
Lastly& Leadership Gaps

Even the most promising DTC concepts falter without executives who can navigate the complexity of full-funnel growth, cross-functional coordination, and board-level accountability.


This one, we know all too well!

Fragmented Operations

Marketing, product, supply chain, and CX often operate in silos, creating inefficiencies, misaligned incentives, and frustrated customers.



Hiring for Sustainable DTC Growth: Lessons from the Front Lines of Executive Search


The current reality of Consumer brands is stark.


CONSUMER PRACTICE

70�85%  of DTC brands never reach their third birthday, and many donˇt even survive the first year. Even when the product itself resonates, businesses often stumble on economics, customer retention, or operational execution.




In our experience, many brands discover this gap too late after scaling spend, expanding inventory, and building infrastructure around a demand curve that was never truly durable.



Weˇve seen resilient DTC businesses build diversification early. They invest in organic demand, retention, partnerships, and complementary channels before performance deteriorates.€



What weˇve seen works is straightforward: Strong leaders set clear limits on CAC and payback, review profitability regularly, and make sure marketing, finance, and inventory are aligned.




Our customers are increasingly aligning around one P&L and a shared set of metrics. Strong leaders bring these functions together, set clear priorities, and create regular forums to solve problems cross-functionally.€




Several factors commonly trip up high-growth DTC brands:

Why DTC Brands Struggle

Product-Market Fit Misalignment

Many companies overestimate early demand or underestimate the cost and complexity of customer acquisition. Initial traction�driven by novelty, early adopters, or promotional spend�can create a false sense of momentum. But in DTC, product-market fit is not defined by first purchase. It is defined by repeat behavior. A strong product must not only convert once; it must drive retention, advocacy, and organic growth.







Over-Reliance on Single Channels

Paid social, influencer marketing, or a single marketplace may deliver early growth but canˇt scale indefinitely. Brands dependent on one acquisition channel risk rapid CAC inflation or sudden platform changes.




Unit Economics Blind Spots

Early growth can hide real problems. Many DTC brands focus on revenue without fully understanding margins, payback, or how much cash is needed to support that growth. By the time costs rise or inventory slows, the business is already under pressure.





https://1800dtc.com/resources/brand-failure-year-three-wall-dtc-brand-survival


7 Lessons Only Hundreds of Consumer Leadership Searches Can Teach

In our work placing senior executives in FMCG and DTC companies, weˇve seen this pattern repeat itself: the difference between brands that stabilize, scale, and drive value and those that plateau or quietly disappear almost always comes down to leadership. 
We spoke with leading companies and top consumer executives in our network to distill what really matters when hiring a DTC leader. Here are the green lights, the red flags, and everything in between.





Success is infinitely harder if leaders only know one channel.


LESSON 1

Sound familiar? Full-funnel literacy is essential. Leaders must understand brand, product, performance marketing, merchandising, CX, and operations as one interconnected system � not just paid social and a Shopify store.




Growth without profit is dangerous.


LESSON 2

Strong DTC leaders balance ambitious top-line growth with contribution margin, CAC payback, and working capital discipline. They know that unchecked growth can quickly destroy cash.




Customers and data are your leadersˇ compass.


LESSON 3

The best leaders obsess over cohort behavior, retention curves, LTV by segment, and qualitative voice-of-customer insights � using them to guide roadmap and marketing spend.




Donˇt over index for strategy, or execution. You need both, equally.


LESSON 4

Early and mid�stage DTC still requires execs who are comfortable being in the weeds (funnels, tests, briefs, CRM flows) while also setting a 2�3 year strategy.(



Adapt fast. Then adapt again. And again. 


LESSON 5

Channels, attribution, and economics change constantly. Top leaders repeatedly evolve their playbooks to keep pace with the market.



Builders win. Corporate caretakers donˇt.


LESSON 7

Look for leaders who have built teams, processes, and technology from 0™1 or 1™10. Those who only ˝optimize˛ existing systems (especially those inherited) at a bigger company rarely thrive in fast-moving DTC environments.€




Emotional intelligence drives alignment.


LESSON 6

Managing boards, cross-functional teams, and lean organizations requires trust, influence, and diplomacy � particularly under pressure.





They know how to get ops, IT, wholesale, and other teams working to the same KPIs so you donˇt have tech, inventory, and channel teams pulling in different directions.






Experience aligning incentives across functions



Not just ROAS slides. Look for how theyˇve improved unaided awareness, NPS, organic search, repeat rate, and community over time.





Some leaders make things happen; others make things messy. The difference isnˇt just experience but a repeatable pattern of decision-making, cross-functional alignment, and customer obsession. Below, we break down the signals that predict the leaders who can drive sustainable DTC growth.





Green-Lit Leadership 
(Or, Patterns of Success To Screen For)



Evidence of building durable brand equity



Track record of moving a business from over�reliance on one acquisition channel (e.g., paid social) to a more balanced mix (organic, partnerships, retail, wholesale, etc.).






Demonstrated channel diversification


You want leaders who run structured tests with clear hypotheses, sample sizes, and kill criteria�not ˝we try stuff and see what happens.˛ In short, they treat experimentation like a science vs. a guessing game.






Systematic approach to experimentation


They attract A�players, retain them, and level them up; past team members actively follow them to new roles or vouch strongly for them.





Talent magnet and team builder


Theyˇve led through platform shocks, supply�chain issues, or capital constraints and can describe what they changed, how quickly, and what they learned.





Resilience through volatility


Youˇll see it in how they talk about the product, defend the customer, and insist on quality over short-term shortcuts. A leader who loves the brand treats it that way. They understand the story, the promise, and the customer experience at a visceral level, and they make decisions with that perspective front and center.










Love for the brand

Theyˇre comfortable diving into the numbers themselves�not just waiting for a report�and can thoughtfully separate signal from noise, using data as a tool for clarity rather than a source of hesitation.






Undaunted by data

˝They must be able to build a team culture that views failure as learning, opening team members up to sharing ideas which lead to improved performance.˛








-CEO, Leading DTC Nursery

ON CULTIVATING CULTURE



What this looks like: Pure enterprise or traditional retail backgrounds, with no hands�on DTC or P&L exposure (candidates here often struggle with pace, ambiguity, and resource constraints). 






Corporate pedigree with no scrappy proof points


What this looks like: Even great operators fail if theyˇre wrong for the companyˇs maturity or culture; you should deliberately test for values, risk tolerance, and how they prefer to work with founders and boards within a specific stage.







Because there are two sides to every coin. Knowing the warning signs�the red flags and failure modes�can save your brand from costly mistakes before itˇs too late.


© Red Flags and Failure Modes To Know

˝If a candidate mostly talks about how they managed external performance goals or gave advice, it's a concern. We need owners, not middle-managers or advisers or the agency-type, advice-only folks.˛



Operators > Observers

Misalignment with stage and culture


What this looks like: If their whole story is about creative testing and bid strategies on one platform, with thin understanding of margin, inventory, or CX.





Over�indexed on paid social ˝hacks˛


What this looks like:  Executives who need the founder for every major decision, or who personally own most key relationships.




Founder or key�person dependence mindset


What this looks like:They canˇt or struggle to articulate a credible bridge from current P&L to sustainable profitability (or positive unit economics at scale).





No clear answer on path to profitability


What this looks like: Treating opinions as unquestionable truths, relying too heavily on a single playbook or channel regardless of context, and dismissing data or feedback that challenges their own perspective.






Dogmatism

Whatˇs Next? 4 Quick Actions To Hire Your Next DTC Leader

Hunt Club is the executive search partner private equity firms and their high-growth portfolio companies trust to identify and secure the right leaders � sourcing talent beyond the reach of traditional recruiters and securing leaders who build stronger, more successful companies. 

Learn more at huntclub.com ™

Define Your Success
Clarify your growth, retention, and repeat-purchase goals � and define the leadership traits required at this stage. Without a clear benchmark, you risk hiring a leader misaligned to the mandate and paying for it in missed milestones.






Screen for Patterns
Donˇt rely on resumes or titles alone. Prioritize leaders who demonstrate the success patterns outlined above while actively avoiding the red flags.€


Partner Strategically
Finding a DTC leader who can scale both growth and profit is high-stakes work. Consider an executive search partner who specializes in DTC leadership. They bring deep networks, market insight, and the ability to identify candidates who have repeatedly built teams, scaled systems, and delivered durable results.€





Align Teams and KPIs
Make sure all functions share metrics, priorities, and decision rights.


-CEO, Leading DTC Nursery
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