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Executive summary

Many outsiders see a company’s initial public offering 
(IPO) as the pinnacle of a singular inspiration, a lifelong 
culmination borne out of late nights in the garage and napkin 
drawings. What is not always visible to the general public, 
however, is the hard work and infrastructure that the most 
successful companies put in long before their names appear 
on Wall Street. 

Pre-public companies can learn from the Greek legend of 
Pheidippides. Stories tell us that Pheidippides was a skilled 
runner, but when generals sent him to share news from 
the battlefield, he faced difficult terrains, extreme heat, 
and tremendous pressure. After the battle of Marathon, 
Pheidippides ran the now famous 26.2-mile trek to Athens 
to declare his people’s victory. 

Then he died. 

The moral of the story: you must be ready for the long-
term implications and new challenges of running a public 
company. Without the proper training and conditioning, 
it is too easy to hit the wall—at which point, you may           
never recover.

The most successful public companies took careful, 
deliberate steps to start acting like a public company years 
in advance and at every level of the organization. From 
familiarity with the landscape to healthy financial reporting 
practices, a readiness program can transform the sprint to 
the IPO into a sustainable, long-term run of growth.

The cost of going public vs. the cost of getting it wrong

Estimates vary, but PwC found that 87% of CFOs indicated 
that their firms spent more than $1 million on one-time costs 
associated with their IPOs. 

While the financial expense of an IPO is nothing to be taken 
lightly, the investment is only part of the story. Countless 
IPOs that failed to meet investor expectations show you 
the cost of going public is nothing compared to the cost of 
getting it wrong. 

Take Blue Apron, for example. The meal-kit delivery 
company saw its stock drop more than 60% six months after 
its IPO—at one point trading at less than $4 a share. In an 
interview with Bloomberg Technology, Kerry Rice, an analyst 
at Needham & Co., said, “The cautionary tale to other 
companies is really, can you get all the things you need done 
before you go public, so you mitigate the risk?”

Companies who are prepared from day one put themselves 
in the best position to avoid seeing their share prices 
plummet prematurely. For IPOs, the stakes are simply too 
high to learn on the job.

The best benchmarks for an aspiring public company: those 
who have gone before you. Companies eyeing an IPO 
should measure themselves according to their competition 
to test for readiness. After all, it is those companies who will 
be vying for the same investor dollars. 
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In a recent webinar from Workiva and FEI, Brett Klein, 
Managing Director in Technology Investment, Morgan 
Stanley, said, “Public investors are going to look at other 
companies that look similar, based on revenue, EBITDA, and 
free cash flow. What I would advise every company to do is 
think long and hard about who your comparable companies 
are—who is most likely to get bucketed with you in the 
public investor universe.” 

IPO readiness is one of the few instances where it is to your 
benefit to look like the competition.

Of course, your competition has a significant advantage: 
they have a head start, likely being traded on the public 
exchanges for years. They have established trust with 
analysts and investors. They have inspired confidence with 
their reporting processes. Pre-IPO companies can look to 
those public company staples as the foundation for their 
own best practices.

And if you’re not ready? If your earnings reports are behind 
schedule? If all your modeling and forecasting falls short of 
its promise? Investors show little patience for those who fail 
to meet their projections. “The market disproportionately 
punishes companies that miss their forecasts, and missing 
the forecast relates directly to the predictability of the 
model,” warns Workiva CFO Stuart Miller. 

In short, companies that are unprepared could face a large 
uphill climb back to relevancy.

The differences between private and public 

You may have a big idea set to disrupt the industry. Your 
founder may have made magazine covers. Still, nothing to 
this point will prepare you for the rigors of going public. 
Public companies face unprecedented scrutiny. Your 
business immediately becomes everybody’s business. Before 
anyone will invest in you, they want to know what steps you 
have taken to keep their own money secure—for investors, it 
is about mitigating their own risks.

Investors act as evaluators first, and they have more access 
to your company’s backstory than ever. Even the smallest 
misstep can have an exponential impact on a company’s 

valuation. If there are any inconsistencies or impressions 
of unpreparedness in the journey up to the IPO, it could 
seriously jeopardize a company’s ability to raise equity 
capital. Because of this, it is important to get your house in 
order well in advance of stock market aspirations. 

The time to start acting like a public company is at least two 
years before a projected IPO date. At this time, you should 
start setting expectations for your financial reporting, which 
will serve as the primary evidence for attracting investor 
dollars. The level and layers of reporting you will be required 
to complete represent the greatest divide between private 
company and public company practices: 

Volume: You will be expected to share an enormous 
sum of financial records—historical financial statements, 
forecasts, salary structures—before, during, and well 
after the IPO process.

In terms of how many years of history you should to 
prepare a filing for a financial statement, Jill Klindt, 
Chief Accounting Officer and Vice President at Workiva, 
recommends looking back at least two years. “As a 
private company, going back and making sure you have 
comparable quarterly information for the last two years 
is very important. We had to go back through and 
make sure we had the right information on a quarterly 
basis and had it reviewed by external auditors at those 
quarterly points as well.”

Frequency: For private companies, the reporting 
schedule is largely up to leadership and key 
stakeholders. Reporting deadlines become much more 
stringent after the IPO. 

“As a private company, you were really focusing on the 
year. Moving forward [as a public company], you’re really 
focused on the quarters. You’re working on your month-
end closes, but you’re really focused on the quarter,” 
said Klindt. As for a target close date, she explains, “You 
always target faster. The target is always a day faster 
than what you’re currently closing. From a quarterly 
standpoint, we try to do five days from the first close. 
For the annual, it’s slightly longer.”

Will the company be ready to meet the SEC filing 
schedule? It takes time to adjust to the cycle, according 
to a survey from PwC. Newly public and pre-IPO 
companies shared their pace of reporting. Most of the 
surveyed companies significantly reduced the days to 
close a quarter post-IPO:

• Pre-IPO, most companies took more than 10 
calendar days to close a quarter

“What I would advise every company 
to do is think long and hard about who 
your comparable companies are—who 
is most likely to get bucketed with you 
in the public investor universe.” 

https://www.financialexecutives.org/Events/Webinar/IPO-Readiness-Workiva.aspx
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/deals/publications/assets/pwc-benchmarking-analysis-tech-ipo-survey-publication.pdf


• Post-IPO, 82% of companies improved close timing 
by at least 5 calendar days or were already closing 
in less than 10 calendar days 

• Most companies take longer than 30 days to 
release earnings and then file their 10-Qs within 10 
days

• 64% of companies that have been public for longer 
than 6 months release earnings within 35 days of 
quarter close, with 45% taking less than 30 days

• All of the companies which file their 10-Qs within 
31–35 days after quarter close have been public for 
longer than 6 months

Consistency: Consistent actions and outcomes have 
never been under as immense pressure as they will be 
when you are a public company. “You need a very robust 
history of not missing your [forecast results] as well 
as robust sales pipeline tracking,” said James Disney, a 
managing director in Credit Suisse’s technology investing 
group, during a 2017 IPO readiness panel. “You need 
internal discipline, and probably the shortest way you 
can do that is to work with your bankers and lawyers to 
identify the operational, financial, and legal requirements 
and to understand what’s required as a public company.”

“The very basic advice I can give to every company is to 
start early. Start early on your corporate house cleaning. 
Take care of a lot of the key issues around telling your 
story to the public markets,” says Klein.

Even with the weight that each pre-IPO decision carries, 
there is incredible opportunity for those who are ready. 
How can a private company create a successful transition 
to public status? How can you turn promising ideas into 
profitable futures? It’s about the preparing the people on the 
ground, positioning the leaders on the board, and perfecting 
the processes behind it all.

Step 1: People

Where are private companies likely to make the biggest 
adjustment in human capital before going public? Based 
on their experiences, most authorities on going public 
recommend focusing on increasing accounting and finance 
staff, customer support, and external communications, with 
added emphasis on the reporting team. 

In the article “The Right Time to IPO,” the New York Stock 
Exchange recommends, “It’s important to think about your 
team structures, roles and responsibilities, and lines of 
reporting ahead of your IPO.”  

As a private company, you likely have yet to build out the 
layered accounting and finance teams required for keeping 
up with SEC demands, whether due to bootstrapped 
budgets or simply lack of need. Before going public is no 
time to try and save money on staffing, however, as many of 
the most scrutinized, time-sensitive responsibilities will fall 
squarely on the shoulders of reporting teams.

Earnings reports will need to be turned around quickly, 
generally a few weeks after the close of each quarter. The 
teams responsible for this—financial planning, controller, 
treasurer, audit, tax—must approach reporting with more 
seriousness and regularity than at a startup. Because the 
consequences are that much greater, a pre-IPO firm will 
want to start putting secondary roles in place. It takes a 
“staff up, train up” approach, according to Klindt. 

When looking to expand staff, you will want to look 
for experienced accountants who demonstrate a deep 
understanding of SEC requirements and a seasoned 
technical ability to complete SEC disclosures. The SEC 
reporting you will be required to conduct after your IPO is 
fundamentally different than any private company reporting.

Another department you may not have had to consider as a 
private company is your investor relations (IR) team. Without 
an experienced IR officer or consultant in place, your 
company is missing one of the key pieces to communicating 
with the market. Investor relations professionals are well-
versed in speaking to shareholders’ perspectives and can 
help assuage fears while getting your IPO house in order.

The concept of building your team extends beyond the 
office walls. You must be proactive in securing trusted 
partners, including third parties such as auditors, legal 
counsel, and bankers. 

Klein said, “Don’t skimp on the cost. Hire a legal firm. Hire 
auditors. And when the time is right, hire an underwriter and 
group of underwriters that have been there before. The key 
thing across all the professional service providers: hire the 
best advisors you can.” 

“The very basic advice I can give to 
every company, Start early on your 
corporate house cleaning.” 

“It’s important to think about your team 
structures, roles and responsibilities, and 
lines of reporting ahead of your IPO.”

https://daily.financialexecutives.org/ipo-brings-discipline-growing-firms/
https://www.nyse.com/article/right-time-to-ipo


In a piece written for TechCrunch, former OpenTable CEO 
Jeff Jordan emphasized the importance of getting in early 
with the investment banks. “The selection of the right 
banker is critical to a successful IPO process. Bank brands 
are important, but to me the more important attributes are 
the quality of the individuals actually working on your deal 
and the quality of your relationship with them—you want 
a banker with whom you have a deep relationship built on 
trust. I’d also argue that a critical part of that relationship 
is that the bank provides full transparency into the deal 
dynamics—pricing, allocations, etc.—during the process,” 
advised Jordan.

Jordan also highlighted that the right banking relationships 
can open the door to other opportunities, including 
introductions to public market investors that over time 
became OpenTable’s largest investors.

READINESS CHECKLIST: 

How to build out your teams

Accounting

 □ Do they value accuracy? 

 □ Do they know how to find and/or can they 
produce a large quantity of historical data?

 □ Can they handle strict quarterly reporting 
deadlines? 

Finance

 □ Can they establish the KPIs you will need going 
forward?

 □ Can they demonstrate the ability to interpret 
financial and nonfinancial data?

 □ Are they experienced in developing financial 
models and forecasting?

Investor relations

 □ Are they well-versed in speaking to the 
shareholders’ perspective?

 □ Do they have public company experience?

Third-parties/service providers

 □ Do they bring IPO experience?

 □ Do they offer referrals from past IPO clients?

Step 2: Governance 

Taking a company public requires constant oversight, which 
is why company leadership, from C-suite to board room, is 
critical. Executives for an IPO-ready organization should 
bring varying levels of outside experience. In fact, familiarity 
with the company itself is often less important than knowing 
market expectations and understanding the IPO process. 

The New York Stock Exchange, the world’s largest stock 
exchange by market capitalization, has perhaps more 
perspective than any other organization on what it takes 
to succeed in a post-IPO environment. According to Tom 
Farley, President of NYSE Group, “It’s typically best to 
start filling out your board 1.5–2 years before you plan to           
go public.” 

When selecting board members, a company may be 
tempted to show loyalty to its lead investors and long-
term relationships. However, granting board membership 
solely to venture capitalists, industry insiders, and even 
trusted friendships can be fraught with risk in the face of a     
looming IPO. 

Jordan warned against playing favorites and addressed 
concerns about board composition with TechCrunch. “First, 
most VCs have never worked at or run a public company, 
and few have meaningful experience serving on the boards 
of public companies—so contributing to the best-practice 
governance of the newly public company is a learned skill,” 
said Jordan. “Public company boards have requirements—
due to SEC and stock exchange guidelines—with respect to 
independent or outside directors that large investors often 
can’t fulfill.”

As you are building your board, keep in mind that you will 
want to include a diverse range of experts with executive 
or governance experience. Board requirements for public 
companies include: 

• A majority of independent directors

• An audit committee made up of a minimum of 
three directors who meet financial literacy and 
independence standards

• A committee of independent directors charged 
with compensation and corporate governance 
standards, among other requirements

These committees are in place to provide independent, 
objective guidance and oversight to the management 
team. Their role is to focus on what is in the best interest 
of shareholders, likely a much different directive than they 
operated under a private company. 

https://techcrunch.com/2017/08/22/16-things-ceos-should-do-before-an-ipo/
https://techcrunch.com/2017/08/22/16-things-ceos-should-do-before-an-ipo/
https://techcrunch.com/2017/08/22/16-things-ceos-should-do-before-an-ipo/


Klein likens selecting board leadership—and, to a greater 
extent, any advisors or professional service providers—to 
creating a winning basketball team. “Make sure you’re hiring 
people that have done it before...and done it a lot before. 
I truly think it’s like an athlete training. You want the guy 
taking the last shot at the end of the game that has the most 
reps in the gym before it really matters,” advised Klein. 

For companies going public, it is even more crucial: while 
there may be another game, there is only one shot at an IPO.

There is another adage often heard in sports: act like you 
have been there before. Leaning on the leadership of a 
strong, seasoned board will help minimize any possible 
shortcomings in your own experience.

After the board is established, it is a prime opportunity 
to get in the practice of performance reporting. Miller 
described how Workiva delivers its internal reports to 
directors and why private companies will benefit from 
establishing a performance reporting routine: “Our board 
meets 4–5 times per year. We have a policy of complete 
candor with our board members. Their advice to us is only 
as good as how well-informed we keep them. It’s helpful to 
know there’s not something that’s going to be at odds with 
what we file.”

READINESS CHECKLIST: 

What to look for in board candidates

 □ Are they independent of the company and initial 
investor base?  

 □ Do they have experience leading companies 
through the IPO process?

 □ Is there a mix of active and retired board 
directors?

 □ Is there representation from different industry 
and functional leadership expertise? 

 □ Does your board makeup represent inclusion? 
Can you offer gender, age, and racial diversity? 

 □ Is there a mix of behavioral styles, including 
consensus-builders, strong communicators, 
good listeners, and seasoned leaders?

 □ Can someone serve as an independent audit 
committee chair and meet the SEC definition of 
“financial expert”?

 □ Does your preferred choice for chairman have 
at least 5–10 years of experience working on 
a board? Can this person effectively manage 
diverse stakeholder interests internally as well 
as externally to the company?

Step 3: Disclosures

Private companies largely have the luxury of disclosing what 
they want, when they want, in order to satisfy ownership, 
management, early investors, and lenders. That is a fraction 
of the scrutiny you will face once you add regulators, market 
analysts, and shareholders to the mix. 

To hold public companies accountable and create a fair 
market environment for investors, the SEC requires 
disclosure of items that relate to a company’s financial 
condition, operating results, management compensation, 
and other important areas. Once public, you cannot pick 
and choose what you intend to share—both good and bad 
information that may be considered material information 
must be disclosed. 

The list of disclosures required by the SEC is long and 
not limited to financial statements. You may be required 
to provide detailed information around the non-GAAP 
measures you elect to share or report cybersecurity incidents 
in a timely manner.

Public company-level disclosures involve discipline around 
reporting, including knowing what to disclose, when to 
disclose it, and the mechanics behind those disclosures. 
Private companies have likely never been responsible for 
the quantity or intensity of reporting that will be required 
by the SEC, from filing deadlines to depth of disclosures to 
corporate transparency. 

Klindt shared her experience with the Workiva IPO. “It’s all 
about documentation. Certainly prior to becoming a public 
company, we had documentation, but it was private company 
documentation. There’s a very distinct difference between 
what’s required. It’s more about building out all of the steps 
around what exactly are you doing and how exactly does 
someone review that and making sure it’s all written out and 
very clear. That’s the piece we really had to focus on. We had 
to make sure we had the right processes in place, the right 
documentation in place, the right testing being done.” 

When is the right time for private companies to begin 
adopting public company reporting practices? As always, the 
sooner the better. At a minimum, Klein suggests companies 
looking at an IPO date should be reporting on a public 
company cadence a year ahead of schedule. “My general 
advice to most companies is you should be functioning just 
like a public company 12 months in advance of the IPO. 
Everything from financial reporting and producing your 
10-Ks or 10-Qs on a timely basis to actually hosting mock 
earnings calls, these kinds of public company motions are 
actually very important to practice and trial. Once you’re 
public, failure on any of these can truly be near death of a 
company. The ramifications are that high.” 



For IPOs, timing is everything. But that timing begins long 
before filing an S-1. It starts with your financial reporting 
schedule. Align your quarters with the standard close 
times for public entities. Compare your financial reporting 
schedule to other companies within your vertical. Start to 
gauge expectations of the analysts in your sector. What are 
their schedules for releasing their reports? Can you easily 
provide their preferred metrics in a timely manner to create 
an accurate competitive review?

Once you have established when you plan to file, it is time 
to determine what you will be reporting. Investors are 
looking for a report card on your company. How you plan 
to present the company to investors is crucial and includes 
careful decisions on what key performance indicators (KPIs) 
to include. Provide investors the metrics they need to 
understand the business and to predict its potential. 

Jordan offered this advice: “Investors and analysts will 
track any and every metric you give them, so giving them 
the most high-leverage ones to focus on will help them get 
quickly to the essence and heart of the business. Loading 
them up with relatively unimportant ones—or worse, giving 
them the wrong ones—will cause confusion and distract 
them from the real investment management challenges for 
the company.”

Klein agreed, “You don’t want to use a lot of metrics and 
then take them back immediately. That will receive a lot                
of backlash.”

The lesson here: be consistent in what you present. Report 
a metric once, and investors will only want more. Make sure 
your KPIs are easy to measure, always available, and readily 
repeatable from report to report. And, if you decide to drop 
a metric, be prepared to explain why—because there will 
inevitably be questions at the earnings call.

“Another post-IPO lesson learned was related to which 
non-GAAP data elements you choose to disclose publicly. 
When you’ve disclosed them once, the street expects you to 
disclose them quarterly or more frequently. For example, we 
chose number of customers, revenue retention, and revenue 
retention with add-ons. Testing those calculations to make 
sure they’re repeatable, limited in their volatility, and most 
importantly, are meaningful as a measure for investors, is 
something that’s worth a lot of time. You’re going to have to 

live with those numbers in the future. Are we going to have 
to spend 30 minutes on a conference call explaining why this 
is no longer relevant? If you decide you’re going to phase 
out an item, you have to give notice. Best practice is to give 
notice that in two quarters, we’re going to stop reporting 
this number for these reasons,” said Workiva CFO Miller. 
“You’re making a commitment on non-GAAP disclosures.”

Jim Williams, CFO, Tanger Outlet Malls, has also seen how 
non-GAAP measures can attract extra attention from 
stakeholders. “We report [a lot of metrics] in an operating 
supplement that we post on our website that’s not in 
our SEC filings. There’s a ton of data that we gather and 
report, and we find ourselves getting asked more and more 
questions from analysts when we have our earnings calls. 
There’s always that thirst for more,” explained Williams.

In addition, Williams warns companies to carefully 
consider the consistency between their SEC filings and 
supplementary reporting efforts. “The last two comment 
letters we’ve got, there’s not one on our actual SEC required 
filings, it was on our operating supplement or press release. 
The SEC is looking beyond just those compliance reports 
to see what other information that you’re reporting to 
analysts. They’re trying to determine what information you 
are putting in there that you should also be putting into your 
SEC filings.”

Once the financial reporting is in place, it has a positive 
effect on the rest of a company’s reporting responsibilities. 
“If you can produce eight quarters of results, there’s 
no reason [Sarbanes-Oxley compliance] isn’t happening 
simultaneously,” said Megan Baier, a partner with legal firm 
Wilson Sonsini Goodrich & Rosati. “There are some higher-
level control environment considerations, but a lot of the 
core of what SOX should be about is how you’re operating 
day to day, how you’re closing your books, and what 
functions you have in place to make sure your information’s 
accurate and complete.”

Even one of the most anticipated IPOs of 2018 was not 
safe from the sins of its past. According to their paperwork, 
streaming music service Spotify issued a statement that 
could have been seen as a red flag by some investors. The 
company “identified a material weakness in our internal 
control over financial reporting relating to inadequate 
financial statement preparation and review procedures” for 
the past three calendar years.

A lack of proper financial accounting systems was 
commonplace during the dot-com boom. In a post 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act world, companies must declare material 
weaknesses in internal controls, also known as the Section 
404 warning, in their S-1 filings. 

“We have a policy of complete candor 
with our board members. Their advice 
to us is only as good as how well-
informed we keep them.”

https://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-spotify-ipo-filing-includes-a-giant-warning-sign-2018-02-28
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-spotify-ipo-filing-includes-a-giant-warning-sign-2018-02-28


Without this level of accountability, the ways companies 
handle and release financial data can have dire 
consequences. “If analysts are using information that’s not 
in SEC filings, it’s almost like the operating supplement is 
more important than the 10-K, 10-Q. If they’re relying on 
this information, then you certainly need internal controls to 
make sure it’s right. I’ve seen a couple of CFOs who’ve lost 
their jobs because of improprieties or inaccuracies in non-
GAAP numbers or operating metrics,” said Williams.

To ensure accuracy in their reporting, regulated public 
companies are subjected to ongoing accounting audits. 
It’s best practice to conduct several internal audits before 
your IPO, which will give auditors a chance to examine 
your financial records and internal controls, highlighting any 
potential concerns and making recommendations. Consult 
the company underwriters for recommendations on the 
number of years for which you should have audited records.

The good news for today’s high-growth companies 
considering going public: there are solutions that simplify 
processes and allow business leaders to focus on other areas 
heading toward the IPO. Klein reports, “We’re only going to 
get more efficient. The days of sitting around at a law firm in 
person in these long drafting sessions are going away.”

Where IPOs were once tied to financial printers, there are a 
myriad digital tools available to alleviate the back-and-forth 
of edits and allow for faster filing turnarounds. Pre-IPO 
companies can save time and expense with self-service or 
hybrid filing solutions. Cloud reporting technologies such 
as Wdesk are purpose-built solutions that put powerful 
reporting capabilities in the hands of those who know the 
numbers best—the finance and accounting teams. 

As a general rule of thumb, the more you can control in-
house, the easier it is to keep that house in order.

“I don’t know how people continue to have a life or any kind 
of balance working through an IPO process and then moving 
into being a public company without a tool like Wdesk. Being 
able to work remotely when needed, giving your team the 
ability to work remotely when needed, it’s invaluable really. 
It’s a big reason we were able to be so successful in that 
whole process. External counsel is in there reviewing all 
the filings, tax is looking at that from their standpoint, and 
any external auditors and consultants are all able to work in 
Wdesk,” said Klindt.

Klein believes that the future of IPO filing will continue to 
improve. “I think it’s changed for the better, and I think it’s 
only going to change more going forward. Think of EDGAR 
and the filing process and the distribution of documents 
online, making it easy to disseminate these documents to 
the public investors and the public at large. The days of 

flying down to D.C. and filing a paper copy of your K, Q, 
or S-1 are long gone,” observed Klein. “The S-1 document 
creation process is changing dramatically. It’s much more 
collaborative and can be done electronically, reducing my 
time on airplanes and in conference rooms.”

READINESS CHECKLIST: 

What to look for in reporting technology

Cloud platform

 □ Are documents and data secured and encrypted 
at rest and in transit? Can you eliminate the 
risks of sharing content across emails, multiple 
spreadsheets, and shared drives? Can the 
working group collaborate in the same master 
document at the same time?

Single source of the truth

 □ Does data in text, tables, and charts update 
instantly? Can you eliminate version control, 
footing, and ticking and tying number changes? 

Permissions

 □ Can you add users and assign permissions? Is 
there an audit trail for all activity?

Review workflow

 □ Can section owners make updates to 
confidential areas with controlled access? Can 
document owners accept or edit immediately? 
Can editors easily and quickly generate 
blacklines to see changes between revisions?

Collaboration

 □ Can you communicate in real-time within 
documents? Can you direct comments at 
different contributors? Are underwriter style 
guides available to update the format of the S-1 
at anytime from anywhere? 

Output options

 □ Can you output files such as HTML, print-ready 
PDF, Word®, Excel®, and XBRL? Can you view 
documents in EDGAR without waiting for the 
printer to translate and code the file?

Support for future filings

 □ Can you convert your S-1 into subsequent 10-Q 
and 10-K documents within the same platform? 
Can you carry over full XBRL detail tagging? 



Final thoughts

Private companies that complete their due diligence and put 
in the work—that log those practice miles—can parlay pre-
IPO momentum into long-term value and establish strong 
investor relationships from the start. Committing to IPO 
readiness can be the difference between a valuation riding 
hype and one built on a foundation of healthy activities and 
effective business habits. 

Industry experts advise pre-IPO companies to focus on 
these three key areas: 

• People: Expanding the staff, especially the 
accounting and finance reporting teams, will 
provide the support needed to meet strict SEC 
requirements and deadlines

• Corporate governance: Establishing a board built 
on diverse experience and insight will help inspire 
confidence in investors and demonstrate your 
commitment to shareholders

• Processes: Creating sustainable, repeatable financial 
reporting frameworks, which are required by 
regulators and essential to investors, will reduce 
risk, build trust, and increase transparency for 
decision-making

Klein summed up the importance of preparedness, “You 
want to set forth a strategic positioning that can stand 
the test of time, and really be a framework for both your 
business today and the IPO roadshow story you’re going 
to tell, along with a framework for where your business is 
going to be 3–5 years from now. Think about it from the 
public investor that’s judging your story: Is this a story that 
can lead to a billion dollar public company? That’s the bar 
investors have.” 

Acting public before going public can set the tone for 
years to come, for both your internal team and external 
stakeholders. Two to three years of preparation in advance 
of the IPO can translate into an exponential number of years 
of success as a public company. 

Private companies can take a similar approach to long 
distance runners training for a race. Study the practices of 
your competitors—in this case, your public counterparts. 
Get into a routine, especially in your reporting practices. See 
how far you can go.

About Workiva

Workiva delivers Wdesk, a leading enterprise cloud
platform for data collaboration, reporting, and 
compliance that is used by thousands of organizations 
worldwide, including over 70 percent of the 500 largest 
U.S. corporations by total revenue. Companies of all 
sizes, state and local governments, and educational 
institutions use Wdesk to help mitigate risk, improve 
productivity, and gain confidence in their data-driven 
decisions. For more information about Workiva 
(NYSE:WK), please visit workiva.com.
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The IPO Readiness Roadmap: Step by Step

Internal 
Processes

• Keep the books
• Identify and track key 

external metrics
• Implement timely 

budget preparation 
and review all 
processes

• Implement accounting 
policies

• Document key 
business processes 
and remediate control 
deficiencies

• Practice actual to 
budget quarterly

• Conduct more 
frequent reporting, 
including monthly 
performance 
reporting

• Set human resources 
policies and 
procedures

• Identify human 
resources, legal, and 
risk management

• Keep rolling forecast
• Budget to actual 

monthly with 
department heads

• Prepare to draft S-1
• Prepare mock 

earnings releases and 
call scripts

• Hold quarterly 
board meetings with 
committee reports

• Execute first 10-Q 
and XBRL tagging

• Execute on first 
earnings release

• Appoint auditors
• Select legal counsel
• Adopt long-term 

incentive program

• Audited annual 
report (10-Q like)

• Appoint relevant 
public company 
board members and 
set up committees

• Complete historical 
audits

18 to 24 months
before filing

12 to 18 months
before filing

3 to 12 months
before filing

6 months
before filing

Transitions • Appoint dedicated 
IPO leadership team

• Select bankers and 
banker due diligence

• Choose exchange
• Assess need for 

additional technical 
accountants for 
SEC reporting and 
investor relations 
personnel

• Retain SOX resources 
and develop Sec. 404 
compliance plan 

• Appoint auditors
• Select legal counsel
• Adopt long-term 

incentive program


