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Introduction

There is a point in almost every founder's journey when the question changes from “Do I need a

lawyer?” to “What exactly do I need a lawyer for right now?” That second question is the more

useful one.

A startup does not have the same legal needs at every stage. The legal priorities of a founder with

an idea are very different from those of a company hiring its first employees, raising a seed round,

entering regulated markets or preparing for an acquisition. This matters because timing is part of

good legal strategy.

Engaging legal support too early on the wrong issues can mean spending money on work that

does not yet matter. Engaging it too late can mean trying to repair ownership, contracts,

compliance or intellectual property issues when an investor, customer or acquirer is already asking

questions.

The objective is not to have lawyers involved in everything from day one. It is to know when a legal

issue becomes important enough to affect the business and bring the right legal support into the

room before it becomes a problem.

This guide is designed to help founders identify the legal support they are likely to need at each

stage of the startup journey.

You Have to Identify and Understand Your Startup’s Stage

Startups are often described as moving through a familiar progression: Idea !’ Pre-seed !’ Seed !’

Series A !’ Growth !’ Exit. These labels are useful, but they are not rigid legal categories.

A company does not become “Series A-ready” simply because it has existed for three years. Nor

does raising a particular amount automatically mean that every company at that valuation is at the

same stage or have the same legal requirements.

The more useful way to think about startup stages is in terms of evidence and risk. At the idea

stage, there may be no product, customers or revenue. At pre-seed, the founders may be building

and testing the first version of the product. At seed, there may be early users, revenue and

evidence of demand. By Series A, investors generally expect stronger evidence that the business

model can grow.

As the company grows, the legal risks tend to become more numerous and more interconnected.



You have more people. More customers. More contracts. More data. More investors. More money.

More jurisdictions. More regulatory exposure. And eventually, potentially, a major exit.

While there is no universal legal checklist for every startup, there is a useful principle:

> As the business becomes more valuable, the cost of getting its legal foundations wrong usually

increases.

Stage 1: Idea Stage

Your company exists mostly as an idea. At this stage, you may have: a business idea; a potential

co-founder; early market research; a prototype or concept; no customers; no revenue; and no

external investment.

This is the earliest point in the startup lifecycle. It is also the stage where founders sometimes

make a common mistake: assuming there is nothing for a lawyer to do yet. There may not be much

legal work but there may be a few things worth getting right. Your priority at the idea stage is

founder relationships and ownership.

If you are building with another person, discuss ownership before the company becomes valuable.

Answer the questions of: Who owns what?; Who is responsible for what?; What happens if one

founder leaves?; What happens if one founder stops contributing?; Who owns the intellectual

property created before incorporation?; and What happens if you disagree about a major

decision? These conversations can be uncomfortable. They are however considerably more

comfortable before there is money, traction and resentment involved.

A founder agreement or co-founder agreement can help document the commercial understanding

between the founders.

You may also need advice around: confidentiality; intellectual property ownership; incorporation

structure; founder vesting; decision-making; founder exits.

Do you need a full-time lawyer at the idea stage? No. At this stage, targeted legal advice is often

more appropriate than an ongoing legal retainer. The objective of legal support at the idea stage is

not to build a legal department for a company that does not yet exist. It is to avoid creating

foundational problems that become expensive later.

Stage 2: Pre-Seed

You are building the company, not just discussing it. At pre-seed, things become more concrete.

You may now have: a product under development; a founding team; early users; contractors; a

company; initial funding; pilot customers; and a growing amount of intellectual property.

This is usually when legal starts becoming part of the operating infrastructure of the company. Your

priority at the pre-seed stage is to build the legal foundation.

If the company has not been properly structured, this is the time to address it. Depending on the

business, that may include:

1). Corporate Structure



Think incorporation; shareholding; cap table; founder agreements; shareholder arrangements; and

board and governance structure.

2). Intellectual Property

Make sure the company actually owns the assets that create its value. This is particularly

important for technology companies. If a developer built the core product before joining the

company, who owns the code? If a contractor designed the brand, who owns the resulting

intellectual property? If a founder developed the technology before incorporation, was it properly

transferred or licensed to the company?

A startup cannot confidently tell investors “We own our technology” if the documentation does not

support that statement.

3). Employment and Contractor Arrangements

As people join the business, formalise the relationship. This may include: employment agreements;

contractor agreements; confidentiality provisions; IP assignment; employee policies; and incentive

arrangements.

4). Customer and Commercial Contracts

Your first customers are also the beginning of your contractual infrastructure. Depending on your

business model, you may need: terms of service; customer agreements; software licences;

partnership agreements; Non-disclosure Agreements (NDAs); and data processing agreements.

5). Data Protection

If your product processes personal data, this is also the point to start building appropriate privacy

and data protection practices. Do not wait until you have thousands of users to ask how the

business handles their data.

You probably don't need a full-time lawyer at the pre-seed stage. The objective of legal support at

pre-seed stage is not to build a legal department for a company that does not yet exist. It is to set

up legal and compliance frameworks to protect the business and reduce risks from stakeholders.

Stage 3: Seed

The business has evidence that people want what it is building. By the seed stage, the company

may have: paying customers; recurring revenue; a functioning product; employees; external

investors; commercial partnerships; meaningful amounts of customer data; a clearer business

model.

The legal question is no longer simply, “Is the company properly set up?” It becomes: “Can the

company's legal and operational infrastructure support the business it is becoming?” Your priority

at seed stage is to make the business investable and operationally sound.

This is where several legal workstreams begin to converge. Depending on the business, that may

include:



1). Fundraising

If you are raising a seed round, you may need support with: term sheets;.SAFE or other future-

equity instruments; subscription or investment agreements; shareholders' agreements; investor

rights; cap table modelling; and corporate approvals.

The focus here is not simply getting the investment document signed. You need to understand

what the financing does to ownership and control.

2). Commercial Contracts

Your sales activity may now be accelerating. That means more: customer contracts; supplier

agreements; partnership agreements; technology licences; and vendor contracts.

A repeatable contract process becomes valuable. You do not want every customer agreement to

become a completely new legal project.

3). Data Protection and Compliance

Your data processing is probably becoming more complex. You may now need to consider: privacy

policies; data processing agreements; data protection assessments; data retention; vendor risk;

international data transfers; security measures; and data subject rights.

> For technology companies, Legal and Compliance should be working with Product, Engineering

and Security during product building and infrastructural setup to set up the data protection and

compliance framework, rather than simply reviewing documents after the product has been built.

4). Employment

The team is growing. Your informal founder-era arrangements may no longer be sufficient.

Employment agreements, contractor arrangements, HR policies, employee IP ownership and

incentive structures become increasingly important.

Stage 4: Series A

The question becomes: Can this business scale? Series A investors are generally looking for more

than an interesting product and early traction. They want evidence that the business has the

potential to become significantly larger. That means the legal function has to scale with the

business too.

Your legal priorities may now include: more sophisticated fundraising; corporate governance;

investor rights; regulatory compliance; material commercial contracts; employment structures; IP

protection; data protection; cybersecurity; risk management; and international expansion. Your core

priority in the Series A stage is to build legal systems beyond the documents.

This is a significant transition. At earlier stages, a founder may think, “We need a privacy policy.” At

Series A, the better question is, “Do we have a privacy programme?” You move from individual

documents to systems. You may need: compliance registers; contract management; data maps;

records of processing; DPIAs; vendor assessments; incident response processes; governance

frameworks; recurring compliance reviews.



Legal and compliance increasingly become part of how the business operates.

Stage 5: Growth Stage

Complexity becomes the defining feature. Once a startup reaches significant scale, the legal

issues can become much broader. You may have: multiple investors; several hundred employees;

enterprise customers; operations across jurisdictions; substantial revenue; regulated activities;

complex technology infrastructure; and significant amounts of personal data.

The legal function now has to support growth while managing increasingly interconnected risks.

Your priorities may include:

1). Regulatory Compliance

Especially where the business operates in regulated sectors such as: financial services; health;

telecommunications; insurance; education; data-intensive technology; and AI.

2). International Expansion

Entering another country is not simply a marketing decision. It may affect: corporate structure; tax;

employment; data protection; licensing; consumer protection; contracts; and intellectual property.

3). Governance

As the company grows, informal decision-making becomes less sustainable. Board processes,

shareholder rights, delegated authority and corporate records become increasingly important.

4). Risk Management

You may now need a more structured approach to: legal risk; regulatory risk; contractual risk; data

risk; IP risk; employment risk; and operational risk.

At this stage, the question is no longer whether the company needs legal support. It is how legal

should be structured to support the company's growth effectively.

Preparing for an Exit

The legal work starts before the buyer arrives. An acquisition, merger or other exit can create an

entirely new level of scrutiny and this is where the earlier stages matter. A buyer may want to

understand: who owns the company; who owns the intellectual property; what contracts exist; what

liabilities exist;.whether regulatory obligations have been met; what employees and contractors are

entitled to; how customer data is handled; what litigation or disputes exist; and what financing

arrangements are outstanding.

This is where data room readiness becomes particularly valuable. The buyer's lawyers should not

be the first people to discover that: the cap table does not reconcile; a former employee still has IP

rights; a material contract was never properly executed; an important licence has expired; a

founder's shareholding is undocumented; or that the company's privacy practices do not match its

policy.

The closer you get to a transaction, the more expensive surprises become.



When exactly should You call a Lawyer?

We recommend the simplest way to think about it.

If you have an idea, talk to a lawyer about founder relationships, ownership, IP, and basic

structuring. If you are building your first product, talk to a lawyer about corporate structure, founder

arrangements, IP ownership, employment/contractor arrangements, customer contracts and data

protection. If you are raising pre-seed or seed, talk to a lawyer about investment documentation,

cap table, shareholder rights, commercial contracts, IP, employment and compliance.

If you have product-market traction, talk to a lawyer about scaling contracts, regulatory

compliance, data protection, employment, governance, fundraising and risk management. If you

are raising Series A or beyond, talk to a lawyer about investment transactions, governance,

regulatory frameworks, commercial arrangements, international expansion and institutionalising

compliance.

If you are preparing for an acquisition or exit, talk to a lawyer about due diligence, data room

readiness, corporate housekeeping, IP, contracts, regulatory exposure, transaction structure and

negotiations.

An Alternative Way to Think about Legal Support

While stages are useful, triggers are better indicators. You do not necessarily need to wait until

your company becomes a “Series A company” before addressing a Series A-type legal issue.

Some events should trigger legal review regardless of your company's age. You are about to raise

money? Get legal advice. You are giving someone equity? Get legal advice. You are entering a

regulated market? Get legal advice. You are collecting significant amounts of personal data? Get

appropriate privacy and compliance advice and support. You are signing a major customer

contract? Get it reviewed. You are hiring a key employee or executive? Consider the relevant

employment and IP implications. You are expanding into another country? Assess the legal

implications before committing resources. You are acquiring another business or being acquired?

Bring legal in early. You are materially changing your product? Consider whether the change

creates new legal, regulatory, contractual or privacy implications.

The right question therefore is not, “Is my startup big enough to need a lawyer?” It is, “Has my

business reached a point where getting this wrong could materially affect what we are building?” If

the answer is yes, that is probably a good time to seek advice.

Hiring A Lawyer

You do not always need a lawyer on retainer. This is worth saying because founders sometimes

assume legal support means hiring a full-time legal department. It does not.

The appropriate model depends on the company's stage, complexity, risk profile and budget. A

very early-stage company may need targeted legal advice for a founder agreement or

incorporation. A growing startup may need project-based legal support for fundraising or

commercial contracting. A scaling technology company may benefit from ongoing legal and

compliance support. A highly regulated or rapidly growing business may eventually need an



internal legal or compliance team, supported by external counsel where specialist expertise is

required.

The objective should always be the same: Get the right legal capability for the risk and decision in

front of you.

The Founder's Legal Roadmap

You do not need to solve every legal problem on day one. You do need to know which problems

are becoming important. A useful roadmap looks something like this:

Idea: Founder arrangements, ownership, IP

Pre-seed: Corporate structure, IP, contracts, employment, privacy

Seed”gVæG aising, commercial contracts, compliance, governance

Series A: Scaling legal systems, regulatory compliance, governance, investment

Growth: International expansion, regulatory risk, complex contracts, governance

Exit: Due diligence, data room readiness, transaction support

The items in each category are not absolute. Your industry may move some priorities backwards or

forward. A fintech startup may need regulatory advice much earlier than a consumer SaaS

company. A health technology company may need privacy and regulatory analysis before

launching its first product. A company handling large volumes of personal data may need a mature

data protection programme much earlier than its revenue or headcount would otherwise suggest.

Legal maturity should follow business risk, not simply company age.

When is Legal Support Adequate

This is perhaps the most important point. The goal is not to have more legal documents. A startup

does not become legally mature because it has accumulated 50 policies and 30 contracts.

The real objective is to build a business where: ownership is clear; agreements reflect commercial

reality; intellectual property is protected; regulatory obligations are understood; data is handled

responsibly; employees and contractors know their rights and obligations; investors can

understand the company's structure; customers can contract with confidence; and management

can make decisions with a clear view of legal risk.

Good legal support should make the business more capable of moving, not less. The lawyer

should understand where the company is going. The founder should understand what legal risks

could affect that journey. Both lawyer and founder should be able to distinguish between a risk that

needs immediate action and one that can be managed as the business develops.

Conclusion: Know What Your Startup Needs before You Ask for “A 
Lawyer”

“I need a startup lawyer” is a reasonable starting point but it is not a legal strategy. A better starting

point is “We are at this stage. We are trying to achieve this objective. These are the decisions or

risks in front of us. What legal support do we need to get there?” That conversation produces much

better advice.



The right legal support for a startup is rarely about having someone available to review documents.

It is about having the right legal thinking at the right moment in the company's journey. An idea

needs protection and structure. A young company needs foundations. A fundraising company

needs transaction readiness. A growing company needs systems. A scaling company needs

governance and risk management. A company preparing for an exit needs evidence that the

foundations it built along the way can withstand scrutiny. The earlier you understand that

progression, the easier it becomes to know when to call for help, and what to ask for when you do.

Legal should not be something a startup reaches for only when something has gone wrong. Used

properly, legal support is part of how a company builds well in the first place.
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