Getting your early hires right

A legal checklist for founders hiring their first team

Hiring your first team members is a major milestone - but it comes with legal, structural and cultural considerations that can catch
founders off guard. This checklist covers the essentials to help you build a compliant and scalable hiring foundation from day one.

1. Planthe team structure

« Defineroles: who do you
need now vs. later?

+ Clarify employment status:
employee, contractor,
consultant or advisor?

« Consider co-founder
vs. early hire - equity
implications.

. Employment law basics

Compliant employment
contractsin place
before start date.

Clear probationary periods
and notice terms.

Statutory rights (holiday,
sick pay, pensions) built in.

Right to work checks
and basic onboarding.

3.

Protecting the business

Intellectual property
assignment and
confidentiality clauses
included in every agreement.

Restrictive covenants for
senior hires (with care).

Clear ownership
of inventions and
developments.

Employee Handbook or
basic policies (disciplinary,
data, diversity &inclusion,
remote working).

4.

Equity and incentives

Option pool sized in
anticipation of future
hires/investors.

Decide between Enterprise
Management Incentive
options, growth shares, or
alternative incentive plans.

Board and shareholder
consents (and filings)
properly documented.

Vesting schedules,
leaver provisions and exit
treatment clearly set out.

. Culture, strategy 6.

& growth planning

Define your values and
onboarding experience early.

Set a hiring budget .
(including hidden costs:
national insurance,
benefits, setup).

Align hires with business
objectives and fundraising
milestones.

Build flexibility into
employment structures for
future scale or pivot.

When things go wrong

Have a clear plan for
handling underperformance
or terminations.

Understand statutory
protections (e.g. redundancy;,
discrimination risks).

Document exit properly
(settlement agreements
where needed).

Plan for knowledge transfer
when key staff leave.
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Final thoughts

Getting your first few hires right sets the tone for your company’s culture, pace,
and direction. Take the time to protect what matters - your people, your IP, and
your vision. The legal foundations you lay now will pay dividends as you scale.

Let’s talk

Building a team is one of the most exciting, and high-stakes, parts of early-
stage growth. Whether you're hiring your first team member or scaling quickly
post-funding, Ashfords can help you:

« Structure roles and contracts that flex with your growth.

-+ Protect your intellectual property and commercial interests.
« Design compliant equity and incentive schemes.

+ Navigate employment law risks and sensitive exits.

We support founders with practical legal advice and tailored documentation
across the full hiring journey - from first hires to functional teams.
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Our insights in this document are intended to be for general information purposes only,
may not cover every aspect of the topic with which it deals, and should not be relied on

as legal advice or as an alternative to taking legal advice. English law is subject to change
and the insights shared may not reflect the latest legal developments. You should always
seek appropriate legal advice before taking, or refraining from taking, any action based

on the information contained in this document. Ashfords disclaims all liability for any loss,
howsoever caused, arising directly or indirectly fromreliance on the information contained
within this document.

Ashfords LLP is a limited liability partnership, registered in England and Wales with number
0C342432, and its registered office is at Ashford House, Grenadier Road, Exeter, EX13LH.
The firm's VAT number is GB 844 5024 39. Ashfords LLP is authorised and regulated by the
Solicitors Regulation Authority with number 508761. A list of members of Ashfords LLP, and
their professional qualifications, is available at the registered office. The term partner is
used to refer to a member of Ashfords LLP or an employee of equivalent standing.

A copy of the Solicitors Regulation Authority’s Standards and Regulations 2019 can be found at
www.sra.org.uk/solicitors/standards-regulations.

Rory Suggett
r.suggett@ashfords.co.uk
T +44 (0)117 3218067

Sign up to our newsletter
Venture to receive more
insights for growing businesses

Find further useful resources on the
Ashfords’ Business Scaleup Hub

ﬂ!ﬂ Follow us on LinkedIn
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