VC vs. PE

A Field Guide for Chiefs of Staff

A practical primer for operators switching industries or stepping into a Chief of Staff role at an investment firm or
portfolio company. Understanding how your principal’s world works changes everything.

“Venture Capital bets on potential. Private Equity bets on proven businesses it can make more
valuable.”

This single distinction shapes everything: who you work for, how they make decisions, what language they speak,
and what they expect from the people closest to them.
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Venture Capital vs. Private Equity

Venture Capital Private Equity

Company Stage Early-stage: seed, Series A/B, often Mature businesses with proven, profitable
pre-revenue revenue

Business Model Often unproven or still finding product-market fit Proven, with EBITDA as the central metric

Risk Profile High — most investments underperform, a few Lower — disciplined downside protection and
drive all returns due diligence

Time Horizon 7-10 years, patient with near-term losses 3-7 years, focused on exit readiness and

multiple expansion

Success Language ARR, burn rate, runway, growth rate, EBITDA, margin, leverage, multiple, exit, IRR

product-market fit

How the Returns Actually Work

VC Return Model: Power Law

Small checks across many companies. One 50x winner can return an entire fund. Most investments fail — that’s
expected.

PE Return Model: 3 Levers

EBITDA growth, margin expansion, and multiple arbitrage. Returns are more predictable and operationally driven.

PE Exit Types: 3-7 yrs

Strategic buyer, secondary sale to another PE firm, or IPO. The exit is planned from day one of ownership.



Who's Actually in Charge

VC: Minority stakes, founder control

Venture investors typically hold minority positions. They sit on boards and offer guidance, but founders retain
operating authority. A CoS supporting a VC partner is helping manage a portfolio of advisory relationships — not
directing companies.

PE: Control or majority ownership

Private equity firms take control, majority, or substantial minority positions. They set KPIs, manage the exit timeline,
and often install or replace members of the management team. A CoS in a PE environment is operating inside the
decision-making center of the business.

Where the CoS Role Compounds Most

Venture Capital Private Equity

Operational Role Mostly hands-off. Value added through Deeply operational. The firm actively drives
networks, fundraising advice, and board-level management changes, process improvement,
guidance. and commercial execution.

Post-Investment Company’s own team does the building. PE firm may install operating partners, add
Investors check in periodically. board members, or initiate add-on acquisitions

within 90-180 days.

Management Team Largely intact; founders stay in the seat. Common to augment or replace management.
Investors advise, rarely direct. Building out the team is often an explicit part of
the thesis.
Systems & Infra Built organically by the company. Investor input Often a specific initiative: PE firms invest in
is advisory. systems, technology, and operational

infrastructure as a direct EBITDA lever.

CoS Opportunity Strong at the firm level, supporting partners with Strong at both the firm and portfolio-company
dealflow, LP relationships, and internal rhythm. level, especially post-acquisition when

operational chaos is highest.



Speak the Right Language in the Room

Nothing signals industry fluency faster — or slower — than the words you choose. One of the fastest ways to lose
credibility with a PE partner is to use VC vocabulary, and vice versa.

VC Vocabulary PE Vocabulary

Revenue metric ARR (Annual Recurring Revenue) EBITDA

Cash management Burn rate and runway Leverage, debt service, free cash flow

Key question “What could this become?” “What is this worth today — and at exit?”

Growth framing Product-market fit, expansion, TAM Margin expansion, multiple arbitrage, EBITDA
growth

Founder relationship Partner, coach, advisor Owner, board chair, operator

Loss tolerance High — expected at early stage Low — downside protection is disciplined

CoS Translation Tip

In a VC context: frame your work around enabling speed, reducing founder context-switching, and protecting growth
velocity. In a PE context: frame your work around operational leverage, reducing decision lag, and building the kind of
documented, scalable systems a future buyer can diligence. Same skills — different narrative.

Why Dual Fluency Is a Differentiator

Most operators have worked in one type of environment. If you’'ve had genuine exposure to both — perhaps through
working inside a fund and also at portfolio or growth-stage companies — that crossover is genuinely rare and worth
naming explicitly.

“The best Chiefs of Staff at investment firms aren’t generalist operators — they’re operators who
understand how capital thinks.”

If you're interviewing for a CoS role at a PE firm or with a PE-backed company, the framing that resonates isn’t “I'm
great at operations.” It's: “| understand the thesis. | know what a portfolio company looks like in the first 90 days
post-acquisition, and | can build the operating infrastructure that directly advances your value-creation plan.”
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