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The startup’s plan – a $15 M seed round at a $120 M valuation with the goal 

of $1 B in revenue by Year 6 – is extremely ambitious. To evaluate its 

feasibility, we compare it against historical benchmarks from deep tech 

startups in enterprise AI/ML and defense tech. This includes funding amounts 

and burn rates by stage, team growth, revenue vs. valuation scaling, 

go-to-market (GTM) costs, and real-world examples (Anduril, Shield AI, 

Palantir, Scale AI, etc.). Below we address each aspect and then provide a 

verdict on whether the plan is realistic. 

Funding Raised and Burn Rate Benchmarks 

(Pre-A, B, C) 

Venture-backed deep tech startups typically raise substantial capital over 

multiple rounds, especially those targeting enterprise and defense (which 

often require heavy R&D and long sales cycles). By the time they reach 

Series C, many have raised hundreds of millions. For example, Anduril 

Industries (defense tech) raised $17.6 M in its 2017 seed round (valuing it 

~$88 M) and $41 M in Series A (2018) . By Series B (2019) Anduril raised 

$122.7 M at a $1.04 B valuation , and Series C (2020) another $200 M at 

~$1.9 B . This pattern – relatively modest early rounds followed by much larger 

raises once initial milestones are met – is common. Scale AI (enterprise AI) is 

another example: after a small seed via Y Combinator ($120k) and a $4.5 M 

Series A in 2017, it ramped to $18 M Series B in 2018 and then a $100 M 

Series C in 2019 (crossing a $1 B+ valuation) . By Series D (2020) it raised 

$155 M at a $3.5 B valuation . In short, deep tech startups often raise on the 

order of $20–50 M total by Series B and $100 M+ by Series C, if not more, to 

fund product development and growth. 
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“Burn rate” (monthly cash spent) also increases with each stage. Industry data 

shows seed-stage startups average ~$200k burn per month, which jumps 

to about $1 M per month by Series A . Deep tech startups often burn even 

more due to costly R&D (hiring specialized engineers, building hardware 

prototypes, etc.). For instance, Anduril’s massive fundraises were explicitly to 

“provide the capital needed to attack [long development and sales] 

cycles” . By the time Anduril hit growth stage, it had spent a significant 

portion of the ~$3.7 B it raised (it still had $750 M cash in early 2024, implying 

~$3 B burned in ~7 years) . Most deep tech startups will require multiple 

funding rounds beyond a seed $15 M to approach $1 B in revenue. In other 

words, a $15 M seed at $120 M valuation might be feasible as a starting 

point (Anduril’s seed was similar size/valuation) , but significant Series 

A/B infusions would be needed soon after to sustain growth. The table 

below summarizes typical cumulative capital raised (and available burn) by 

stage for comparable startups: 
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Burn rates tend to track these raises: as funding increases, startups invest 

aggressively in engineering, product, and GTM. It’s not unusual for a 

high-growth SaaS or AI startup to spend 80–120% of its revenue on sales 

and marketing in early years (i.e. burning cash to grow) before later settling 

to ~50% of revenue on S&M once scale is reached . In defense tech, burn may 

also go into lengthy R&D cycles and contract bids before significant revenue 

kicks in . Bottom line: The plan’s funding timeline (only a $15 M seed initially) 

is light relative to the capital typically needed. Such a startup should 

anticipate raising a substantial Series A and B within the first 2–3 years to 

avoid cash crunch, especially if chasing hyper-growth to $1 B revenue. 

Team Size Growth by Stage and Maturity 

Deep tech startups scale headcount significantly as they progress through 

funding stages and product milestones. Early on, teams are small (often <30 

people through seed stage), but this can grow to hundreds of employees by 

Series B/C once product development and customer deployment ramp up. 

For instance, Anduril grew from ~90 employees in mid-2019 (around its 

Series B) to ~400 by early 2021 . This explosion in headcount continued as the 

company won major contracts – by late 2023 Anduril had ~2,400 staff, and by 

2024 over 3,500 employees . This correlates with its massive funding rounds 

and the need to fulfill large defense projects (Anduril “hired more than 1,000 

employees in 9 months” in 2023 while scaling production for the U.S. Air 

Force) . 

Shield AI shows a similar pattern on a smaller scale: from about 150 

employees in 2019 to ~525 by September 2023 . After its 2022 funding ($2.3 B 
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valuation) and subsequent raises, Shield AI’s headcount is likely in the 

600–800 range by 2024–25 (it had 641 in Dec 2023 per one report) . In 

enterprise AI, Scale AI reached ~900 employees by 2024 as its revenue 

approached the unicorn scale. Even Palantir, which grew more gradually, had 

about 2,500 employees by 2020 and nearly 4,000 by 2024 once public . 

Team size typically tracks product maturity and customer demand: 

Early-stage deep tech startups hire mostly engineers and researchers; by 

Series B/C, they add significant sales, marketing, and customer success staff 

to support growth (enterprise sales teams, deployment teams for defense 

contracts, etc.). For example, Anduril’s early hires were engineers (many 

ex-Palantir and Oculus) , but later it brought on business development and 

operations teams to navigate Pentagon procurement. By the time a startup 

is approaching $1 B in revenue, headcount is often in the high hundreds or 

thousands. The plan in question would need to account for similar growth – 

likely going from a small core team at seed (maybe 10–20 people) to 50–100 

by Series A, a few hundred by Series B/C, and potentially 500+ by Year 6 if 

revenue is to scale into the hundreds of millions. Hiring at that pace is 

challenging and costly (which again underscores the need for substantial 

capital and recruiting infrastructure). 

Typical headcount by stage (illustrative): 

● Seed stage: ~5–20 employees (founders, initial engineers). e.g., Anduril 

started with <20 in 2017; Scale AI was essentially the small founding 

team in 2016. 

 

● Series A: 20–50 employees, focusing on product build-out. (By its $41 M 

Series A, Anduril likely had a few dozen employees; Scale AI had ~ dozen 

labeler managers plus engineers by Series A). 

 

5 



 

● Series B: 50–150 employees, first go-to-market personnel added. 

(Anduril ~90 by Series B ; Shield AI ~150 by around Series B). 

 

● Series C: 150–300+ employees, often multiple product lines or markets. 

(Anduril ~200+ by 2020; Palantir during its late private stage had ~1500 

by late 2010s). 

 

● Series D+ and growth: 300–1000+ employees, significant org structure 

(sales, support, engineering, ops). (Scale AI ~900 by late Series F ; 

Anduril 2k+ by Series E/F; Palantir ~2400 at IPO). 

 

● IPO or $1B revenue scale: likely >1000 employees (Palantir ~3900 when 

~$2B revenue ; Anduril ~3500 for ~$1B revenue run-rate; Snowflake 

~3,400 employees when it hit ~$1B revenue in 2021). 

 

Conclusion: The plan’s headcount projections (not given explicitly, but 

implied by costs) should align with these realities. If the plan does not 

anticipate a few hundred employees by mid-stage, reaching $1 B revenue is 

unlikely – you need enough people to build, sell, and service a product at that 

scale. 

Scaling Revenue vs Valuation vs Headcount 

Across Rounds 

Venture-backed deep tech companies often achieve very high valuations well 

before their revenues catch up. Investors price these companies on future 

potential, especially in hot sectors like AI or defense. It’s common to see 

multi-billion dollar valuations by Series C or D even if revenue is only in 

the tens of millions at that point. For instance, Shield AI’s $2.3 B valuation in 
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2022 corresponded to an estimated $95 M revenue that year – a 24× 

revenue multiple . Anduril, growing faster as the market leader, had an even 

higher multiple: at the end of 2022 it was valued ~$8.5 B and growing ~100% 

YoY ; by mid-2024 it reached a $14 B valuation on ~$1 B revenue (14× 

multiple) . Enterprise AI startups also saw lofty multiples: Scale AI’s $7.3 B 

valuation in 2021 came with perhaps ~$100–150 M revenue (it reached 

~$250 M in 2022) – forward multiples well above 20× were accepted during the 

AI boom. After the market shifted, Scale’s May 2024 raise valued it at $13.8 B 

on $760 M ARR in 2023 (~18× revenue) , which is still a rich valuation. These 

examples illustrate that valuations can outpace revenue significantly, but 

investors expect extraordinary growth to justify it. 

 

 

Scale AI’s revenue ramp from 2022 to 2024 (with 2025 projection). This 

enterprise AI startup grew from $0.25 B to $0.87 B revenue in two years, and 

aims for $2 B by 2025 . Such explosive growth came after years of 

foundational work and major funding infusions. 
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In the chart above, Scale AI’s revenue nearly tripled from 2022 to 2023 

(driven by demand for AI data services) , reaching an ~$760 M annual 

run-rate, and it’s projected to more than double again by 2025 . Notably, 

Scale’s valuation doubled from $7 B to $13.8 B between 2021 and 2024 

while it scaled toward $1 B revenue . However, this kind of trajectory 

required huge investments – Scale has raised $1.6 B over 7 rounds , with 62% 

of that coming in a single late-stage round in 2024 . The chart also 

underscores that reaching even ~$0.8 B revenue took about 7–8 years from 

founding (2016 to 2023) , despite strong tailwinds in the AI sector. 

Valuation often scales ahead of revenue because investors bet on eventual 

domination of a market. For example, Palantir was privately valued at $20 B 

in 2015 (per reports) even though its actual annual revenue at that time was 

nowhere near $1 B (Palantir’s revenue in 2017 was around $600 M) . This hype 

valuation eventually corrected – by 2018 Morgan Stanley estimated Palantir’s 

value at ~$6 B – but then public markets later reassigned it ~$15–20 B. The key 

learning is that high valuations can be achieved with modest revenue, but 

only if investors see a credible path to massive revenue later. Those 

valuations come with pressure: if the revenue doesn’t materialize quickly, the 

company may face down-rounds or investor impatience. 

In terms of revenue vs. headcount scaling: generally, as revenue grows, so 

does headcount (to support customers and growth). Yet productivity per 

employee often starts high in early stages (small team landing early contracts) 

then drops as lots of staff (especially sales and support) are hired ahead of 

revenue. For instance, Shield AI at ~$163 M revenue in 2023 had ~525 

employees – roughly $310k revenue per employee, which is reasonable for a 

hardware-heavy defense tech startup. Scale AI’s ~$760 M revenue in 2023 with 

~900 employees is ~$840k per employee – reflecting its high-margin 

data-labeling business (and many contract workers not counted as 
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employees). In contrast, Palantir’s $742 M revenue in 2019 was with 2,400 

employees ($310k per employee, similar to Shield’s efficiency) and by 2023 

$2.2 B with 3,900 employees ($564k per employee) . These figures show that 

as startups scale to 9- or 10-figure revenues, revenue per employee might 

range $200k–$500k depending on the business model. A company 

targeting $1 B revenue in 6 years likely needs on the order of 1,000–2,000 

employees by that time (assuming ~$500k–$1M revenue per employee at 

high efficiency). 

Revenue milestones in deep tech tend to come slower than in consumer 

tech. Hitting $100 M annual revenue is a significant milestone often reached 

~5+ years in for enterprise startups (Scale hit ~$100 M in year 4; Palantir took 

~8+ years). $1 B revenue is usually a decade-long journey or more: Snowflake 

(enterprise cloud) took ~8–9 years to reach $1 B run-rate; Palantir took 17 years 

to finally exceed $1 B in 2020 ; Anduril appears to have reached ~$1 B in year ~7 

(2017 to 2024) , which is exceptionally fast for defense – enabled by very 

aggressive fundraising and a bit of luck with urgent government programs. 

The plan’s goal of $1 B by Year 6 would place it among the fastest-growing 

enterprise/defense companies ever, on par with the top 1% (for context, only 

about 1.5% of startups ever reach $50 M+ exits , let alone $1 B revenue). 

In summary, scaling to $1 B revenue in ~6 years would require 

extraordinary growth (likely >100% CAGR) and heavy investment. 

Valuations can certainly support that (investors might value such a company 

at several billion by mid-journey if they believe in the trajectory), but to 

sustain those valuations the startup must show revenue traction that, 

historically, only a few companies (with a lot of capital) have managed. 
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Enterprise vs. Defense Sales Cycles and GTM 

Spend 

A critical factor often underestimated in financial plans is the sales cycle 

length and cost of customer acquisition, especially in enterprise and 

defense: 

● Defense Tech Sales: Selling into defense (DoD and military agencies) 

involves notoriously long sales cycles. Anduril’s leadership notes that 

major defense programs require 18–24 months at minimum to 

secure – often involving extensive R&D demos, field trials, and 

bureaucratic procurement hurdles . Startups like Anduril and Shield AI 

mitigated this by engaging in rapid prototyping and even self-funding 

pilot projects to prove capability. For example, Anduril landed its first 

$12.5 M military contract ~1 year after founding by quickly building a 

workable border security solution . But generally, to win large programs 

(e.g. Anduril’s ~$1 B program win in 2020), a startup might invest heavily 

for years. The upside is that once a defense contract is won, it can yield 

“large, predictable multi-year revenue streams” . Still, a plan that 

assumes exponential revenue growth must account for these lags; $1 B 

by Year 6 in defense would imply landing multiple huge contracts in 

parallel, an extremely tough feat given each may take 2+ years to 

close. 

 

● Enterprise AI/ML Sales: Enterprise sales cycles, while generally shorter 

than defense, can still range from 6 to 12+ months for big deals 

(especially for deep tech products that require customer education or 

integration). Early-stage enterprise AI companies often land smaller 

pilot projects first (3–6 month sales cycle) and then expand 

10 



 

deployments. Go-to-market (GTM) spend in enterprise is significant – 

companies hire experienced sales teams, solutions engineers, and 

marketing to target Fortune 500 clients. It’s common that enterprise 

SaaS startups spend ~40–50% of revenue on Sales & Marketing at 

scale, and well above 50% in earlier growth stages (sometimes even 

more than 100% of revenue, as they operate at a loss) . Palantir, for 

instance, in its early years relied on word-of-mouth for government 

deals, but later had to build a sizable sales operation for commercial 

clients. Snowflake’s rapid growth was heavily driven by a large 

enterprise salesforce and partnerships, costing hundreds of millions in 

S&M by the time of IPO. The plan must budget for heavy GTM 

expenses – likely a significant portion of the $15 M seed and 

subsequent rounds will go to building a sales pipeline well before 

revenue catches up. 

 

● Hybrid GTM (Dual-Use tech): Some startups straddle both defense and 

enterprise (e.g., Palantir serves government and commercial, Anduril 

now also sells to allies and some private sectors). These companies 

often need parallel sales efforts: a government BD team (often hiring 

former military/government folks to navigate contracts) and a 

commercial sales team. This can be expensive. Palantir’s average 

revenue per customer was ~$8 M in 2019 (125 customers generating 

$742 M) , but achieving those large deals meant years of 

relationship-building and bespoke work (Palantir’s forward-deployed 

engineers essentially acted as combined product developers and 

account managers embedded with clients). That model is 

resource-intensive – Palantir’s operating losses were nearly as high as 

revenues for much of its private life , underscoring that winning big 
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enterprise/government deals often requires burning cash upfront. 

 

● Sales Cycle Impact on Cash Flow: Both enterprise and defense deals 

usually mean revenue is back-loaded (coming later in the cycle). A 

startup might have to outlay cash for product development, pilots, and 

sales efforts for a year or two before a large contract yields revenue. In 

defense, sometimes Other Transaction Authority (OTA) agreements 

or phased contracts can deliver some early revenue (e.g., a $7.2 M Air 

Force contract Shield AI got in 2021 ), but the really big bucks (tens of 

millions) usually come only after proving capability. Enterprise 

customers might start with a $100k pilot before signing a $1 M+ annual 

deal a year later. Thus, a financial model expecting hypergrowth must 

account for significant working capital and cash burn to bridge 

these lengthy sales cycles. 

 

To summarize, the GTM for enterprise and defense is costly and 

time-consuming. A realistic plan would incorporate: 

● At least 12–18 months of runway per funding round to allow the sales 

cycle to convert to revenue (e.g. seed money should carry through initial 

product build and 1–2 early customer wins; Series A should fund 

expansion of sales team and closing of bigger deals 1–2 years out, etc.). 

 

● Significant spending on sales, marketing, and customer success – 

possibly on the order of $5–10 M+ per year by the time the company is 

in Series B/C. (For reference, a single experienced enterprise sales rep 

fully burdened can cost $250–300k/year, and a defense BD exec might 

be similar. A team of 10–20 of them quickly runs into millions, even 
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before marketing programs, trade shows, etc.) 

 

● Long deal cycles in forecasts: The revenue forecast should ramp up 

modestly in the first few years (likely low millions by year 2–3 if things go 

well, given only a few deals might close by then), then hockey-stick 

later. If the plan shows, say, $100 M by Year 3 purely from organic 

growth, that would be a red flag unless a very unique rapid adoption 

mechanism exists (which in enterprise/defense is rare). 

 

Comparables: Growth Paths of Similar 

Companies 

Let’s examine a few comparable venture-backed companies in enterprise 

AI/ML and defense tech, to see how their funding, valuation, team, and 

revenue milestones stack up against this plan: 

● Anduril Industries (Defense Tech, AI/hardware) – Founded 2017. 

Anduril had an exceptionally fast trajectory in defense. It raised 

$17.6 M seed (2017) at ~$88 M valuation, $41 M Series A (2018), then 

rapidly larger rounds to fuel product development (autonomous 

drones, surveillance towers, etc.) . By 2019 (Series B) it was a unicorn 

($1.04 B valuation) despite likely <$50 M revenue then. Anduril’s strategy 

of building tech on its own dime and selling “productized” defense 

systems paid off: it won a $1 B+ program in 2020 and multiple contracts 

thereafter . By 2023–24, Anduril’s revenue reached an estimated $420 M 

(2023) growing to $1 B in 2024 , and it raised $1.48 B Series E (2022) at 

$8.5 B pre-money, $1.5 B Series F (mid-2024) at $14 B valuation . Total 

funding now ~$3.7 B . Team: ~90 employees in mid-2019, ~400 by early 
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2021, ~2,400 by end of 2023, ~3,500 in 2024 . Verdict: Anduril is one of 

the best-case scenarios in defense tech – even so, it took ~7 years and 

nearly $4 B raised to hit ~$1 B revenue. Its 14× revenue multiple at $14 

B valuation reflects strong investor belief in future growth (and indeed 

by 2025 it’s discussing $28 B valuation in new rounds) . The startup in 

question would be attempting a similar outcome on a smaller initial 

raise, which is very challenging. 

 

● Shield AI (Defense Tech, AI pilots) – Founded 2015. Shield AI’s path is 

more typical of a deep tech startup growing steadily. It raised smaller 

rounds in early years (several through 2018–2020), then bigger ones as 

it proved its autonomous drone tech. By 2022, Shield AI had $573 M 

total funding and a $2.3 B valuation (Series E) . It continued raising 

into 2023–25 (including $300 M at $2.8 B and $200 M at $2.7 B in 2023, 

and $240 M in 2025 at $5.3 B valuation, largely from strategic defense 

investors) . Revenue: ~$45 M in 2021 (est.), $95 M in 2022, $163 M in 

2023, $267 M expected 2024 – solid growth but far from $1 B. They are 

growing ~50–60% annually recently. Team: ~150 in 2019, ~525 in 2023 , 

likely ~700+ by 2025. Shield’s valuation multiples have been high (24× 

revenue in 2022) , reflecting investor optimism similar to Anduril, 

though it’s a bit behind Anduril in both tech and contracts. Verdict: 

Shield AI shows that even with over $1 B raised and a 10-year journey, 

revenues are in the low hundreds of millions. $1 B by year 6 would have 

been unimaginable for Shield; it’s projecting to maybe reach that level 

closer to its year 10+ if growth accelerates. This highlights how 

aggressive the user’s plan is compared to normal reality. 

 

● Palantir (Enterprise & Defense Software) – Founded 2003. A 

cautionary example of a deep tech company that took a long time. 
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Palantir raised $2.6 B over its private life , at one point hitting a lofty 

$20 B private valuation in 2015 (amidst much hype) . However, its 

revenue in 2018 was $595 M, 2019 $743 M ; it didn’t reach $1 B until 

2020 (17 years after founding) . Palantir’s growth was slow initially due 

to reliance on big government deals and a quasi-consulting model. By 

the time of its 2020 direct listing (valuation around $10–15 B), it had ~125 

customers and was still losing money . Team: ~2,000+ employees by 

late 2010s, 3,900 in 2024 . Now as a public company ($2.2 B revenue in 

2023), it’s valued ~10–15× revenue, similar to fast-growing peers. Verdict: 

Palantir underscores that in defense/enterprise, growth can be slow 

without a scalable product strategy. The user’s plan is aiming to do in 6 

years what Palantir did in 17 – implying a very different go-to-market 

approach (more akin to Anduril’s product focus, perhaps) would be 

needed. 

 

● Scale AI (Enterprise AI data platform) – Founded 2016. Scale’s 

trajectory in the private market is one of rapid scaling by riding two 

waves: autonomous vehicles and then generative AI. It kept a relatively 

low profile early (small $4.5 M Series A, $18 M B) , but by 2019 raised 

$100 M (Series C) at unicorn valuation . Revenue: ~$0 to $25 M 

(2016–2018, startup phase), $100 M by 2020 (year 4, thanks to 

self-driving car dataset demand) , then exploding to $250 M in 2022 

and $760 M ARR in 2023 as AI model training boomed . This is one of 

the faster enterprise revenue ramps on record (over 3× in one year). 

Funding/Valuation: Scale raised moderately until 2020, then took in 

large rounds: $155 M Series D (2020, $3.5 B val) , $325 M Series E (Apr 

2021, $7.3 B val) , and a huge $1 B Series F in 2024 at $13.8 B . Total ~$1.6 

B raised . Team: ~100–200 (by 2020), ~900 by 2024 . Verdict: Scale AI 

demonstrates that ~$1 B run-rate in ~7–8 years is possible in enterprise – 

15 



 

but it required near-perfect timing with market demand and very large 

late-stage funding to fuel the growth (over a billion raised in the last few 

years alone). It’s arguably an outlier even among AI startups. The $1 B 

revenue by Year 6 in the plan would mean growing even faster than 

Scale did, which would likely require an unprecedented market pull or a 

revolutionary product. 

 

Other examples could include C3.ai (enterprise AI software, founded 2009, 

~$252 M revenue in FY2023 after 14 years; had raised ~$360 M pre-IPO and was 

valued ~$3.3 B at IPO, now ~$2 B – showing a slower growth model) and 

Snowflake (cloud data platform, not exactly AI but enterprise deep tech, 

founded 2012, raised ~$1.4 B, hit $1 B revenue around 2020–21, IPO at $70 B 

valuation). These illustrate that even very successful enterprise tech 

companies often take 8–10+ years to reach $1 B revenue. 

Key comparative insights: The plan’s assumptions seem closer to an 

Anduril-or-Scale level trajectory, which are exceptional cases, whereas many 

other firms (Shield, Palantir, C3) show more gradual growth. If the startup has 

a highly scalable product, minimal competition, and huge market demand 

(and can raise capital accordingly), then a lightning ramp is conceivable – but 

everything must go right. 

Verdict: Is $1 B by Year 6 Realistic? 

Considering the benchmarks above, the plan’s revenue and funding timing 

are highly aggressive and likely unrealistic in a typical scenario. Here’s 

why: 

● Funding needs: A $15 M seed at $120 M valuation is plausible for a 

deep tech startup with strong pedigree, but to reach $1 B revenue in 6 

16 



 

years, the company would almost certainly need to raise much more 

capital in subsequent rounds. Comparable companies that 

approached ~$1 B revenue in under a decade (Anduril, Scale) raised on 

the order of $1–4 B total. The plan should assume major Series A, B, and 

C rounds (possibly $30–50 M A, $100 M+ B, $200 M+ C, etc.) to fund rapid 

scaling. If the plan instead assumes only modest follow-on funding, the 

cash likely won’t cover the burn required to grow so fast. 

 

● Revenue ramp realism: Achieving $1 B revenue by Year 6 would 

require extraordinary year-over-year growth. For example, if Year 1–2 are 

spent building product (minimal revenue), the company might need to 

go from say $10 M in Year 3 to ~$100 M in Year 4 to ~$400 M in Year 5 to 

$1 B in Year 6. Very few enterprise/defense startups have grown at such 

a pace. It implies not only product-market fit by Year 2 but also the 

ability to close massive deals quickly. Defense contracts of that scale 

usually take longer, and enterprise deals of that scale (for a young 

company) are rare. It’s more realistic to perhaps see a few $50 M years, 

then maybe ~$200 M by year 6 if things go well (which is still a huge 

success). 

 

● Team and execution risk: Scaling to a thousand-plus employees and 

managing that growth in just a few years is a huge execution challenge. 

The company culture, processes, and leadership have to scale at the 

same time – historically, hyper-growth can lead to operational issues 

(hiring too fast, quality issues, etc.). The plan’s feasibility hinges on 

assembling an exceptional team and perhaps having experienced 

leadership who have done it before (e.g., Anduril benefited from Palmer 

Luckey’s experience and deep-pocketed backers early on). Without 
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such advantages, the plan is even less realistic. 

 

● Market dependence: The examples that succeeded in rapid growth 

often caught a wave – e.g., Scale AI rode the AI boom, Anduril benefited 

from urgent defense initiatives and geopolitical tailwinds. If the 

startup’s market doesn’t experience a similar explosive demand, the 

growth will be slower. Defense tech in particular can be feast-or-famine 

depending on government budgets and adoption of new tech (Palantir 

struggled for years persuading government clients; only in late 2010s 

did things improve). Enterprise AI cycles can be fickle too (hype can be 

high, but enterprises may pilot slowly before scaling). 

 

Recommendations: To improve feasibility, the startup should: 

● Recalibrate milestones – Perhaps aim for a more modest (yet still 

impressive) revenue target by Year 6 (e.g. $100–200 M) unless there is 

clear evidence that $1 B is achievable. Use a bottom-up forecast based 

on expected contract values or customer acquisition rates, factoring in 

sales cycle length. It’s better to under-promise and over-deliver. 

 

● Plan for additional funding – Incorporate likely Series A/B/C raises into 

the financial plan, with timing aligned to hitting key technical or 

customer milestones. For example, plan a Series A after a prototype and 

one pilot customer (to raise, say, $30 M at $200–300 M val), Series B after 

a handful of deployments and ~$5–10 M revenue (maybe $75–100 M 

raise if things look good, at $500 M+ val), etc. This ensures the cash to 

hire and expand is available when needed. It’s unrealistic to think $15 M 

would carry the company for more than ~18 months in deep tech. 
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● Invest in GTM early – Given long sales cycles, start the BD and sales 

efforts early (even pre-product completion) by building relationships 

with target customers (e.g. engage defense agencies via SBIR 

programs, DIU, etc., or enterprises via design partner programs). The 

plan should allocate budget for these activities. This will help shorten 

the time to revenue (or at least give better visibility into the pipeline). 

 

● Benchmark metrics continuously – Use the comparables as yardsticks. 

For instance, if by Year 3 the startup has only, say, $1 M revenue and 10 

employees, but the plan had assumed $50 M and 100 employees by 

that time, that’s a red flag to revise expectations. Investors will be 

comparing the startup’s trajectory to others (like those we discussed) to 

judge if $1 B by Year 6 is even in the realm of possibility. 

 

● Build scalability into the product – One reason Anduril and Scale 

could grow fast is that they found ways to productize their offerings 

(Anduril built a common AI platform and hardware that could be 

replicated across contracts, rather than bespoke R&D each time; Scale 

built a platform that served many customers efficiently). A startup 

should avoid overly custom engagements that don’t scale – otherwise 

revenue will grow linearly with headcount/services, capping growth. 

 

Verdict: On balance, the plan as stated – $15 M seed and $1 B revenue by 

Year 6 – is not very realistic when benchmarked against industry history. It 

sets expectations at the extreme tail of outcomes. Achieving this would likely 

require outlier performance on all fronts: a huge market wave, flawless 

execution, and ample financing. More likely, a deep tech startup might raise 

multiple rounds totaling a few hundred million and reach perhaps 

mid-to-high hundreds of millions of revenue in that timeframe (which would 
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still be a standout success). It would be prudent for the startup (and its 

investors) to temper the projections, focus on building the fundamentals, and 

use these benchmarks to create a plan that is aggressive but achievable. 

Adjusting the revenue ramp to a more conservative curve, while planning for 

sufficient capital and time to navigate enterprise/defense sales cycles, will 

make for a more credible and ultimately feasible financial plan . 
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Resources 
● https://news.crunchbase.com/business/palantir-direct-listing-pltr/  

● https://www.statista.com/statistics/1286856/palantir-technologies-reven

ue/ 

● https://www.tradingcalendar.com/post/anduril-industries-ipo-valuation-

soars-to-28b-here-s-what-investors-need-to-know 

● https://taptwicedigital.com/stats/scale-ai 

● https://www.zeni.ai/blog/average-burn-rate-for-startups 

● https://sacra.com/c/anduril/ 

● https://forgeglobal.com/insights/blog/anduril-upcoming-ipo-news/ 

● https://accelerate.agency/saas-marketing-budget 

● https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anduril_Industries 

● https://tracxn.com/d/companies/shield-ai/__xWAZxcGRQErj0eca7RojeCv

AoVKfcEIPX0V-RwwoAJk 

● https://stockanalysis.com/stocks/pltr/employees/ 

● https://startupgenome.com/article/the-state-of-the-global-startup-econ

omy 

● https://techfundingnews.com/shield-ai-locks-240m-and-hits-5-3b-the-s

econd-highest-valuation-in-defence-tech-space-what-about-europe-co

mpetitors/  
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