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What makes the 
US so attractive?



“ The secret of change is to focus all 
of your energy not on fighting the 

old, but building the new.” 
Socrates

Disclaimer: We consider this work a living document. As technology, cultures and market dynamics shift, we are ready 
and eager to evolve with them. After reading this guide, let us know: Did we miss something here? We welcome your 
experiences, counterexamples, additional learnings and input – let’s make version 2.0 together.

Introduction
The most famous of all philosophers wasn’t into preaching. Socrates 
just asked disarmingly, devastatingly simple questions. (They killed 
him in the end, but that’s another story). Applying just a bit of his 
technique to your preconceptions, hopes and plans for US expansion  
could save you months of work and possibly even your business.
The US is a massive market and requires a 
commensurate amount of dedication, resource 
and time. In some cases, the cost will be too 
high, or the timing won’t be right; 
in others, the rational choice will be to 
accelerate the US expansion. Ultimately, 
we’d like to help you arrive at the strategy 
that is right for your business.

If you’re looking for simple encouragement, 
this won’t be the guide for you. International 
expansion adds a significant amount of 
complexity and risk to any business, and 
there are no single right answers. We’ve 
seen companies succeed (and fail) by being 
fast or slow, first or late, big or small. 

That’s not to say there are no patterns 
to success. While we’re not offering 
you silver bullets, there is a lot you can 
do. Successful US expansion cases were 
extensively planned; failures succumbed 
to a sense of “inevitability” and rushed to 
market entry without robust validation. 

The framework of this document is not 
intended to be exhaustive; rather it is a starting 
point to drive and focus your discussion and 
help you interrogate your US ambition: Could 
the Land of the Free cost you the earth? If the 
risk is too high, slow down and focus at home. 

If the strategy is sound and the time is 
right, we’ll help you take the US by storm. 

Joy + hustle from New York, 
Team Octopus
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In 2016, 52% of the 
$584 billion venture 
capital invested 
globally was invested 
in the US. Meanwhile, 
the total amount of 
funds raised in early 
stage deals in the 
US dwarfs that of 
Europe and Asia.

What 
makes 
the US so 
attractive?

52%

32%

11%
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The US dominance in technology markets, investment and exits is hard to overestimate. 
With a population of 323m, internet penetration of 88% and smartphone penetration at 
81%, the US is a prime market for new technologies. As of 2016, US GDP stands at $18.56T 
(versus the UK at $2.62T). According to Gartner’s 2015 assessment, annual IT spend of 
Fortune 2000 companies tops $2.7T. 81%88%

323m
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These headline fundamentals, combined with a robust 
business infrastructure and openness to innovation make 
the US seem like a logical next step for so many founders. 
That said, succeeding in the US means overcoming 
substantial risks. Launching and scaling in the US market is 
hard, and even when it is the right answer for your business’ 
expansion, winning here is far from certain. 

Total acquisition spend on VC-backed 
companies ($bn)

US corporations are acquisitive. 41% of the 5,576 
acquisitions in 2016 were made by US 
companies. 

What makes the US so attractive?

Source: PitchbookUSAsia Europe
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Should you 
expand 
abroad?

Before making the leap to go international, it’s worth starting from square one. Why is 
expansion abroad critical to your company versus focusing on your home market?

Expansion abroad is unlikely to solve a lack of product-market fit (and might require new products), 
so watch out for expansion rationales that change the geography of an underlying problem.

Revenue limitations
• What is the potential in the home market?

•  Is success in the home market sufficient for 
continued growth or an IPO?

•  What are the limitations on the home market?

- Is it a team constraint? 
- Is it a product constraint? 
- Is it a market constraint?

Sustaining competitive advantage
•  Is presence in a single geography detrimental 

to your competitiveness? 

• Do customers demand global services?

•  Must you look abroad in order to access specialised 
talent needed to grow the business that is otherwise  
not available in its home market?

•  Do you need access to foreign capital that is 
not available in the home market?

Without a well-developed, strategic rationale for international expansion, companies risk under-resourcing their foreign 
entry, under-committing executive time and focus, and struggling to scale operations abroad. Stress-testing your 
answers to these questions can help ensure your team and Board are fully committed to the success of the international 
expansion. 
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Should you enter the US?
If you’ve decided the US is a critical market relative to other 
international expansion options (i.e. other European markets, 
Asian markets), it’s valuable to test its fit to your product. 

Have you validated the US market?
•  Do you have a deep understanding of 

product-market fit in the US?

•  Do you have a good understanding of 
sales cycle differences in the US relative 
to your home market?

•  Have you closed multiple reference 
customers in the US from Europe, 
or have you run representative 
customer pilots?

•  Do you have ROI / use cases from 
customers in the US?

•  Do you have organic inbound leads 
from the US?

Do the financials work?
•  Does the business model work under 

US constraints?

•  Have you stress-tested your financial 
requirements against US costs?

•  What is the competitive landscape in the 
US, and how does it affect your customer 
acquisition cost and positioning?

•  Will the investment required to make 
the US entry a success hurt the 
domestic business?

Most companies are drawn to the absolute size of the US, unaware of how it is 
fragmented and regional. Differences in consumer preferences, regulatory 
environments and regional costs can all pose challenges to achieving scale in the US.
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Is the timing right?
Timing is key. In our work with European companies, we’ve seen a pattern of success 
and risk mitigation emerge: companies look to enter the US either very early in their 
life or later on, when they have a strong business in their home market.

Go Early

•  Is the US the Company’s primary market?  

•  Is your primary distribution channel global 
in nature (i.e. via app marketplaces and 
social platforms)?  

•  Are you focused on digital health or 
education (or another market where the 
US is substantially larger than European 
markets, and a complete move can be a 
sound decision)?

The early US entry is in effect a Company 
move, whereby the European home market 
will be sacrificed in the near term. At an 
early stage, having two offices is often 
challenging from a funding, culture and 
operations standpoint.

Go Late
•  Have you saturated the local market?

•  Have you gone through renewal cycles?

•  Is the domestic management team 
sufficiently strong to manage and grow 
the business in the absence of the CEO?

Once a sustainable core revenue and 
operating base has been built in the home 
market, the CEO or a core founder will be 
able to leave the home market and focus 
on the US with less risk of disruption. The 
Company’s internationalization is less of a 
make-or-break move with a self-sustaining 
business at home.

Many companies enter the US at the wrong time: When they have initial traction in 
the home market, but before repeatability and scale have fully taken hold. That can 
put strain on a vulnerable position.
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What are the industry dynamics in the US?
Who is your competition?
How do you know you have product-market fit?
What is your regulatory burden in the US?
How do you protect your IP?
What milestones and timelines must you meet?
Which visa do you need?
What legal considerations are key?
What is your budget?



What answers have 
you found in these 
critical areas?



What are the industry dynamics in the US?
Often the industry dynamics in the US are very different from those in your home market.  
It’s worth validating you are well placed for sustained growth.
Many European entrepreneurs see the US as an 
incremental progression from the work they’ve done 
in the home market, when in most cases, a US 
operation is a return to square one. The expertise 
you’ve amassed at home could lead to blind spots in 
this new environment, if it steers you to make 
unfounded assumptions. Successful entrants question 
what they know.

A cautionary tale is that of London-based ridesharing 
app Hailo. Hailo invested heavily and then spent less 

than six months in the US before it realized there were 
almost no margins to be made due to the price war 
between Uber and Lyft.

When Hailo arrived in New York in 2013 it tried to use 
the same go-to-market strategy it had for London – 
working with local cab drivers to launch its service. It 
failed to build a close relationship with New York cab 
drivers and since Uber dominated the more expensive 
town car market, Hailo was left to try and make 
money from inexpensive rides. It didn’t work.

Hailo was forced to lay off 40 employees in New York 
and the undertaking eventually led to CEO Jay 
Bregman leaving the company.

Despite raising more than $77M from high profile 
investors in the US and Europe, the company pulled out 
of North America in October 2014, shutting its 
operations in Washington, Chicago, Boston, Toronto 
and Montreal.

The full story
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“  It’s easy to go too fast or be there too early with the US launch, before the 
company is prepared to take this challenge. It’s a differently structured 
and hyper-competitive market, therefore European entrepreneurs might 
benefit from considering soft launching there first.” 
Rytis Vitkauskas, 
YPlan
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What are the existing market 
access restrictions? 

How easily and how frequently can your 
consumers switch between different 
companies that sell similar products? 

Why will it be easy for you to enter this 
industry, but difficult for others to follow 
in your footsteps? 

How many companies can the industry 
reasonably sustain? 

What is the value chain for your product/
vertical in the US? Who’s currently 
capturing value, and how are they doing it? 

Do industry participants in the US control 
any proprietary methods or processes that 
are crucial to your expansion? 

Key 
Questions
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Current Competition
-  Who are your competitors — direct, indirect, adjacent,  

up and down the stack?  
-  What are their growth rates? 
-  Where will they be in one year when your US operations 

are up and running?
New Entrants
-  What are the barriers to entry in your industry? 
-  If you do well, are you going to be hit by a wave of new 

entrants - all chasing after the same market?
-  What moats can you build around your offer? 
-  What are your key differentiating factors? 

Are these sustainable?

With a large opportunity comes more 
competition. A detailed competitive 
analysis is a cornerstone of a sound 
decision-making strategy. 

Who is your competition?

In 2016, US per capita advertising spend was $588, 
compared to $365 in the UK, $267 in Germany and $175 
in France. Most Europeans underestimate how crowded 
and loud the US market is, and the sophistication of the 
marketing and lead generation efforts of the competition. 
A great product, crisp value proposition and effective 
differentiation are paramount to traction in the US.
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How do you know you have  
product-market fit?

Many European brands – even household 
names – will be unknown to American 
customers. Your list of European 
references will carry little to no weight 
with Americans, who in many cases think 
of even international operations of the 
same company as different businesses. 
Customers will expect you to prove that your 
product addresses a local pain point. The 
experiment will also help you understand 
how to position, localize and in many 
cases, redesign, your product for the US.
To be successful it is not enough to 
have good technology — you also need 
to overcome your prospective US 
customers’ reluctance to buy from 
non-US firms: risk and politics. This 
means being hyper focused on target 
prospects that you can impact more 
significantly than the local competition. 

Conversocial’s success with retailers 
in Europe did not translate to the US 
given differences in that industry; 
instead it found traction with 
telecommunication companies. 
Before you take your product to the US, do 
your research and find out if your customers 
like what they buy. Do you have significant 
inbound requests from customers? What 
do they want your product to look like? 
Just as you did at home, you’ll need to 
test your value hypothesis. What are the 
features you need to offer in the US? 
Who is the audience that is likely to be 
interested? How will they buy your product?  

Tesco who? Carrefour what? European reference customers 
will not mean much to a US audience. Unless you have local 
reference accounts and local traction, beware of assuming 
you have or will get fit.
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“ Americans will buy from domestic vendors 
unless you can prove you are two to three 

times better, or you have US marquee 
clients that you can showcase.”  

Ian McCaig, Qubit
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The size of the US market, and its consequent 
share of “innovator” customers, who want to be 
at the forefront of new technologies, allows for 
companies  to hit millions in revenues without proper 
product-market fit – and that can be dangerous. 
Your company might be lulled into believing you’ve 
found a repeatable formula for scale, when 
renewals slip, churn increases, growth slows. 

A study conducted by Startup Genome concluded:

“ Startups need 2-3 times longer to validate 
their market than most founders expect. This 
underestimation creates the pressure to 
scale prematurely… In our dataset we found 
that 70% of startups scaled prematurely 
along some dimension. While this number 
seemed high, this may go a long way towards 
explaining the 90% failure rate of startups.”

More importantly, if you don’t have product-market 
fit in Europe, moving to the US will compound 
your problems, not solve them. What “tells” can 
you see that demonstrate that fit is real? Is your 
product growing in the US with no marketing?

The US is BIG – and that 
can be misleading

“From day one we knew we needed to take 
it to the US. The timing for that was as 

soon as we had product-market fit.” 
Alastair Paterson, 

Digital Shadows
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Is your business operating in a regulated sector? 
If so, you’ll likely be subject to the rules of a 
number of regulatory agencies. Applying for 
licenses is straightforward, if time-consuming in 
a few instances. You’ll need counsel to establish 
which licenses you need and what regulation 
you’ll be subject to. 

Data Privacy
Unlike the EU, the US does not have a single 
overarching privacy law. On a federal level, the 
United States maintains a sectoral approach 
towards data protection legislation where 
certain industries are covered and others are 
not. This has significant commercial implications 

for direct-to-consumer digital marketing, for 
example. If you are purchasing Facebook ads 
in the US, you have a much more expansive set 
of targeting criteria and tools than in Europe, 
where there are more extensive limitations on 
what customer data can be made available. 

At a state level, most states have enacted some 
form of privacy legislation. This may have an 
impact on where you want to locate your HQ.

 Legal Challenges after Expansion
Applying for licenses and permits

Many registrations, licenses, oversight bodies and regulations vary on a state-by-state 
basis, so local counsel is key to assess the business impact of compliance.

What is your regulatory 
burden in the US?
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Vertical Regulatory Body

Agriculture United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)

Consumer Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC)

Cyber Department for Homeland Security (DHS)

Education United States Department of Education (USDE)

Energy Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)

Fintech Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC)

Food & Pharma Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

Healthcare American Medical Association (AMA)

Media & Telecoms Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

Travel National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB)
Transportation Security Administration (TSA)

Recommended Specialists:

FinTech: Cheryl Young,  
Securities Compliance Advisors (SCA)

Healthcare: Ingrid Brydolf,  
Davis Wright Tremain
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How do you protect your IP?
IP related issues deal both with maximising a company’s value and minimising the risk  
of other players making a legal claim that can damage your business.

Patents
In the US, a single patent covers the whole of the 
country. A US patent is granted by the federal 
US Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) but 
enforced by any district court which considers 
its use across the whole of the US. Since 2013, 
the US operates on a ‘first-to-file’ system.

In IP litigation there is little likelihood of a ‘loser pays’ 
judgement, so US IP litigation costs can become 
expensive quickly. Market entrants are unlikely to be 
targets for ‘patent trolls,’ who typically go after larger 
companies. Instead, competitors may use patents to 
stop a new entrant from gaining a foothold. So do your 
research up front to understand the patent landscape.

What to put in place
Assessing the level of risk associated with moving to 
the US is best achieved with a specialist IP advisor.

Whenever filing for IP in Europe you should consider 
a US filing, at least for the main interventions.

-   Have you completed an IP review for 
any new product launches?

-   Have you considered IP insurance, especially 
if a risk audit highlighted IP as a key risk?

-   Have you translated employee IP invention 
clauses into US contracts properly?

-   Do you have a dedicated IP champion?

-   Do you have a well-documented Trade Secrets policy?

Recommended Specialists: Given the specialist nature of many of the elements of IP, we recommend you speak 
to a specialist such as Jon Calvert at Clearview IP for additional information. For UK patent attorneys, many of our 
companies have used: Chris Tunstall, Carpmaels & Ransford, Clare Cornell, Finnegan and Ian Armstrong, HGF.

Octopus Ventures IP Blog
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A lot of preparation for a move to the US can be done 
from Europe. Expect to have a 6-9 month planning 
phase, then a 6-12 month deployment phase where 
you establish operations on American soil and build 
out your team.

The team at graze wanted to test if its proposition 
resonated with US consumers. They allocated an initial 
budget to build a campaign and serve the US from 
Europe. They created a landing page to collect US 
emails and started mailing snacks to the US directly 
from the UK. Once they had established that their 
proposition wouldn’t change, they invested in New York 
operations.

What milestones 
and timelines must 
you meet?
Having milestones and hurdles will help in 
qualifying your budget and in focusing  
your spending on high performance. What 
goals do you want to set yourself?
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Which measured tests can you 
deploy from your home market? 
What are their timelines? 

Have customers demonstrated that 
they’ll buy the product? Why are 
they buying it? Why are they not 
buying it? 

Is your product really different 
from, and superior to, that of the 
competition?

Are the pricing assumptions still 
valid, considering information 
about costs and competitors?

How should you modify estimates 
of achievable market share and size 
and target markets?

Are your customer service 
assumptions accurate?

What impact does this information 
have on financial needs and timing?

Have you confirmed that an 
opportunity exists with sufficient 
upside gain to warrant the 
necessary risks and costs?

Key Questions
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Which visa do 
you need?
Visas and immigration are complex subjects 
in the United States, especially in the current 
political climate. Seek professional counsel 
and consider your options at the beginning 
of your planning process – it could determine 
who you send to the US.
A straightforward visa you can get is an E-1 visa, issued 
for a foreign company that is trading with the US. The 
employees of the company need to have the same 
nationality as the company to be eligible for E-1 visas. 

Otherwise, an L-1 visa (intra-company transfer) is the 
most likely to suit your needs.

If you’re a successful entrepreneur, or have extraordinary 
credentials, you could apply for an O-1 visa (applies to 
science, education, business or sport).

Finally, if none of these are likely then you could apply 
for an H-1B visa. This is a capped visa – companies apply 
at the beginning of April for a start date of October. It 
is essentially a lottery, with your chances of success at 
roughly 1/3. 

Australia, Singapore and Chile have specialist visa treaties 
with the US. Anyone with one of those nationalities should 
research their additional options.

This is an easy visa to get but be careful – 
the restrictions on it are quite tight. You can 
use this visa for visits during your planning 
process; some allowed 
activities include:

-  Merchants taking orders for 
goods manufactured abroad;

-  Negotiating contracts;

-  Consulting with clients or 
business associates;

-  Litigating; and/or

-  Undertaking independent research

Business Visitor Visa

Recommended 
Specialists: 
Paul Samartin, 
Ganguin Samartin 
Daniella McGuigan, 
Ogetree Deakins
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Companies in the U.S. spend nearly 
triple the amount on legal services 
for every dollar of revenue than their 
counterparts around the globe: On 
average, 0.4% of revenue versus 
0.15% for the rest of the world. 
The substantial difference stems 
from both higher legal costs and 
requirements for more services. 

In the US, each party to a lawsuit 
bears her own legal costs. If you’re 
sued, you’ll have to pay your legal 
bill regardless of the outcome of 
the case. Given the high costs 
of litigation, the opposing party 
knows you’re likely to settle instead 
of fighting the case in court. This 
practice leads to a much more litigious 
culture, and the threat (and fact) 
of litigation is used more extensively 
to further business outcomes. 

Extensive employment regulations 
at the Federal and State level will 
influence every step of hiring, 
managing and terminating employees. 
Employment discrimination claims 
are common and expensive.

Because states treat business 
regulations so differently, it’s 
important to have experienced, 
localized counsel to evaluate the 
different regulatory requirements.

States will differ on legal requirements 
for setting up operations, hiring 
talent and business reporting.

The up front cost of expert advice 
aimed at avoiding potential problems 
and crafting well-worded contracts 
is well invested, considering the 
price and disruption of a lawsuit.

The American approach to law is very different from that in Europe, 
and legal counsel is part of the cost of doing business. ‘Lawyer Up’ 
during the planning phase or you risk falling over the complicated 
laws in place across the U.S.

What legal considerations 
are key?

Recommended Lawyers: 
The following lawyers offer services for incorporation in the US: Victor Boyajian, Dentons   
Ed Zimmerman, Lowenstein Sandler   Daniel Glazer, Wilson Sonsini 
Ted Rosen, Fox Rothschilds

“ In the US, lawyers are part of the 
competitive dynamic, whereas in 
Europe they confirm agreements.” 

Chris Wade, 
Isomer Capital

Source: Law360, Acritas Research
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Personnel is more expensive in the US, as is brand building. Ensuring you have sufficient  
resources set aside will enable you to stay competitive in the fast-paced US market.

Many founders underestimate how long it will take to 
establish operations in the US. When planning, many 
companies found it crucial to have someone dedicated 
exclusively to the forecasting and due diligence of 
the US expansion. In a world of high costs, it is also 
advisable to have a finance person as part of the team, 
especially if you’ll be managing a P&L in country. It is not 
uncommon for companies to spend around $2m and 
two years to get operations in the US running properly.

The US employment market for tech-related talent in 
the large centers is very liquid, and as such employee 
retention is low and costs are high. For example, in 
London, a Senior Account Executive might cost you 
£40-60k base salary, whereas in San Francisco the same 
person would command a base of $90-120k.
Additionally, it can be hard to attract high quality local 
talent without local product-market fit validation. 

That said, hiring from the competition will send 
a strong market and talent signal – and cost you 
commensurately. 
If you build your budget and plan your strategy around 
specific milestones for performance and risk mitigation, 
and stick to them, you are likely to invest behind 
success, and to minimize costly course-corrections.

What is your budget?

Source: Glassdoor 

Source: Betts Recruiting Salary Overview
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“Given the amount of cash you can 
burn with a market at least five 
times bigger than a European 
market, higher salaries and more 
competition, you need to be clinical 
in execution.”  
Ian McCaig, 
Qubit
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Role San Francisco New York City Austin, Texas London*

Base | OTE Base | OTE Base | OTE Base | OTE

VP of Sales $170-220k | $340-440k $200-230k | $400-460k $150-170k | $300-340k $130-162k | $260-325k

Account Executive $70-90k | $140-180k $70-100k | $140-200k $50-70k | $100-140k $52-78k | $104-156k

Customer Service $55-90k | $75-120k $55-90k | $75-120k $55-80k | $75-105k $52-71k | $65-97k

Sales Operations $80-100k | $88-110k $80-100k | $88-110k $60-80k | $66-88k $52-78k | $57-86k

Technical Sales Engineer $150-175k | $165-193k $145-165k | $160-182k $120-145k | $132-160k $65-78k | $71-84k

Marketing Coordinator $50-80k | $55-88k $50-80k | $55-88k $45-70k | $50-77k $26-39k | $29-43k

Total $575-755k | $863k – 1.1M $600-765k | $918k-1.2M $480-615k | $723-910k $377-506k | $586-791k

2017 Salary ranges

This is what a sample team’s salary and variable 
compensation could cost you in different 
geographies, before taxes, healthcare and 
other benefits, which can be 25% of salary.

What is your budget?

OTE = On Target Earnings  *Exchange rate of £0.77 = $1  Source: Betts Recruiting Salary Overview 2017, glassdoor.com 29
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Key Questions
How much sensitivity have you modeled in your projections? 
What % of cost improvements do you expect with scale? Is it a 
reasonable assumption? 
Are you modeling CAC using US prices and practices? 
Do you have the support of your investors?
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How much do you 
like flying?

Have you built a 
local network?

Can the industry 
name your brand?

What is your 
US Ideal Customer 
Profile?

 Can you sell like 
an American?



How much 
do you like 
flying?

Before you open your doors to 
customers in the US, you should 
research the market in person. There 
is no substitute for physical presence.

Spend Time on the Ground
Your competition in the US is highly likely to include 
American startups and established American 
companies, groups who live and breathe the US 
market and culture. The reality is that many European 
companies tend to prepare less for US launch than their 
American counterparts, placing themselves 
at a disadvantage. 

Europeans who had the most success with a US 
launch typically planned an entry phase of at least six 
months. During that time, the CEO would travel to the 
US frequently to meet potential customers, suppliers, 
business partners and other people crucial to the early 
success of the business. 
This engagement phase allowed companies to 
strengthen their US strategy and business case before 
committing to hiring and building out a physical 
presence. You should set up processes in your company 

so that you are able to work remotely during the time 
that you’re on the ground in the US: How does the team 
at home perform under those circumstances?

Contractors
Contractors are useful because they’re quick to hire 
and require minimal paperwork to employ. You can use 
contractors for these months of tests while you spend 
time hiring the right people and building out 
your permanent staff.
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Have you adapted your product to make 
it compelling to American customers? 

Do you have product-market fit?
Do you have two to five reference customers?
Do you have a replicable sales strategy?

Key Questions
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“ My view is that founders should move to the US for 
a while, live here six months and then assess how to 
proceed. Familiarity with the market is one of the most 
predictive factors of success when going abroad.”  
Ari Salonen, 
Midaxo

“We wanted to meet the key people and 
know all the players in the market. For 

six months before launch we went to 
NYC for one week every month.”  

Karl Rosander, 
Acast

Getting a feel for it
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Setting up business in a country where you don’t 
have a soft network of ties, experience and trust is a 
daunting task. 

Elvie had a small but growing proportion of sales from 
the US, without a US-based team. The team had a 
limited network in the US and was unsure about how 
to resource this market. After 30+ conversations, Elvie 
had a soft network of entrepreneurs who had scaled 
businesses with similar products in the US, experts 
and consultants in US retail, leading hospitals which 
could partner with or purchase from Elvie and senior 
decision makers at target retailers. With these local 
connections, Elvie uncovered additional go-to-market 
risks, commercial opportunities and data that helped 
refine its US strategy.

Being part of a US incubator or accelerator can also 
help with the transition, since you’d likely be provided 
space, advisors, coaches and a network of fellow 
companies and prospective customers. 

Have you built a local network?
Your local network in Europe was likely instrumental to your 
success there. The same is true in the US – connections and 
trust will accelerate your expansion in the new market.

Federal programs and incentives 
Business incentives by state and territory 
State business incentives database

35

https://www.elvie.com
https://www.selectusa.gov/federal_incentives
https://www.selectusa.gov/stateincentives
http://selectusa.stateincentives.org/?referrer=selectusa


“Preparation is key. We had senior staff travel to the US to 
scope out offices, interview potential candidates for roles, and 
we ran, and continue to run, certain group operations in the 
UK – marketing, CRM, customer service, finance, product and 
tech. It makes no sense to replicate central functions for what 
should be a trading hub. Centralise as much as possible, but 
for us, human relationships with hotel partners meant we had 
to double down on building a supply team entirely based in 
the US. We wouldn’t scale without being able to face-to-face.”  
Rob Day, 
Secret Escapes
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Another way to promote your 
company is to attend conferences and 
tradeshows. The scale and caliber of 
the chosen events can help you meet 
a lot of key people in your sector in a 
condensed amount of time. Look at 
conferences as a ground war, and turn 
them into competitive games for your 
team: one point for each lead, three 
points for meetings within 30 days.

If your product is an episodic sale, think 
about how you can become part of 
the daily conversation in your industry. 
Equip potential evangelists to be seen 
as market leaders. Have a point of view 
and narrow down your message - it’s 
hard to cut through the noise and get 
a customer even when you’re unique.

Partnerships with complementary 
brands can also assist in building a 
profile for your business and becoming 
known to the industry. Ask to sponsor 
conferences and request their list 

of last year’s attendees: you can 
connect with attendees by having the 
conference as a point of contact (i.e. 
“sorry I missed you at XX conference 
last year – will you attend again?”)

When it comes to conferences, the 
GRMA comes up as one of the 
best (in Retail, and now Finance & 
Insurance) – 30-40 CMOs of large 
corporations in one spot. Find these 
niche conferences for your space.

And finally, send really good cookies! 
Response rates are 20x that of 
an email outreach. Yext’s sales 
team is a fan of sending Jars By 
Dani to their B2B prospects.

Conferences and tradeshows can give you insight on industry 
trends and show partners and customers that you’ve arrived.

Can the industry name 
your brand?

Technology Conferences
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Sector Conferences
Agriculture SV AgTech Conference

Blockchain The Blockchain Conference

Consumer Consumer Electronics Show (CES), Internet Retailer Conference 
Exhibition (IRCE), eTail, Shop.org, ShopTalk

Customer Service Incite Group Customer Service Summit

Cyber Cyber Summit USA

Education ISTE, NY EdTech Week, SXSW Edu

Energy WEEC, EIA Energy Conference

Fintech Money 20/20, Finovate, Future of Money

Food Future Food Tech NYC

Pharma International Pharmacy Conference

Gaming Game Developers Conference

Healthcare Digital Health Summit

Hospitality The Hotel Experience

Insurance InsureTech Connect

Manufacturing QCon San Francisco

Media New York Media Festival

Real Estate National Association of Realtors Conference

SaaS SaaStr Annual

Telecoms Telecom Exchange NYC

Travel Travel & Adventure Show

Picking up some speed
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What is your ideal US customer profile?

Identify a primary customer
Founders sometimes sidestep difficult choices by not 
singling out a definitive group as the primary customer. But 
companies who do that risk not being focused on anyone.
Define your product or service from the American customer’s 
point of view. A frequent comment from founders is that the 
US market is saturated and competitive. How do you stand 
out from what your customers already have?
Many customers expect a local presence and local services, 
but not all. You can get started building a book of business 
before you establish operations on the ground. 

Direct-to-Consumer
Direct-to-Consumer companies can often acquire their 
customers without a physical presence in the US, since digital 
marketing can drive the sales process.
Having a transferable marketing strategy is important 
here – does your message translate well into American?

All companies claim that their strategies are customer-driven these days.
Your ideal US customers may look different to their European counterparts.

Building your American Ideal 
Customer Profile
- What business pain are they trying to solve?

-  How does that pain impact their business?  
How do they measure that impact ($)?

-  What results would they like to achieve, on an 
individual, department and company-basis?

- What are the potential outcomes of those results?

-  How will those outcomes impact them, on an 
individual, department and company-basis?

-  Are they considering other vendors or using 
an in-house solution? On which criteria are you 
being evaluated?

-  What is their typical buying process for a 
product such as yours? Which departments are 
involved in the buying decision?

- How long does their typical buying process take?

-  What can complicate/extend their buying 
timeline? When do they plan to buy?

Blueprint for US sales growth
Expanding your B2C business into the US
Choosing the Right Customer

39

https://medium.com/octopus-ventures/blueprint-for-sales-growth-understand-your-ideal-customer-2a3b704498da
https://medium.com/octopus-ventures/expand-your-b2c-business-into-the-us-by-dividing-and-conquering-1c40bf9355d3
https://hbr.org/2014/03/choosing-the-right-customer


Can you sell like an American?

Communication
American culture is direct and 
emotionally expressive. Even if you’ve 
spoken English your whole life, its style 
might not come naturally. To close deals, 
you need to say what you want and 
what you offer clearly and persuasively.
Conversations will involve less small talk 
than might be your custom; instead, 
many Americans “cut to the chase” in a 
way that can appear cold to Europeans. 
Americans are not used to the 
European custom of self-deprecation; 
instead, Americans value projecting 
confidence and self-promotion. Direct 
feedback (which can feel harsh to a 
European) is much more common 
and should not be cause for alarm.

Going native
Localization is a key part of your 
US market entry. More than the 
language, it speaks to the message: 
The arguments and phrasing that 
resonate with your American audience. 
This message might be very dissimilar 
in content and style to your European 
pitch, so make sure you have local input 
from trusted and seasoned partners 
in developing that content. Contracts, 
currency, marketing collateral, customer 
service – all require revisions. Small 
slips – such as date formats (M/D/Y vs. 
D/M/Y) can cause miscommunication.

Meetings
The US approach to business networking 
is quite different to Europe – it is quicker 
and more transactional. Americans 
have shorter meetings than Europeans: 
30 minutes is a common standard.
Regional differences in the US can play 
a significant role in business demeanor. 
A meeting that seemed cold in New 
York might yield a contract on the same 
day, while a warm and enthusiastic 
reception in Los Angeles might only 
be a measure of politeness and 
hospitality, not of real business interest. 

Web demos
If you’re doing enterprise sales in 
Europe, you’ll likely be expected to 
attend a meeting in person. In the US, 
it is not uncommon to sell over web 
demo or video call, given the country’s 
geographic scale. In large and complex 
deals, some face-to-face meetings will 
still be required but the relationship can 
be developed and nurtured remotely. 

Many Europeans think that a common language means 
understanding, and skip clarifications and confirmations. 
Until a contract is signed, it is unwise to assume agreement.
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“Early sales wins are crucial; 
you’re burning cash here and 
you need to have momentum; 
until you have happy flagship 
accounts you shouldn’t scale 

the sales organization.”  
Tim Brown, 
Maxymizer“ You need to have ‘aggressive 

selling and marketing’ as a mental 
model in the US. It is a market 
that requires a combination of 
boldness, assertiveness, and 
professionalism. European 
founders could rev up their 
approach by a couple of notches”  
Ari Salonen, 
Midaxo

Making a splash
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Who is leading your team?
Who is on your US advisory board?
How do you set up in the US?
Where will your office be?
Which taxes are you liable for? 
What is your remuneration strategy?
What benefits do you offer your team?
How are you managing your culture?

Then do



If the US is your most important market, it merits a key member of the 
core team. Who will you send over from Europe to build up culture?

The choice of US lead is critical: You need 
someone trusted by the CEO to build, 
sell and have complete dedication to 
the effort. We’ve written before about 
the various lessons learned by over 50 
VC-backed CEOs in the US, and the 
consensus around one particular issue 
is clear: CEO and/or Founder DNA is a 
necessary - if not sufficient - condition 
for success in the US. When asked 
about the #1 insight the CEOs tell other 
entrepreneurs about entering the US, the 
most cited phrase was a variation of 
“ a founder has to move 
to make it work.” 

It’s a point worth emphasizing, given 
its importance to your success at 
home and abroad: If you cannot 
spare a key member of the team, 

the domestic business is likely not 
ready for the expansion; if you cannot 
have a key member of the team on 
the ground, the US operation is likely 
to suffer on a variety of fronts:
US customers will be less likely to 
trust your commitment to this 
market. Market credibility and signaling 
commitment are important given the 
level of competition in the US. All things 
being equal, Americans are more likely to 
purchase products and services from local 
companies. The absence of key executives 
on the ground can signal that the US is 
secondary and raises questions about the 
company’s commitment to the market 
long-term. Ultimately, “ Americans 
love an underdog story, but they want 
to hear it from the hero’s mouth.”

Who is leading your team?
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The internal culture is likely 
to diverge - and suffer. 
Culture is critical for hiring, 
retention and brand identity 
- and consequently critical for 
your success as a company. 
The culture of the organization 
is defined as the collective 
behavior of all its members, 
and it takes intentional 
and concerted effort to 
model it and incentivize its 
healthy development. 
A common mistake is to 
assume the culture you’ve 
built will transition to the new 
US office seamlessly. Even 
with a leader on the ground 
there will be challenges, 
as local practices and the 
lack of corporate memory 
of the new office influence 
the behaviors of the new 
members of the team. 
Effective remote 
communication and 
decision-making in 
transcontinental teams 
is still a challenge. While 

collaboration tools have 
improved across the board 
and video calling and project 
management software 
are having their best day 
yet, those tools are most 
beneficial for well-defined, 
structured and agreed-upon 
projects. When it comes 
to defining, structuring 
and agreeing on projects, 
remote tools still fall short 
of the benefits of in-person 
communication and decision-
making, particularly in 
situations of scarce resources 
and important trade-offs. 
Company building is about 
prioritization, and prioritizing 
in the midst of different 
contexts is much harder. 
What is your plan to mitigate 
these shortcomings? “Do it yourself or don’t do it at all.  

And hire local talent in any new 
market that you are going after.”  

Ryan Gallagher, 
Iovox
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Who is on your US advisory board?

Why?
An advisory board is not the same as a 
Board of Directors – it has no fiduciary duty 
or authority over the company. Its purpose 
is to fill knowledge and network gaps within 
your company or your own background.
How?
Many companies use advisory boards to 
help with product development or sales 
strategy, or to introduce them to valuable 
clients, suppliers and investors.
Since advisory boards are not engaged with 
governance, you can focus the work and 
input of those advisors much more narrowly 
to their expertise.
There is more flexibility on the time and level 
of engagement the advisor can offer (and 
remuneration should reflect their level of 
engagement) and you can reach out to 
specific advisors individually as needed.

Who?
When it comes to engaging advisors, think 
of it as the same recruiting challenge 
you have for roles in your company: you 
want expertise and you want results, and 
therefore finding the right advisors is key. 
Once you’ve identified the clear objective 
for your advisor, it is easier to have 
targeted conversations, since you can be 
specific in your wish list. For example, if 
your goal is to grow a base of customers in 
a particular vertical  one possible strategy 
would be to:
Ask your customers or prospect customers 
who they respect
Ask your Board of Directors and industry 
connections for referrals
Have a point-of-view related to the 
industry, and build a profile and 
relationships based on your expertise

How advisory boards power up your venture

Building a strategic advisory board can be an effective way to speed up your 
sales cycle, gain credibility and be introduced to key stakeholders at your 
prospect customers in the US.
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When Yext, a B2B tech company that powers location data in search results, wanted 
to grow its customer reach in the US, its team was intentional about the verticals 
it wanted to dominate. It set out to recruit a 12-person advisory board within those 
verticals, with equity grants. The result? Several key sales conversations and successes 
at large US corporates. One advisory board member alone opened doors to three 
major food accounts for Yext, garnering its needed beachhead in that market.

“As well as the quality 
‘content’ of their advice, 

there is a reputational 
benefit to Advisory 

Boards. Ours has very 
credible people, and their 

credibility reflects back 
onto us.”

Rupert Baines, 
UltraSoC
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Establishing a US corporate entity
When and why incorporate a US entity? If a non-US company is generating revenue 

and profit in the US it will be required by law to pay the applicable Federal, State 
and City taxes. If you’re hiring US employees you should consider establishing a 

US corporate entity.
What is the best legal structure for your business? The most 

common options for high growth small businesses are C-Corporation, 
S-Corporation or a Limited Liability Company. For many startups 

the foreign ownership restrictions will eliminate the option of 
setting up an S-Corp and the desire to have robust ownership 

principles and division into stocks or shares will eliminate 
the option of LLC. C-Corp is the most popular structure.

In which state should you incorporate? The 
vast majority of Fortune 500 companies are 

incorporated either in Delaware or Nevada. 
Delaware is the most favored within the 

venture community for a number of 
reasons, primarily related to favorable 

legal conditions and a body of 
business precedent. Establishing the right 

corporate entity in the US

Putting the right insurance 
in place for the US

How do you set up in the US?
When setting up a US legal entity, take advice early and account for commercial, legal and 

tax implications of US incorporation.

How do you incorporate a company in the US? 
The process is set out in five steps below. 
Although this looks straightforward, it is sensible 
to ask the company’s lawyers to handle this 
process as the cost of a mistake or remedial 
action may be significant. The typical cost to 
incorporate a C-Corp in Delaware is $2-5,000.
1.   Apply to incorporate in a specific state
2.  Establish a registered agent in that state
3.  Submit formation documents
4.  Maintain registered agent
5.  Maintain state specific taxation 

and reporting requirements
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“Get expert advice for all legal and 
admin issues; don’t try to find out 
answers on your own - focus your 
efforts on key hires and goals for 
your first year.”  
Pablo Graiver, 
Antidote

“Build a book of business 
or sufficient demand 
before building your 

base of operations in the 
US. Start small and test 

the market; you don’t 
need to invest heavily to 

assess traction.”  
Paolo Wyatt, 

graze.com

Proper preparation
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While many European entrepreneurs think Silicon Valley, New York or 
Boston are the hubs where they should be based, there are a variety 
of reasons why taking a closer look at other cities in the US might be 
better for your business.

New headquarters or subsidiary?
If you’re setting up a new HQ, you’ll be 
sourcing most functions in your business. 
In that case, you should consider the 
talent pool of geography, as well as the 
local ecosystem. For example, New York 
City is central to finance, media and 
fashion, while cutting edge AI technical 
talent is more prevalent in Silicon Valley.
If setting up a subsidiary you should think 
about operational costs as well as talent 
needs. Unlike European geographies 
where businesses abide by national 
regulations, the US gives its states 
autonomy to regulate businesses on a 
local basis.

The upside to regulation is that many 
states operate incentive plans to 
support new businesses, including grants 
for job creation, training and facility 
improvement.
You should research the jurisdiction’s local 
economic development agency – in the US, 
every state and major city has one.
Other US metro areas worth exploring 
According to research by the Hackett 
Group, mid-sized metro areas are 
becoming increasingly attractive for 
establishing service delivery centers.

You can look beyond SF or NYC

Where will your office be?

Many European startups who set up subsidiary New York or Silicon Valley operations 
later regret their decision, given the high costs, the difficulty of sourcing talent and 
the high staff turnover in those locations.

49

https://medium.com/octopus-ventures/why-you-should-look-beyond-sf-or-nyc-when-choosing-a-venture-location-in-the-us-eb27ed392890


“ We had several ideas to 
locate satellite offices on both 
coasts, then realized we were 
just stretching ourselves too 
much. We chose NYC given 
our business is travel related 
and hotel clients are based 
here, as well as being East-
side for easy travelling to and 
from our European bases in 
London and Berlin. In the end, 
we had a co-working space in 
Oakland on the West coast, but 
we decided to embrace work-
from-home culture here and it’s 
allowed us access to talent from 
across the country without the 
infrastructure requirements of 
many satellite offices.”  
Rob Day, Secret Escapes
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Where will your office be?
Other US metro areas worth exploring.

Seattle, WA
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $126k
Metro Population: 2,895,300
Major Industries: Clean Energy, 
Aerospace & Defence
Gross Metro Product: $250bn
Median Household Income: $78,948
Cost of Living: 23.1% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 44.3%

Salt Lake City, UT
Metro Population: 1,171,800
Major Industries: Tourism, Healthcare, 
Transportation
Gross Metro Product: $74.9bn
Median Household Income: $65,124
Cost of Living: 5.8% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 32.7%

Denver, CO
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $112k 
Metro Population: 2,820,200
Major Industries: Aerospace, Telecoms, 
Technology
Gross Metro Product: $178.2bn
Median Household Income: $69,908
Cost of Living: 7.8% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 41.8%

Minneapolis, MN
Metro Population: 3,529,600
Major Industries: Financial Services, 
Technology, Biomedical, Retail
Gross Metro Product: $232.6bnn
Median Household Income: $70,425
Job Growth (2015): 1.9%
Cost of Living: 0.6% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 40.3%
Net Migration (2015): 1,990

Chicago, IL
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $108k 
Metro Population: 2,820,200
Major Industries: Aerospace, Telecoms, 
Technology
Gross Metro Product: $178.2bn
Median Household Income: $69,908
Cost of Living: 7.8% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 41.8%

Miami, FL
Metro Population: 2,698,000
Major Industries: Financial Services, 
Tourism, Trade, Media
Gross Metro Product: $128.2bn
Median Household Income: $44,728
Cost of Living: 10.2% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 27.4%

Portland, OR
Metro Population: 2,392,300
Major Industries: Real Estate & 
Construction, Technology
Gross Metro Product: $150bn
Median Household Income: $62,000
Cost of Living: 7.2% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 37.9%

San Diego, CA
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $112k 
Metro Population: 3,303,500
Major Industries: Defence, Tourism, 
Technology
Gross Metro Product: $219.8bn
Median Household Income: $68,498
Cost of Living: 25% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 32.7%

Los Angeles, CA
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $117k 
Metro Population: 10,177,400
Major Industries: Entertainment, 
Aerospace, Tourism, Technology
Gross Metro Product: $682.2bn
Median Household Income: $57,189
Cost of Living: 21.5% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 30.8%

Tucson, AZ
Metro Population: 1,012,600
Major Industries: Technology, Education
Gross Metro Product: $40.6bn
Median Household Income: $46,958
Job Growth (2015): 0.8%
Cost of Living: 2.7% below nat’l avg
College Attainment: 31.1%

Atlanta, GA
Metro Population: 7,723,300
Major Industries: Financial Services, 
Technology, Telecoms
Gross Metro Product: $312.5bn
Median Household Income: $58,153
Cost of Living: 0.6% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 37%

Austin, TX
Avg.Software Engineer Salary: $110k 
Metro Population: 2,008,300 
Major Industries: Technology, Pharma, 
Biotechnology
Gross Metro Product: $117.5bn
Median Household Income: $64,839
Cost of Living: 11.2% above nat’l avg
College Attainment: 42.6%

Source: Forbes, Software Engineer Salary from Hired
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Corporation Tax
Corporation Tax is collected at Federal, State and 
sometimes District level.
It is applied at graduate rates to the net profits (so not 
until you’re profitable).
In 2016 the Federal level of corporation tax varied 
between 15-39% and additional State tax varied from 
0-12%.
Social Security & Medicare
These two separate taxes are often referred to as payroll 
taxes and are typically deducted from payroll on an 
ongoing basis. They are processed by a PEO or a 
payroll provider.

Social security is currently charged as 12.4% on an 
employee’s salary up to a maximum cap of $127k.
Medicare contributions account for an additional 2.9% 
tax on an employee’s salary.
Unemployment Tax
An employer must contribute at State and Federal level 
for Unemployment Tax.
In 2016 this was charged at 6% of an employee’s salary, 
but with 5.4% of this refundable if an employer paid 
unemployment tax at a State level.
The maximum amount is capped 
at $430 per employee.

As soon as you land in the US you will be subject to taxation, and tax-related questions  
will increasingly become a consideration in many of your commercial decisions.

Federal Corporation Tax Social Security Medicare Unemployment Tax

State Corporation Tax Sales Tax Franchise Tax Unemployment Tax Corporation Tax

District Corporation Tax Sales Tax

Which taxes are you liable for? (Part 1)

52



Sales Tax
Sales Tax is a pass-through tax similar 
to VAT in the UK that a merchant 
must collect from customers.
Sales Tax is payable in all but 
5 States and varies from 0% 
to 16%.
Most businesses offering ‘services’ 
do not pay sales tax but where 
tangible goods or software are 
involved you should definitely factor 
the Sales Tax into your pricing.
You should check whether 
you are liable for Sales Tax 
in each State.

Franchise Tax
Franchise Tax is paid to the State and 
reflects the privilege to operate in a 
given geography.
In addition, your State of incorporation 
will typically expect Franchise Tax.
Franchise Tax varies significantly 
between States - e.g. in Delaware 
it is linked to the total number of 
authorized shares up to a cap of 
$180k, whereas in Alabama it is a 
graduated tax of 0.175% on income 
over $2.5m up to a cap of $15k.

Property Tax
A State level tax is paid on all tangible 
property and some States also include 
a tax on intangible property. 
This tax has increasingly shifted from 
being a State level tax to a District or 
City level tax.

As soon as you land in the US you will be subject to taxation, and tax-related questions 
will increasingly become a consideration in many of your commercial decisions.

Which taxes are you liable for? (Part 2)

Federal Corporation Tax Social Security Medicare Unemployment Tax

State Corporation Tax Sales Tax Franchise Tax Unemployment Tax Property Tax

District Corporation Tax Sales Tax
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Which tax specialist do you need?

Greg Capitolo, 
Kranz Associates 
Eric Collins, 
Frank Hirth

Bradley Smallberg, 
Schissel Smallberg
Don Dismuke, 
Dixon Hughes Goodman

Recommended Specialists 
Given the specialist and technical nature of these topics, speaking to accountants and 
advisors such as those recommended below is strongly advised:

 Understanding US 
Corporate and Federal Tax

Understanding US Sales, 
Franchise and Property Tax

Sales Tax agencies in each 
US State 

Products subject to 
Sales Tax

Corporation Tax by State

Payroll Tax by State
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Remuneration Considerations

The US job market is normally cited as 
setting salary levels above those for similar 
roles in different geographies. However, it 
is hard to generalize as there are significant 
variances within the US depending on the 
city, role and level of seniority. For example, 
the average salary for a developer in Palo 
Alto is $120k compared to $80k in Texas.

As you would at home, it is worth investing 
time to set out the principles around which 
remuneration will be governed. Specifically 
addressing what level of salaries you wish 
to pay (e.g. 60th percentile), how and when 
options will be granted, and whether or 
not there is a variable pay element will help 
you implement a consistent strategy. 

The salary formula used by Buffer is a useful 
example of key salary considerations and 
the weighting assigned between general 
factors – i.e. location, cost of living, “role 
value adjustment” – and experience.

Key questions

What state regulations and requirements 
apply to your business?

Does your business have a consistent 
policy and formula for how to 
determine salary levels?

What will be your Paid Time Off policy? 

Are you aware of the legal 
implications of Holiday Debt?

Once you’ve set the strategic principles 
guiding your company’s compensation 
policy, it’s worth getting professional 
support to execute it. Mistakes are costly 
and easily avoidable with proper counsel. 

Recommended Accountants

Greg Capitolo, Kranz Associates 

Stuart Bagshaw, BAB Leap

David Ehrenburg , Early Growth 
Financial Services

There is intense hiring competition from American companies. The 
job market is very liquid, driving up prices and lowering retention.

What is your remuneration 
strategy?

Free cost of living data from Numbeo 
IRS requirement for new employees  
Tax withholding regulations shown state by state 
An overview of Workers Compensation Insurance
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After salary and bonus, a critical component 
of any offer to a candidate will be the 
type and level of health insurance offered 
(often referred to as just “Healthcare”). 
Data suggests that this often ranks in 
the top five considerations for employees 
looking at a job offer and often higher 
for a candidate with a family.

How do you get a healthcare plan?  
There are two main ways to arrange 
healthcare in the US. The company can 
instruct an insurance broker who will 
tailor the appropriate package through a 
specific healthcare provider (i.e. Blue Shield) 
or the company can use a Professional 
Employer Organization (a PEO) to offer 
a range of policies to the employees, 
often delivered on an online platform. 

Professional Employment Organizations, 
known in the US as “PEOs”, enable businesses 
to purchase healthcare for their employees 

quickly and 
easily. They 
also offer a 
company 
a range of 
other useful 
services 
such as 
payroll 
and payroll tax administration, compliance 
with Federal and State employee filings, 
Workers’ Compensation, and the provision 
of various other additional benefits such as 
Employee Handbooks, pension plans, and 
supplementary healthcare, including dental 
and vision insurance. The process of setting 
a healthcare scheme can take up to four 
weeks, from the point of the first call.

Key questions

What is the right level of coverage to offer 
to your team and their dependents?

Do you want to include dental and 
vision plans as part of the package?

What are the total employer contributions 
likely to be, given the forecasted team size?

How much control should the company have 
on policy selection as an employer or are the 
policies provided by the PEOs sufficient?

When assigning European employees to the 
US for a secondment, what level of healthcare 
insurance will enable you to replicate the 
same experience they have in Europe?

Your company may offer a compelling set 
of benefits to attract and retain talent in 
Europe, but the key elements of a benefits 
package can differ significantly in the US.

What benefits do 
you offer your team?

PTO, Maternity leave 
and perks overview

What is a PEO and 
why you need one

State-by-State 
differences in 
maternity leave

PTO Best practices from 
Sequoia benefits

The downturn of perks 
in challenging markets
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How are you 
managing your 
culture?

“Keeping the culture of the 
team as one across the US 
and UK blindsided me; we 

spent a lot of time on the 
mechanics of being apart.” 

Peter Hames, 
Big Health

Building up and supporting a high functioning team 
is hard, even when people are working in the same 
space and come from similar cultures. When they are 
located thousands of miles away and have different 
ways of working, miscommunications can ensue, 
and cooperation and engagement can deteriorate. 

People rely on body language, and on all the other 
signals and conversations that happen in between 
meetings (what you see and hear being together 
in the office) to validate the meaning of messages 
they receive. Without those confirmations, trust and 
cooperation can erode. Clear processes and norms, 
a strong corporate culture, and opportunities for real 
time collaboration increase collegiality, build trust 
and help avoid the rise of “us vs. them” perceptions. 

To overcome the challenges of distance, Big Health 
encouraged all processes and decisions to be clearly 
documented, and put in place a variety of initiatives:

•  In person summits every 6 months; 
quarter summits otherwise

•  Two-day hackathons and fun days

•  Weekly global team meetings, including 
a rotating spotlight on one team

•  Bi-weekly “office hours,” open time 
to ask the CEO questions

Keeping the team as one across Europe and the US requires considered behaviors 
and processes: CEOs found the outcomes are well worth the investment.

Global teams that work
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Could the Land of the Free cost 
you the earth?
Recommended Specialists
Resources
About Octopus Ventures



The US will demand all your tenacity, focus and hustle. If you’re ready 
to take the challenge head on, the rewards can be tremendous.

Could the Land of the Free 
cost you the earth?

Is your company ready to manage 
the complexity of a multinational 
operation? While the US’ large market 
holds great promise for scale, even the 
most successful CEOs had to contend 
with many unexpected challenges. 

A US entry is expensive and not always 
strategic. If the business is not yet 
successful and resilient in the home market, 
the expansion adds strain to a vulnerable 
position. There’s consensus that CEO and/
or founder DNA is a necessary (though not 
sufficient) condition to effective US entry, 
and splitting attention between the two 
continents can diminish the probability 
of high success in both markets. 

Every CEO interviewed spoke of the 
difficulties of maintaining culture across 
continents, of underestimating the impact 
of miscommunication and of the toll of 
constant travel on focus and energy.

Additionally, US revenues can take longer 
to ramp up and costs are substantially 
higher than European markets, up to 
the point where they can undermine the 
viability of a company’s business plan. 

Extensive pre-marketing, market 
assessment and network building – all 
activities that can de-risk the US entry - are 
almost always overlooked. It is important 
to distinguish between being operational 
in the US and having people on the 
ground here. US entry requires dedicated 
focus from a Company executive; hiring 
strong local talent can be a challenge. 

How will you address these 
common challenges?

Asking questions doesn’t mean dampening your ambitions; instead, 
it signals deliberate action with measured risks. The opportunity is 
massive if you’re prepared for it. What other questions will you ask?
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Recommended Specialists
Lawyers

Victor Boyajian 
Dentons
Ed Zimmerman 
Lowenstein Sandler
Daniel Glazer 
Wilson Sonsini
Ted Rosen 
Fox Rothschilds

Tax Specialists

Eric Collins 
Frank Hirth
Bradley Smallberg  
Schissel Smallberg
Don Dismuke  
Dixon Hughes Goodmans

Insurance

Elaine Lamb 
La Playa Insurance
Andrew Meader  
Unum 

Employment Attorney

Melissa Clarke 
Payne & Fears 

Accountants

Greg Capitolo  
Kranz Associates 
Stuart Bagshaw 
BAB Leap
David Ehrenburg 
Early Growth Financial 
Services

Corporate Financiers

Frank Joseph 
AGC Partners
Peter Gonzalez  
Inertia Advisors

Immigration Specialists

Paul Samartin 
Ganguin Samartin
Daniella McGuigan  
Ogetree Deakins

PEO

Jed Cloern 
Sequoia Benefits 
Robert Lopez  
JustWorks

Sales Origination

Jake Dunlap 
Skaled 
Mike Kerans  
CRO Partners

New York City Realtors

Jamie Katcher 
Cushman Wakefield 
Jason Schwartzenberg  
JLL 

Banking

Shai Goldman 
Silicon Valley Bank 
Basant Kedia  
First Republic Bank

PR

Mallory Blair 
Small Girls PR 
Sami McCabe  
Clarity PR 
Jennifer Bett Meyer  
Jennifer Bett 
Communications

Regulatory Specialists

FinTech: 
Cheryl Young 
Securities Compliance 
Advisors (SCA)
Healthcare: 
Ingrid Brydolf  
Davis Wright Tremain

IP Specialists

Jon Calvert 
Clearview IP 
Karen Lee  
Edwin Coe LLP
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First, ask the 
fundamental 
questions
Should you expand abroad?

What is the potential in the home market?
What are the limitations in the home market?
Do customers demand global services?

Should you enter the US?
Do do you organic inbound leads from the US?
Do you have a deep understanding of product-market 
fit in the US?
Does the business model work under US constraints?
Will investment in the US hurt the domestic business?
What does the competitive landscape look like?

Is the timing right?
Is the US your primary market?
Are you focused on a market where the US is 
substantially larger than Europe?
Have you saturated your home market?
Is the team at home strong enough to grow the 
business in the absence of a founder?
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and think about 
critical details

What are the industry dynamics in the US?
What does the value chain in the US look like?
Do US players control any resources that 
are crucial to your expansion?

Who is your competition?
What are your key differentiators?
What moats can you build around your offer?

How do you know you have product-market fit?
Do you have product-market fit at home?
Do you have significant inbound 
requests from US customers?

What is your regulatory burden in the US?
Is your business operating in a regulated sector?
Are you subject to both federal and state regulation?

How do you protect your IP?
Have you completed an IP review?
Have you translated employee UP 
invention clauses into US contracts?

What milestones and timelines must you meet?
Which measured tests can you deploy 
from your home market?
Are pricing assumptions still valid in the US?
What market share targets are realistic?

Which visa do you need?
Would an E-1, L-1 or O-1 visa be suitable?
Do you need to apply for a H-1B Visa?

What legal considerations are key?
Are you prepared to deal with a more litigious culture?
Have you found experienced local counsel?

What is your budget?
How much sensitivity have you 
modelled in your projections?
Are you modelling CAC using US prices and practices?
Do you have the support of your investors?
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Test the market
How much do you like flying?

Have you conducted robust on-the-ground research?
Do you have product-market fit?
Do you have a replicable sales strategy?

Have you built a local network?
Have you looked into US incubators or accelerators for 
your sector?
Do you have a soft network to help refine your 
strategy?

Can the industry name your brand?
What is your strategy to build your reputation in the 
US?

What is your US ideal customer profile?
What specific business pain are you trying to solve for 
your ideal customer?
What results would they like to achieve, on an 
individual, department and company level?
How long does their typical buying process take?

Can you sell like an American?
Are you mentally prepared to sell more aggressively 
and have more direct conversations?
Is your marketing collateral US-appropriate?
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Then do
Who is leading your team?

Can you spare a key member 
of the domestic team to lead 
the charge in the US?
What is your plan for remote 
communication and decision-making?

Who is on your US advisory board?
What specific expertise do 
you need to bring in?
What objectives can you 
set for advisors?

How do you set up in the US?
What is the best legal structure 
for your business?
In which State should you incorporate?

Where will your office be?
How close do you need to 
be to customers?
What sort of specialist 
talent do you need?
Do you need to be close 
to an industry hub?

Which taxes are you liable for?
What federal taxes will 
you need to pay?
What state taxes will you be liable for?
What district level taxes 
will you need to pay?

What is your remuneration strategy?

What state regulations and 
requirements apply to your business?
Does your business have a 
consistent policy for how to 
determine salary levels?
What will be your Paid Time Off policy?

What benefits do you offer your team?
What is the right level of health 
coverage to offer to your team?
What are your total employer 
contributions likely to be?

How are you managing your culture?
How do you reinforce the message 
that you are a single team?
When should communication 
be real-time versus delayed?
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Where to go next?
Are you a US-based executive of a European VC-
backed business? 
Join a group of CEOs an senior executives who are willing 
to share their insights and experience to help the next 
generation of European companies make it in America.

Interested in working for a European company 
expanding to the US?  
Submit your profile to be considered for opportunities 
across more than a hundred companies.

European Founders in the USA

Work for a VC-backed startup 
expanding in the USA
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Alliott Cole

Oliver Birch Zihao Xu Pete Daffern

Priscila Bala Will Gibbs

We are one of Europe’s largest Venture Capital teams. Headquartered in 
London and New York, with Venture Partners in San Francisco, Singapore 
and China, we help entrepreneurs scale. Globally.

About Octopus Ventures

We are a team that backs entrepreneurs. We like to be in early and follow through from 
one defining moment to the next. We aim to be helpful and straightforward and we 
value boldness - qualities we seek in our entrepreneurs and partners. Our investments 
in recent years have ranged from £350k to £25m.

We support, we don’t micro-manage. We’re able to expose entrepreneurs to the people, 
the organizations and the networks which will illuminate their ambition and broaden 
their horizon. Direct access to a network of influential advisors and hard-won knowhow 
has helped fuel each of our portfolio’s successes.

We are part of Octopus Group, which manages over £7 billion on behalf of more than 
50,000 investors, spanning investments, healthcare, energy and property.

Octopus Ventures
US
41 East 11th Street
New York NY 10003

UK
33 Holborn 
London EC1N 2HT
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