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Over the past year, we interviewed 
72 operating partners, and we 
asked what stands between their 
portfolio companies and stronger 
organic growth. We completed these 
interviews in conjunction with AJ 
Gandhi, founder and CEO of the GTM 
Leader Society. During one of our 
interviews, an operating partner at a 
European industrials investor told  
us about a business his firm had 
recently bought.

The company had roughly €800 million in 

revenue and was still running its sales pipeline in 

Excel. He didn’t seem bothered by that. “That’s 

the amazing hunting ground, where I can have 

a real impact,” he said. “The basics aren’t novel, 

but they’re new to these businesses, and the 

impact is correspondingly large.”

We’ve worked with more than 1,300 portfolio 

companies over 25 years, and one pattern 

shows up often enough that we now are not 

surprised. Most companies have somewhere 

between 500 and 1,500 basis points of growth 

inside the commercial organization that 

nobody is capturing. We call it trapped growth. 

It’s there but hard to see, and the commercial 

team usually doesn’t know where it sits. Is it 

pricing? Cross-sell training? Something else? 

Most CROs can quote their growth target 

from memory, but when we ask which lever will 

deliver it, the conversation tends to slow down.

During our interviews with operating partners, 

one of the questions we asked was what 

stands between their portfolio companies 

and stronger organic growth. Nine in ten said, 

one way or another, that the commercial 

fundamentals aren’t in place. The interviews 

and our client work point to the same problem: 

companies have growth opportunities they 

cannot capture because the commercial 

fundamentals are not in place.

This is particularly challenging for the 16,000 

portfolio companies that have been held for 

four or more years. More than half are below 

their target valuation without enough organic 

growth to close the gap. We believe that 

500 to 1,500 basis points of growth can be 

released within 18 months at many companies 

(depending on the length of the sales cycle), 

creating a value creation opportunity for 

portfolio companies long in the hold.

Why write about this now? Mostly because 

of AI, which came up in every conversation. 

Operating partners are using it to find the 

problem faster as diagnostic work that took 

three months a few years ago can now be done 

in days. Others see it as part of the fix itself, 

and as a way for management to tell whether a 

change is taking hold.

Background

“If it’s not growing, it’s not selling.”
SENIOR OPERATING PARTNER 
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Source: Blue Ridge Partners client work with 1,300+ portfolio companies, 2002–2026

1 Add new customers
Target the highest-value prospects

2 Retain existing customers
Catch churn risk and share erosion early

3 Increase share of spend
Cross-sell from look-alike accounts

4 Capture price
Set, get, and hold price levels

5 Commercial productivity
Lift the middle 60% of reps
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Most companies have 500–1,500 basis points of trapped growth
Typical growth unlocked by each core lever, in basis points
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Why the growth stays trapped

None of this is new; growing a 
business has always been hard. A 
revenue engine has a lot of moving 
parts (ideal customer profiles, 
demand generation, pipeline 
conversion, pricing, retention, 
expansion), and each one affects 
the others. 

Sales, marketing, product, operations, and 

finance all have a hand in it, but no single 

function owns revenue. Change is slow, 

particularly where sales cycles are long. 

Salespeople have traditionally been left to 

run their territories more or less as they see 

fit, and most commercial leaders got their 

jobs by selling well rather than by designing 

systems, so they spend their time working 

in the business instead of on it. And quarter-

end pressure always takes priority.

A large-cap software veteran with about 

thirty years in the industry gave us the best 

explanation we heard. Go-to-market, he 

said, “has grown up and evolved rather than 

being scientifically developed. Finance has 

accounting standards and a monthly close, 

and operations has had lean and Six Sigma 

for decades, but there’s never been anything 

comparable for sales and marketing.”

Private equity adds its own challenges. When 

we asked why the fundamentals never got 

fixed, the answer usually started with how 

hard change management is. It touches 

almost every part of the business and 

depends on people changing how they work 

– the process they use and their behavior. 

And this sometimes means replacing the 

sales leader first before anything else can 

get started.

Several also mentioned the risk. A real 

commercial transformation disrupts revenue 

in the middle of the hold, with a J-curve and 

a few quarters of poor metrics. Often it tends 

to happen about the time when the deal 

team starts thinking about the exit. “It may 

be the right move for year three in a five-year 

hold business,” one operating partner told us, 

“But if the asset is being sold in nine months, 

it might be the worst move.”

Deal teams are understandably reluctant to 

underwrite work that pays back slowly and 

is hard to see in the P&L. As a result, it often 

gets postponed. That’s how a company can 

pass through two or three owners and arrive 

at the next one, still tracking its pipeline with 

a spreadsheet.“�Go-to-market has grown up 
and evolved rather than being 
scientifically developed.”

OPERATING PARTNER, LARGE-CAP SOFTWARE

1
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What the 72 operating 
partners told us

The interviews covered 72 
operating partners at 65 firms 
across private equity, growth 
equity, venture capital, and private 
credit. These were structured 
conversations rather than a survey. 

We came away with many valuable insights, 

about half of them related to AI being used in 

commercial organizations, nearly all of which 

had documented, implied, or directional 

value as shared by the operating partners.

The level of agreement on the challenges 

to revenue growth was higher than we 

expected. Ninety-one percent said GTM 

fundamentals were the main focus of value 

creation, and most described strengthening 

the basics as an opportunity at every 

company they own. AI adoption was close 

behind at 85%. Most called it early days. 

Seventy-three percent named talent and 

change management, and 46% put pricing 

at the center of their focus.

When we looked at what people meant 

by fundamentals, the gaps ran across 

the whole commercial engine, and the 

ones emphasized most were the most 

basic. Sales process and methodology 

topped the list and were mentioned by 

57% of the interviewees who said they are 

focused on GTM fundamentals (91% of the 

interviewees), with ICP and segmentation 

at 48%, enablement and training at 44%, 

and data quality and CRM hygiene at 43%. 

One operating partner described a test 

their firm ran, “We keep coming back to the 

same thing: Install the boring weekly sales 

cadence first. In pilots across four portfolio 

companies where we did nothing else, sales 

calls, opportunities, quotes, and win rates all 

improved fast.”

On AI, most of the people we talked to have 

moved beyond asking whether it works. “The 

question has shifted from ‘Where do we use 

AI?’ to ‘What are we trying to do, and how 

can AI help?’” one said. “AI is the accelerant, 

not the destination.” Several told us the 

harder part is choosing the two or three 

things that matter at a particular company 

and then making the changes stick.

2

“�AI is the accelerant, not 
the destination.”

OPERATING PARTNER
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Sales process and methodology 57%

ICP and segmentation 48%

Enablement and training 44%

Data quality and CRM hygiene 43%

Messaging and positioning 34%

Demand generation 33%

Retention and expansion 31%

Coverage and territory design 28%

Mentioned anywhere in the interviewEmphasized as a key issue

Where the fundamentals fall short
Among operating partners citing GTM fundamentals, the gaps they raised

82%

64%

57%

62%

66%

46%

61%

41%

GTM fundamentals

AI adoption

Talent and change management

Pricing

What operating partners are focused on
Share of the 72 operating partners citing each as a core focus of value creation

Source: Blue Ridge Partners, The Future of GTM and AI Value Creation research, 2026

91%

85%

73%

46%
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Finding the money with 
the Revenue EquationTM

A revenue engine is complicated, 
but there are only nine ways to 
improve its performance. Five are 
inside the existing business: win 
new customers, keep the ones you 
have longer, sell them more, price 
better, and get more out of the 
commercial team. 

The other four involve moving into new end 

markets, new products, new geographies, 

or new channels. We call this the Revenue 
Equation™. Every company has all nine 

available. The work is figuring out which 

one or two have the most upside for that 

particular business. 

Finding the money starts with performance 

metrics for each part of the revenue 

equation. We compare them against 

benchmarks, put a revenue and margin 

estimate on each gap, and rank the results. 

Done carefully, it leaves a management 

team with one to two actions that can move 

the P&L.

Take a software company with about $300 

million in revenue. New logos had value, but 

the market was saturated and acquisition 

costs had risen 40% in three years, so the 

feasibility was low for significant near-term 

economic new logo growth. Renewal was 

already at 92%, which left little room on 

retention. Pricing had some leakage, but it 

needed a project of its own, and a 24-month 

exit window ruled out new markets and new 

products.

Share of customer spend looked different. 

Between 60 and 70% of existing customers 

bought only a narrow range of the product 

offering, so cross-sell became the top 

priority.

This was the first place AI showed up 

repeatedly in the interviews. Assembling 

messy commercial data and benchmarking 

used to take 2-3 months. Now it takes 

days. Data cleanup, which used to be a 

prerequisite, increasingly happens alongside 

the analysis. One operating partner 

explained it this way: “In data clean-up, 

AI can accelerate the process. It tells you 

what’s broken and accelerates the fix. What 

used to take a year of manual work can now 

be done in weeks.”

3

“�The question has shifted from ‘Where do we use AI?’ 
to ‘What are we trying to do and how can AI help?’ AI 
is the accelerant, not the destination.”

OPERATING PARTNER, GLOBAL SPONSOR
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Average Revenue per Customer

Increase Share 
of Customer Spend 7

Capture Price
Effectively

Number of Customers
Enter New 
End-Customer Markets

Optimize the Productivity of the Commercial Team & Environment

6

8

3Add New
Customers

Add Entirely New 
Products & Services2

1

Retain Existing
Customers Longer

4
Enter New 
Geographies

Optimize Channel
Relationships

5 9

A DJAC E N T  R E V E N U ECO R E  R E V E N U E

7

The Revenue Equation™: nine ways to grow
Every company has all nine; the diagnostic finds the one or two with the most upside
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Knowing what to do is 
25% of the work

Sizing and ranking the opportunities 
is the easier part. Our rule of thumb is 
that knowing what to do is about 25% 
of the challenge and getting it done is 
the rest. When growth initiatives fail, 
the analysis is rarely the reason; more 
often the organization never changed 
how it works. 

Operating partners have watched the same 

thing happen with AI. “It’s been a full circle,” 

one said. “Early hype, then lab-quality tools 

nobody used in production, now comes 

the realization that the hard part is change 

management and process redesign.”

For that remaining 75%, we try not to start 

from scratch each time. For each pathway in 

the Revenue Equation we maintain a Revenue 
Design Guide™, a written methodology with 

benchmarks built in. The guide covers the 

process and organizational changes alongside 

the AI use cases that fit. It also lays out the 

metrics that show whether it’s working, and 

common mistakes that derail these programs. 

We built them from our client engagements 

and update them as we go, so when we work 

with the next portfolio company we are not 

starting from a blank page.

AI also plays a second, more operational role. 

Among the 120-plus use cases we collected, 

the ones with hard P&L evidence moved the 

critical commercial KPIs. At one company, win 

rates went from 19 to 34% after AI was used 

to sharpen the ideal customer profile, and at 

another, churn on a $1 billion book fell from 

25 to 15%. One firm cut RFP response time 

from seven days to less than one and picked 

up ten points of win rate.

Some of the other examples were smaller 

but equally telling. Call intelligence produced 

a thousand basis points of conversion 

improvement at one company, and another 

recovered $2.5 million of unbilled revenue in 

a single week. In each of these, AI was part 

of the daily workflow, providing next actions 

for sellers along with coaching at a scale that 

managers typically could not handle alone. 

The operating partners estimated that this 

cut the time it took to put the fundamentals 

in place by 25 to 50%.

The operating partners were careful about 

how they count results. Time saved only 

matters to them if it shows up in results such 

as win rate or retention. As one warned, 

“A 10% time savings across a thousand 

people does not equal a 10% performance 

improvement.”

4

“�It’s been a full circle. Early hype, then lab-quality tools nobody 
used in production, now the realization that the hard part is change 
management and process redesign.”

OPERATING PARTNER
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Revenue Design Guide™  
Built from 60-100 projects, each design guide is a proven recipe for one revenue lever, answering four questions 
(and the role of AI in each) with the benchmarks, root causes, analytics, and process changes specific to your 
company type and customer, so there’s no need to build it bespoke or from scratch.

A N C H O R E D  I N  T H E  R E V E N U E  EQ UAT I O N

1
Add new

customers
Retain existing

customers

2
Increase share 

of spend

3
Capture 

price

4
Optimize 

productivity

5
Enter new 

end markets

6
Add new 
products

7
Enter new 

geographies

8
Find new 
channels

9

Adjacent Revenue

21 3 4
Spot revenue 
opportunities and 
value leakage 
across the 
customer and deal 
lifecycle by using 
key metrics and 
the data needed 
for quick analysis.

Using data-driven 
analytics, frame a 
root cause issue 
tree covering 
roughly 10 
predictable failure 
points, along with 
an interview guide 
and questions for 
key targets at 
each stage.

Pair each root 
cause with an 
intervention, 
distinguishing 
quick fixes for 
in-year cash 
that build the
exit narrative,
and lay out a 
stage-sequenced 
execution 
playbook.

Determine leading 
and lagging metrics 
(with external 
data-driven 
benchmarks) for 
tracking progress, 
an economic case 
showing equity 
value scenarios, the 
watchouts that can 
derail it, and the 
vendor categories 
to consider.

AI scores every 
account on 
propensity and risk 
in days, not weeks

AI mines CRM, calls, 
and usage data to 
surface root causes 
and patterns

AI builds account 
plans, enablement, 
and in-flow 
prompts at scale

AI monitors 
execution and flags 
drift before it shows 
up in revenue

Is this the right 
lever?

Why does it 
break?

What do we do 
about it?

How do we 
prove it?
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Where AI is already paying off
Selected use cases with documented results, by core lever (from 120+ collected)*

1 
Add new 

customers

2 
Retain existing 

customers

3 
Increase share 

of spend

4 
Capture 

price

5 
Commercial 
productivity

B
A

S
IC

S

•	Enrichment 
of lead data 
to power 
outbound and 
build target lists

•	AI-tailored web 
pages for AI 
search (~70%  
of leads)

•	Customer 
health scoring 
and churn-risk 
dashboards

•	CSM call 
prep and 
support ticket 
automation

•	Targeting based 
on ICP

•	Meeting prep 
automation

•	Share-of-wallet 
whitespace 
mapping

•	Dynamic pricing 
intelligence vs 
competitive 
benchmarks

•	AI for deal 
profitability 
scoring 

•	Contract 
monitoring / 
invoice recon 
($2.5M in 1wk)

•	AI forecasting

•	Integrated AI 
workflow for 
AE - score of 
conversation, 
customized 
training, mgr. 
coaching, 
repeat

•	Automated 
CRM entry + 
enrichment

P
E

R
F

O
R

M
A

N
C

E

•	Qualify inbound 
agents  
(~2x vs Jr. SDRs)

•	RFP responses  
(7d  <1d, 
+10pp)

•	Refine  
Win/loss ICP  
(19%  34%)

•	ML churn 
prediction  
(25%  15%,  
$1B book)

•	Predictive 
renewal 
forecasting

•	Call intel  
+1,000 bps 
conversion

•	Hidden revenue 
stream ID  
(30% unsold)

•	Cross-sell from 
usage patterns

•	Call intelligence 
(+1,000 bps 
conv.)

•	Real-time 
discount 
guardrail

•	Real-time AI-
built ROI models 
by sellers in 
negotiations

•	Zero-AE CRM 
entry  
(+~30% selling 
time)

•	AI meeting 
prep,  
auto lead 
scoring:  
8 of 10 hrs./
wk. saved on 
prospecting

A
D

V
A

N
C

E
D

•	AI agents for 
prospecting / 
qualifying and 
follow up

•	Voice BDR  
(fall-off 60%   
30%)

•	Live validation 
of ICP at scale 
agents

•	Portfolio-scale 
renewal early 
warning

•	Real-time 
contract-invoice 
syncing

•	AI-driven ICP   
cross-sell paths 
(identified 30% 
of revenue from 
unsold stream)

•	Agentic 
workflows 
shared across 
portcos

•	Pricing evolution  
(seat   
consumption)

•	Agentic 
commerce 
integration

•	Dynamic pricing 
w/ personalized 
arrays

•	AI agents as 
forecast owners

•	Private LLMs on 
proprietary data

•	Humans-at-
the-edge org 
redesign

•	Targeting 2x 
revenue per 
employee

Higher

Lower

Source: Blue Ridge Partners, The Future of GTM and AI Value Creation Research, 2026

*Please contact us for a full list of the 120+ commercial AI use cases.
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Implementing in sprints

In our experience, sprints 
work better than traditional 
transformation approaches. The 
highest priority value creation lever 
gets finished first, before the next 
one starts. Running four projects at 
once spreads the effort too thin and 
wears out the management team, 
and many operating partners have 
learned the hard way. 

“I now spend all my time with my portfolio 

companies trying to do one or two things 

really well versus three, four, or five at a time,” 

one senior operating partner told us. “It 

just doesn’t work otherwise, management 

teams hate it, and you create unnecessary 

friction.”

We built our own approach around this idea 

and call it the 3-3-3 Revenue Accelerator 
Program™. The first three days go to 

identifying the one to two pathways to 

growth, using diagnostics and benchmarks 

we already have. The next three weeks turn 

growth pathways into sprints based on the 

design guides, each with its own tools and a 

named owner. The following three months 

are spent embedding the changes, with 

hands-on implementation support and what 

we call execution control. In practice, that 

means clear owners, a weekly operating 

rhythm, and agreed-upon impact/activity 

metrics, along with  a monthly commercial 

review at the steering committee level to 

ensure focus and avoid drift. The time is 

weighted heavily toward execution, since 

that’s where most programs stall.

We also employ a technique called Execution 

Control to address a frequent complaint 

we hear from CROs. Their dashboards look 

backward. By the time they show a problem, 

the quarter’s over. In the weekly rhythm, 

Execution Control reviews the CRM and 

other systems on Monday and recommends 

the most valuable action for each rep. The 

manager approves or adjusts the action and 

the rep commits. On Friday the systems are 

checked again to see whether it happened. 

For many managers this is the first time they 

have been able to tell weekly whether the 

right things are getting done.

A platform company built through 

acquisitions used this approach for cross-

sell. Its sellers had spent years making quota 

on inbound demand for the core product 

and had never been trained, or paid, to sell 

the acquired products. With no time before 

the exit to turn them into consultative 

sellers, the company used AI to cover the 

gaps while those skills developed. AI scored 

the accounts and drafted a plan for each 

one. It also reviewed calls and flagged 

opportunities the reps had missed.

Managers inspected the work weekly. Deal 

size rose 25% in the first quarter, and the 

company finished the year at 107% of its 

growth target.

5
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3 days
F I N D

Benchmark the Revenue 
Equation and agree on one 
to two pathways

Knowing what to do · 25% Getting it done and making it stick · 75%

3 weeks
B U I L D

Turn each pathway into 
a sprint, with tools and a 
named owner

3 months
E M B E D

Run the sprints, with 
execution control to 
make the change stick

The 3-3-3 Revenue Accelerator Program™

Agile by design and powered by AI. Most of the time goes to execution.
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Replicating across the portfolio

We see the role of operating 
partners taking two approaches, 
and many firms use some version  
of both. 

One is a bespoke program at a few portfolio 

companies. The second is what we would 

call a commercial-engineer model, where 

an operating partner takes something that 

has worked at one company, such as a 

design guide or an AI workflow, and adapts 

it for other portfolio companies instead of 

rebuilding it. Each reuse makes the next one 

cheaper and easier to install, and that’s an 

advantage specific to a portfolio.

The operating partners we spoke with can 

see their role changing. “We’re moving from 

operating partner to product manager of a 

shared GTM-AI platform, or a commercial 

engineer,” one said. Another pointed to 

the gap that needs filling: “Humans are 

beginning to play an edge role in the go-

to-market engine as opposed to a central 

role — that structural shift is coming and 

CROs may not be ready to lead, or operating 

partners support, an AI-first commercial 

model.”

The Revenue Equation identifies where the 

value is, and commercial engineering is the 

process of capturing it, first at one company 

and then at others. The work begins with 

the value creation plan and, ideally, is 

underwritten at the investment committee. 

AI allows it to move at private equity speed, 

and run as a fast moving sequence of 

sprints. Initiatives are only done once the 

behavior has changed and results realized.

6
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7Where to start

The first step can be modest. 
Choose one portfolio company, 
pick a single pathway (e.g. cross-
selling), commit to one measurable 
outcome and give it two quarters. 

Be specific about the revenue and EBITDA 

impact at the start and run a focused 

sprint, using AI where it helps and Execution 

Control to keep it on track. Then, document 

what worked so it can be reused at the next 

company where the same lever applies.

In our experience, 500 to 1,500 basis 

points of growth is often already sitting 

inside these businesses, and many owners 

need to capture it soon for exit. While the 

fundamentals involved aren’t new, what has 

changed is that AI makes it possible to put 

them in place quickly enough to fit within a 

hold period, ensure that they’re working, and 

that your portfolio company is capturing the 

revenue growth and productivity benefits.

“�Commercial engineering has the potential to turn one measurable 
commercial win into a reusable portfolio capability”

OPERATING PARTNER 

Where to start
One company. One lever. One measurable outcome.

Choose one lever at  
one company

Prove it in two quarters

Underwrite the revenue 
and EBITDA outcome, 
run a focused sprint, 
use AI where it helps, 
and hold the gains with 
execution control

Replicate across the 
portfolio

Write down the 
playbook, workflow, and 
operating rhythm, then 
redeploy it wherever 
the same lever applies

1

2

5

New customers

Retention

3

4

Share of spend

Price

Productivity
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Atlanta | Boston | Chicago | Dallas | Denver | Detroit | Frankfurt | Houston | London | Los Angeles | Melbourne 

Munich | New York | Philadelphia | San Diego | San Francisco | Seattle | Washington DC

Our Locations

Why Blue Ridge Partners? 

Blue Ridge Partners is recognized as the most experienced, impactful and respected firm that is 

exclusively focused on helping companies accelerate profitable revenue growth. We have worked with 

over 1,300 companies worldwide on commercial model transitions and due diligence assignments. 

We are known for rolling up our sleeves, being pragmatic in our analyses and delivering tangible 

results that focus on the “how” of execution. Based on our significant experience we have amassed 

extensive knowledge of the issues that affect revenue performance.

For further information please contact us at info@blueridgepartners.com or visit us at  

www.blueridgepartners.com.

The GTM Leader Society 

The GTM Leader Society (GLS), founded in 2022 by AJ Gandhi, is an executive community for 

senior commercial leaders at mid-market and enterprise B2B companies, from CMOs and CROs to 

CEOs, CFOs, and investors. Free to join and sponsor-funded, it hosts 40+ peer-driven events a year, 

including roundtables and dinners, connecting the functions that drive growth with the people who 

assess the results.
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