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Abstract

Disagreements in a financing round all look like
disagreements about price. This paper argues that most are
not. Most are expectations that were never aligned before
the ask: the two sides are not working from the same set of
facts, the same peer group, the same segment assignment,
or even the same time window. Only when a number is
spoken do these gaps surface, all at once, and by then each
revision must be paid for with an explanation. The paper
answers two questions founders ask: what actually has to be
prepared before a round opens, and why a complete deck
still gets taken apart in the room.

Four bodies of work supply the mechanism: anchoring and
adjustment, showing how an initial value drags later
judgments; the first-offer effect in negotiation, showing how
whoever names a number first fixes the outcome;
information asymmetry and signalling, showing why
verifiable actions do work that statements cannot; and the
earnings-expectation literature, showing why firms pay real
costs to walk expectations down in advance. Evidence
comes from one public document anyone can download: the
July 2020 edition of the NVCA model term sheet. We count,
clause by clause, the blanks that must be filled with a
number, and show how each blank converts a vague
sentence into a fixed figure. Only the literal content of
public files is used; no transaction record appears.

From this we build a calibration checklist: twelve items to
align before the ask, each with what is aligned, what
happens if it is not, and which materials do the aligning.
The claim is stated as a falsifiable proposition together with
the evidence that would refute it. Four boundaries close the
paper, including the fact that calibration itself creates an
anchor, and that some expectations can only be calibrated
by the market.

Keywords: primary market; expectation alignment;
anchoring; first offer; information asymmetry; expectations
management; term sheet
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