and then come in and try to get them to upgrade.

Early on, I think quotas can be somewhat detrimental. In fact,
what you're really trying to do early on is learning. When is the
right moment for us to come in and turn this account into an
enterprise account? What are the triggers that we can use to
do this more scalably in the future? Early on, I think it's just a



full normal comp package and salary, and the quota doesn't
make as much sense.
Later on, it depends on what the model looks like. I think you
see some companies that basically eschew most of the self-
serve side of the funnel, and instead, they just say, "If it's a
really small company or an individual, sure, they can self-
serve. But if you are a real company greater than 100
employees, you're talking to a salesperson, and we're going to
get you to upgrade to something. Then we're going to track
that over time." In those scenarios, maybe it's so sales-led at
that point that quotas are a requirement. But I think that there
are other companies that rely much more heavily on the self-
serve funnel and can probably get away with not doing quotas
for a very long time because of that.

One thing that I was somewhat surprised to hear in other 
conversations is that companies that are on Figma's 
organization plan didn't talk to salespeople, but just self-
served into the higher tier. Do you think that's new, or is it 
just a sign of Figma's being superior as a result of its 
product and community?

I don't think that that's unusual these days. For best-in-class
companies, it used to be the case that security features like
SSO or whatever would be reserved for enterprise plans,
which salespeople had to be involved with. That would be the
tier where there'd be a "contact sales" button and you could
get SSO then, and it was really used both as a carrot and a
stick to get people to upgrade. It was, "You get this extra
feature, but also if you need this feature, you have to talk to us
to upgrade." I think that's becoming less common over time
because it's becoming more of a standard, people just expect
that it'll be available.

I think it's useful to distinguish between "enterprise" plans,
which are the most expensive self-serve plan that you're
talking about with Figma, and an "invoiced" plan, which is a
plan where the sales team needs to be involved because
they're negotiating with the procurement team, they're doing a
security review, they're putting in a bunch of legwork, they
might be negotiating different per-seat pricing or whatever it
might be based on the specific needs of the customer. The
stuff that is impossible to self-serve and is a requirement once
you're at a certain deal size or certain types of organizations.
Those conversations are required. There's no way you could



self-serve into it. I'd be curious for Figma, presumably, there
are some of those types of deals out there and how are they
managing those? Is there something unique about that? I think
their enterprise plan is best in class, but it's not wholly unique.
I think there are a lot of other PLG companies that are doing a
similar thing.
We spoke with somebody from Canva and what we learned 
is that, if a company needs more than 500 Canva 
accounts, it can be more economical to get on a higher-
tier plan that provides some discounts as well as better 
security.

A really common thing you'll see is a bunch of different teams
using a product across an organization. Bringing them all
together under one roof -- one master services agreement --
will enable the vendor to provide discounts, because now what
used to be twenty disparate teams each with twenty users now
is 400 users. We can provide a discount for that, as well as
negotiate on details, like data security or who owns the data?
Does the company own the data? Does the individual own the
data? It makes a ton of sense when there are a lot of users to
shift the conversation to sales to manage that process.

Another thing we've learned that's interesting is right now 
the decision-maker who will sign off the budget for these 
tools is still the head of the function rather than the CIOs 
or head of IT. When do you think the decision-maker will 
decouple? When will the decision-maker become head of 
IT instead of the head of the function, who presumably 
would know their requirements and the features of the 
product much better?

I haven't had the experience yet where the head of IT was the
decision-maker, ever. The experience I've had is that IT might
be a blocker, but never the actual decision-maker. The
feedback that I've heard from IT is something like, "Why do we
need this tool? We already have this other tool that we have
approved for security that does the same thing. Prove to me
why we need a new tool." Then it's the job of the champion, as
well as the sales team at the vendor, to convince the IT team
why this is net new and better and ought to be approved. But
they're not approving it. They're just trying to throw some
wrenches in things.



Also, they very often are given edicts from on high that
basically say, "We need to cut 30% of our SaaS contracts
because we're overweight on SaaS contracts. There's no way
all of these can be useful." 30% is not some scientific number.
It's just somebody saying, "Let's cut as much as we can. 30%
seems like a good number." The IT department is under
pressure to try to consolidate. They're trying to find what tools
can solve as many problems as possible, what tools are
duplicative and we can get rid of, or what tools have the
noisiest champions who are the most politically powerful within
the organization that I don't want to get in an argument with
them. Talking about Figma, I think this is where one of their
superpowers comes from. One, they're used not just by design
teams, but by collaborative teams. The product team and the
marketing team also have accounts. But also designers will go
to the mat to make sure that they can use Figma. That's really
powerful for exactly these conversations.

You've talked about funnel ownership for customer 
success and how -- because now maybe the boundary 
between product-led growth and sales-led growth is more 
blurred as you cultivate your user base -- customer 
success as a function is shared across different teams. 
Everyone is motivated to help customers to succeed, but 
the ownership is more diluted across different teams. How 
do you see the ownership of customer success shared 
across different functional units, and what are the 
implications?

It really depends on the product. I think the role of customer
success is a function of the product, more so than a distinct
role. As an example, say your product is a relatively simple
utility product, like Dropbox. We're talking about product-led
growth here -- Dropbox is one of the original product-led
growth companies. In that world, customer success is a quasi-
support function. The deal is signed and then the customer
success team is there to make sure that everybody answers
questions quickly and that people are getting the most out of
the product. They're probably tracking things like presumed
NPS across the accounts. Maybe they're onboarding some
new users every once in a while. I'm not exactly sure -- I
haven't been in the bowels of Dropbox's customer success
department. But it's relatively simple. It's probably exclusively
post-sales. They're probably also focused on helping with
expansion and renegotiating deals year after year.



Then there are products out there that are much more complex
and open-ended, that aren't just like pure utilities. In those
cases, I think customer success ends up playing a much more
expansive role because they often have to do a lot of work:
everything from onboarding to product education, to services
like actual product services, implementation services, and so
on.

The other thing I'll note is how much this can change over
time. Early on, when a company is just starting, it might be the
case that it's not even a successful team at this point, but it's
the first go to market person, a generalist type person, maybe
it's a salesperson, maybe it's a success person, whatever the
title is. They're going to end up doing all the above: they'll end
up being the educator, implementer, and maybe they also
design the first contract in Word and send it over and get it
signed. They're going to do it all. The trick is, how do you
figure out what the right structure is for your company based
on your product, the way that people adopt your product, and
the way that people deepen their usage with your product?

Will that deepening of usage mainly be driven by product
education or implementation help? Or will it happen as a direct
reaction to a sales deal being closed? Dropbox might be an
example here: once you sign a deal with Dropbox and people
have Dropbox on their computers, that's the end of it. There
isn't anything else to do. Whereas with a company like Figma,
you care a lot about how people are engaging with the product,
and you might want to do education sessions where you show
off things that other people have built with the product and
invite people to a community. There's all this other stuff that
you might do to deepen people's usage of the product.

I don't know how much that answers your question. I think,
ultimately, the reality is that success is a reflection of the needs
of the product in a way that sales is not. There are always
going to be some deals that just need somebody who can help
usher something through security review and procurement and
close a deal. That's always going to be the case for a software
company. Success leads us in between worlds, where,
depending on the product, they have to figure out the right
leverage point for them to provide the most value.

What are the challenges and transitions that a company 
will need to go through to see customer success get a 



seat at the executive level?
I could absolutely imagine companies where sales is the
starting gun, not the finish line, and everything that happens
after the starting gun is owned by success, and that the
success team -- maybe it should be called something different
than success in this case -- becomes incredibly central to how
accounts grow and how they expand over time.

I think that highlights a tension in product-led growth
companies right now, about who actually owns expansion. Is it
the product team who's building expansion-related growth
features? Is it the sales team who might own a quota number
related to what the ideal size looks like? Or is it the success
team who is actually talking to users every day and trying to
help onboard them to the product and help them be
successful?

If you are an investor and you're looking at companies, 
e.g. Figma, with these attributes of tension between 
different teams on expansion, what are the signposts that 
you look for to give you confidence that expansion will 
happen?

I think the thesis for a company like Figma is that it's a tool for
designers, but because it's fundamentally collaborative, it's
built with collaboration in mind. The bet that you're making with
that design is that users other than designers will also be
active in Figma. Once I realized as an investor that this is the
downstream effect of the way that they've decided to design
this product and the focus they've given to certain features and
usability, what I would want to see is a lot of accounts where
it's not just designers using the product.

Something that I've done in past jobs and would do is try to
map out expansion over time: Who is the first user? Who did
they invite? Then who did those people invite? Literally, map it
on an org chart over time and try to see, "Are we actually
seeing cross-team expansion? Not just within the design team,
but am I seeing a designer invite a marketer and then the
marketer to invite other marketers?" That would be incredibly
powerful.

Another thing I would add to that is that this is something that
you, as a founder, can fake a little bit. You can, behind the
scenes, be talking to people and suggest to the designer that



they invite the marketer. You can create this map or this data
trail if you wanted to.
But what I would say as a founder is, you also want to make
sure that that's happening in reality. Do that with a few
accounts to understand, "If I suggest to the designer to invite a
marketer, do they want to do that? Now do the designer and
marketer work together in the product after I've made that
recommendation? Great, good." I'm glad that I've de-risked
that, but then I would want to de-risk this account that I haven't
spoken to at all. "Let's just see what happens, are they going
to invite folks outside of their function without me
recommending it?" That's how I would think about that.

Sales and customer success are headcount heavy 
compared to product-led growth roles of engineering and 
product & design. What elements need to be in place for a 
company's product-led growth culture to be more tolerant 
towards headcount growth in these other areas as it 
scales?

Something that's true of a lot of product-led growth companies
is a true obsession around the product itself, loving the way the
product is built and what the onboarding experience is like. All
of this stuff, just being obsessed with it. I think the longer you
can hold onto that, the better. Because as you hire more and
more people, they get further and further away from being
obsessed with the product, because they're not joining
because they love the product anymore. They're joining
because you're a rocket ship and they want to get on board, or
they're joining because they are an incredible sales rep and
they want to sell the shit out of your product to make a lot of
money. They might not have that product obsession. I would
think about how to keep that as much as you can because, for
a lot of these companies, that is a core part of the DNA.

The role of community with respect to UGC is well-known. 
Can you talk about how that supports the enterprise use 
case and sales motion?

I think it's fundamental because for most enterprise customers
the way the first user was acquired was self-serve. And the
way that that self-serve user probably initially got convinced
that Figma or whatever was the tool for them was through word
of mouth from the community or through being inspired by
some template that made them realize what they could do with



the product or whatever else it might be. This is why the
marrying of the self-serve funnel and the enterprise funnel is
so powerful if you can get it right because the low-touch top of
funnel/word of mouth template-driven top of funnel -- that self-
serve stuff -- can end up supporting enterprise expansion over
time.
How does the community get integrated into the PLG 
company organization?

I don't have a playbook for anybody to follow or something like
that. What I would say is, I think the two companies that are
doing this better than anybody else right now are Notion and
Figma. They have incredibly vibrant communities online, who --
it's not just that they love the product and evangelize the
product, but I think, critically, they also build on top of the
product.

Folks build Notion templates and sell those Notion templates.
You can buy a Notion template for $80. That's amazing. One,
it's amazing that somebody built that. Two, it's amazing that
people are buying it. And three, it's amazing that Notion is
enabling this. These are often third-party sites where you can
do it, but they aren't shutting it down. They're clearly
accelerating this a little bit. The same with Figma. Figma has
plug-ins, and they have templates. Lots of amazing stuff that
people have built on top of it.

The thing that I would say is I'm not 100% sure how you
integrate it into the company. I just think that, if you have a
product that is built like this, where it creates these
evangelists, you need to be so aware of what they're doing and
augment, accelerate, and amplify the things that they're doing
are beneficial to you. In the cases when it makes sense to
aggregate their efforts and put them on your own platform, do
that as soon as you can.

Figma has done a really good job of that with their -- I don't
know if it's called a marketplace or what it's called -- where
they house all the plug-ins and templates. They've done a
great job of centralizing that, giving their community a place to
show off what they've built. They're really just building a
platform, but what's powerful about the platform is that you
don't need to be a super technical person to benefit from the
platform. You can build some templates. Same with Notion.
You can just build a Notion template. You don't need to be



technical to do that. Once you've built that, you can now sell
that to the world.
I look at Notion and think, "When are they going to expand
their template gallery?" They have a few right now that you can
buy. But if I were them, I'd be thinking about, "How do you blow
this out and turn this into a massive marketplace?" That is a
way to superpower the community. Now each of those users
who has some template they want to sell, they're all going to
be out there evangelizing Notion for you, and some of the
people they convince are going to become the next enterprise
customer for you.

It sounds like a very important driver to deepen 
engagement with the product.

I 100% think so. And as much as the community is hyped
today, I still think it might be underhyped. I think it's actually
that important. I would say it's underhyped in particular for
enterprise software companies that are going super enterprise.
Those types of companies very often give up on community, or
they don't think it matters.

If anything, I would look to Salesforce as a great example of a
company that has really focused on building a community with
Trailhead. It's really amazing what they've done. You see the
results of it, which is people love Salesforce and build
businesses on top of Salesforce from a technical point of view.
And also there are people who are Salesforce admins -- who
define themselves as people who are experts in that tool. What
could be stickier than that? You have tens of thousands of
people worldwide who define themselves as being an expert in
your tool. They do that because Salesforce created a
community around it. More people should be learning from
some of the old school enterprise players out there like
Salesforce.
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