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About the Author 

 

Cynthia Nelson has spent more than fifteen years working 
as a fractional executive — long before the term existed. She 

has led marketing, operations, partnerships, licensing, 
business development, international expansion, e-

commerce, and AI strategy for organizations ranging from 
Fortune 500 companies to venture-backed startups, 
nonprofits, and family-owned businesses. 

Her career spans over thirty years in entertainment, 
technology, consumer products, retail, education, 

sustainability, and food innovation, with engagements 
alongside brands including Audible, Bose, P&G, Publicis 
Groupe, Walmart, Televisa Univision, Sony Music, and 

Todobebé. She has helped organizations like The Scratch 
Foundation build entirely new revenue streams from 

existing intellectual property and worked alongside deep-
tech ventures like SCO2 to translate breakthrough science 
into commercial traction. 

Cynthia is the creator of the Nelson Fractional Readiness 
Index™ (NFRI™), a diagnostic that helps founders, boards, 

and leadership teams evaluate whether their organization 
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has reached the inflection point where fractional executive 
leadership can accelerate growth. 

She lives and works from Barcelona, keeping U.S. East Coast 
hours by design — mornings for an ocean swim and a slow 
coffee, afternoons and evenings for the work of building. It's 

a rhythm she credits with making her sharper for the clients 
she serves, not despite the distance, but because of it. 

Cynthia's approach is simple: she doesn't sit outside the 
business offering advice. She becomes part of it. Companies 
don't hire her because they lack ideas — they hire her 

because they're standing at an inflection point and need 
someone who has navigated that terrain before. 

This is her second book. 
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How to Use This Book 
This book works two ways. Read it start to finish for the full 
arc or jump straight to what brought you here. Every 
chapter closes with a Key Takeaway, a note for companies, a 
note for aspiring fractional leaders, three questions worth 
raising with your team, and one practical next step. 

If You're Evaluating Fractional Leadership for 
Your Company 

Start with Chapter 1 for the market context, Chapter 4 to 
diagnose whether you need it, and Chapter 3 to understand 
what you're paying for. Chapter 8 includes the Nelson 
Fractional Readiness Index™ — a five-minute assessment 
you can run with your leadership team today. Each 
chapter's “For Companies” note and Three Questions 
section are built for exactly this conversation. 

If You're Building a Fractional Career 

Start with Chapter 1 for the landscape, Chapters 2, 3, and 5 
for how the work actually looks day-to-day, and Chapter 7 
for the practical playbook — positioning, pricing, and proof. 
The Resource Guide near the end lists networks, 
communities, and tools to help you get started. Each 
chapter's “For Aspiring Fractional Leaders” note speaks 
directly to you. 

Either way, welcome. Let's get started. 
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C H A P T E R  0 1  

The Rise of the Fractional 
Economy 

         

For most of my career, I’ve been asked one question more 
than any other: 

“What exactly is a fractional executive?” 

Ironically, I’ve been doing fractional leadership for more 

than fifteen years—long before anyone called it that. 

When I started, there wasn’t a catchy title or an entire 
industry built around the concept. I simply saw a gap in the 

market. Companies didn’t always need—or couldn’t always 
afford—a full-time Chief Marketing Officer, Chief Operating 

Officer, Chief Revenue Officer, or Chief Strategy Officer. 
What they desperately needed was someone who had built 
businesses before, could quickly understand where the 

bottlenecks were, roll up their sleeves, and help move the 
company forward. 

I wasn’t interested in writing reports that collected dust. 

I wanted to build. 

Over the past fifteen years, I’ve worked alongside Fortune 

500 companies, venture-backed startups, nonprofit 
organizations, family-owned businesses, and founders 

navigating everything from fundraising and international 
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expansion to licensing, partnerships, go-to-market strategy, 
digital transformation, AI adoption, and organizational 

growth. 

Sometimes I’ve been hired to fix something that wasn’t 
working. 

Sometimes I’ve been brought in to launch something 
entirely new. 

Sometimes I’ve simply been the executive who helped a 
founder sleep again because they finally had someone 
sitting beside them who had been through it before. 

What I’ve learned is this: 

Companies rarely fail because they lack ideas. 

They struggle because they lack experienced execution. 

That’s where fractional leadership comes in. 

A Model Whose Time Has Come 

For decades, business followed a fairly predictable formula. 

If you needed executive leadership, you hired someone full-
time. 

The assumption was simple: 

One company. 
One executive. 

One office. 
One long-term employment relationship. 

That model served businesses well for many years. 
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Today’s business environment looks nothing like it did 
twenty years ago. 

Markets shift overnight. 

Technology evolves faster than organizations can adapt. 

Artificial intelligence is rewriting entire industries. 

Capital is more selective. 

Customers expect constant innovation. 

The pace of change has accelerated while traditional hiring 
has remained surprisingly slow. 

Finding a senior executive often takes six to twelve months. 

By the time someone is hired, onboarded, and fully 
operational, the business challenge may have already 

changed. 

Companies no longer have the luxury of waiting. 

At exactly the same time, something equally important has 

happened on the talent side. 

Many of the most experienced executives have realized they 

no longer want traditional corporate careers. 

After decades inside large organizations, they want 
flexibility, autonomy, meaningful work, and the opportunity 

to solve interesting problems without spending half their 
week navigating internal politics. 

These two forces collided to create what is now known as 
the fractional economy. 
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What once seemed unconventional has become one of the 
fastest-growing models for accessing executive talent. 

The Numbers Tell the Story 

While I’ve watched this evolution firsthand over the last 
decade and a half, the research now confirms what many of 
us have experienced. 

McKinsey & Company estimates that 36% of employed 
Americans now participate in some form of independent 

work, representing approximately 58 million workers, up 
significantly from 27% just a few years earlier. Their 
research also found that highly skilled professionals are one 

of the fastest-growing segments within independent work, 
as executives increasingly choose flexibility and portfolio 

careers over traditional employment. 

MBO Partners’ 2025 State of Independence study paints an 
even larger picture. It estimates that more than 72 million 
Americans now participate in independent work, including 

nearly 28 million full-time independent professionals. 
Even more striking, a record 5.6 million independent 
professionals earn more than $100,000 annually, 

demonstrating that independent work is no longer viewed 
as a stepping stone between traditional jobs—it has become 

a deliberate career choice for highly experienced 
professionals. 

This isn’t the gig economy. 

This isn’t freelancing. 



FRACTIONAL LEADERS   ·   12 

This is executive leadership evolving. 

 

Why Experienced Leaders Are Choosing 
Fractional Careers 

People often assume executives become fractional because 
they couldn’t find a full-time role. 

In my experience, the opposite is usually true. 

The best fractional leaders are choosing this path 
intentionally. 

After years leading organizations, many realize they enjoy 
solving problems more than maintaining systems they’ve 
already built. 

They thrive during periods of growth. 

They enjoy building teams, creating strategy, establishing 

operating rhythms, launching products, securing 
partnerships, raising capital, or repositioning businesses. 

Once those foundations are in place, they’re ready for the 

next challenge. 
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Fractional work allows experienced executives to spend 
more time doing what they love and less time navigating 

bureaucracy. 

It also creates something traditional employment rarely 
offers:  Perspective. 

Working across multiple organizations allows a fractional 
executive to recognize patterns much faster than someone 

who’s spent ten years inside one company. 

You see what great leadership looks like. 

You see what causes organizations to stall. 

You recognize cultural issues before they become financial 
issues. 

You identify operational inefficiencies because you’ve solved 
similar problems elsewhere. 

Every client sharpens your instincts for the next one. 

That cross-pollination becomes one of the greatest values 
you bring. 

Why Companies Are Hiring Fractional Leaders 

The business case is equally compelling. 

Not every company needs a full-time executive. 

Nearly every growing company needs executive thinking. 

There’s an important distinction. 
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A Series A startup may desperately need a Chief Revenue 
Officer—but only for two or three days each week while 

building its sales organization. 

A nonprofit may need a Chief Strategy Officer to diversify 
revenue beyond donations. 

A family-owned business preparing for succession may need 
operational leadership without wanting to permanently 

expand the executive team. 

A founder may need someone who has scaled companies 
before—but only until the next phase of growth. 

Hiring fractionally allows organizations to access decades of 
executive experience without immediately committing to 

the financial structure of a permanent C-suite hire. 

That flexibility has become increasingly valuable. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, executive 

compensation continues to rise, while executive search 
firms often report leadership searches lasting several 

months. During periods of economic uncertainty, 
companies have become far more deliberate about fixed 
costs, making flexible leadership models increasingly 

attractive. 

Fractional executives reduce both financial risk and hiring 

risk. 

They allow organizations to move faster while preserving 
capital. 
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Perhaps most importantly, they give founders and CEOs 
immediate access to someone who has likely faced similar 

challenges many times before. 

Fractional Doesn’t Mean Part-Time Thinking 

One of the biggest misconceptions about fractional 
leadership is that “fractional” means less committed. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. 

The hours may be different.  The accountability isn’t. 

The best fractional executives don’t behave like outside 
consultants. They become embedded members of the 
leadership team. 

They build trust. 

They manage people. 

They establish priorities. 

They make difficult decisions. 

They create accountability. 

They measure outcomes. 

They help founders think more strategically while ensuring 

execution happens. 

I’ve always described my role as becoming an extension of 
the executive team—not someone standing outside offering 

advice. 
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Companies don’t hire me because they need another 
PowerPoint presentation. 

They hire me because they need momentum. 

Location isn’t an issue either — it can be entirely 
international. I keep U.S. East Coast hours by design, 

starting around 3pm and finishing at 10 or 11pm local time. 
That schedule frees my mornings for the things that make 

me sharper for the work: a long ocean swim, walking my 
dog, an unhurried coffee. And because I’m six hours ahead 
of most of my clients, I’m often catching things early — 

before they’re even awake. 

Growth Is the Outcome 

When people ask what fractional executives actually do, I 

usually answer with one word: 

Growth. 

Sometimes that growth is revenue. 

Sometimes it’s operational efficiency. 

Sometimes it’s building partnerships that unlock entirely 

new markets. 

Sometimes it’s preparing a company for investment. 

Sometimes it’s rebuilding culture. 

Sometimes it’s creating systems that allow founders to 
finally step out of the day-to-day operations. 

Growth isn’t always measured by sales. 
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It’s measured by organizational capacity. 

Fractional leaders increase that capacity faster because 

we’ve built it before. 

We’re not guessing. 

We’re applying experience. 

A Permanent Shift 

I don’t believe fractional leadership is a trend. I believe it’s 
the natural evolution of executive work. 

Businesses have learned they don’t need every capability 
full-time. They need the right expertise at the right 
moment. 

Executives have learned they don’t have to define success 
by one employer or one title.  They can build portfolio 

careers, choose meaningful work, and create impact across 
multiple organizations. 

Everyone wins. 

After fifteen years working this way, I’ve watched the 
conversation change dramatically. 

What was once considered unconventional has become one 
of the smartest ways companies access executive talent and 
one of the most fulfilling career paths available to 

experienced leaders. 

This book isn’t about whether fractional leadership works. 
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I’ve lived the answer and my clients have reaped the 
rewards of my experience. 

The better question is how companies can leverage it 
successfully—and how executives can build extraordinary 
careers doing it. 

That’s what the rest of this book is about. 
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C H A P T E R  0 2  

What Is Fractional Work and 
Why Has It Become So Popular? 

         

Fractional work is the practice of providing specialized 
executive or operational leadership to companies on a 

flexible basis. 

Rather than hiring a full-time Chief Revenue Officer, COO, 

CMO, or CEO, companies hire experienced leaders to work: 

◆ A few days per week 

◆ For a specific initiative 

◆ During periods of transition 

◆ To launch new business units 

◆ To stabilize struggling operations 

◆ To build infrastructure before scaling 

The popularity of fractional work exploded after several 

major shifts: 

1. Economic Uncertainty 

Companies became more cautious with fixed overhead and 
executive payroll. 

2. Remote Work Normalization 
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The pandemic proved leadership does not need to sit in a 
corporate office to be effective.  Yes, I do meet in person 

with clients and for some quarterly in-person meetings are 
required to further align and provide updates on strategy. 

3. AI & Automation 

AI has reduced the need for massive internal teams while 

increasing the need for experienced operators who know 
how to scale efficiently.  

4. Speed to Market 

Businesses can no longer wait 9 months for a traditional 
executive search process and the overhead and expense of 
recruiters and the 30% extras for FTE’s.  Fractional just 

makes sense. 

5. Specialized Expertise 

Modern growth requires highly specific expertise in: 

◆ GTM 

◆ AI integration 

◆ Revenue operations 

◆ Partnerships 

◆ Licensing 

◆ E-commerce 

◆ International expansion 
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◆ Audience growth 

◆ Digital transformation 

Many companies only need that expertise at critical 
moments — not permanently. 

Case Study #1: When a Company Doesn’t Need 
a Full-Time Executive—It Needs the Right 
Executive 

The Situation 

One nonprofit organization, The Scratch Foundation, had an 
incredible global brand, a passionate community, and 

millions of users around the world. What it didn’t have was 
diversified revenue. 

Like many nonprofits, it relied heavily on grants and 

donations while sitting on a tremendous amount of 
untapped intellectual property and community goodwill. 

Hiring a full-time Chief Revenue Officer wasn’t financially 
realistic. But continuing without a revenue strategy wasn’t 
sustainable either. 

My Role 

I joined the leadership team as a fractional executive to 
build entirely new revenue streams. 

Over the following months we: 

◆ Developed a comprehensive e-commerce strategy. 
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◆ Built a membership model from the ground up. 

◆ Created a licensing framework for commercial partners. 

◆ Negotiated strategic partnerships. 

◆ Identified publishing opportunities. 

◆ Established governance around intellectual property. 

◆ Built long-term recurring revenue opportunities instead 
of one-time fundraising campaigns. 

Perhaps most importantly, I worked directly alongside the 

CEO, COO, legal counsel, product teams, education teams, 
marketing, finance, and outside partners. 

I wasn’t consulting from the sidelines. I became part of the 

team. I was helping build the business grow. 

The Lesson 

Sometimes organizations don’t need another fundraiser.  

They need someone who thinks like an operator. 

Fractional leadership gave the organization executive-level 
commercial expertise without committing to another 

permanent executive salary while allowing leadership to 
determine what capabilities they wanted to build internally 

over time. 

Case Study #2: Speed Matters More Than 
Perfection 
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One of the biggest myths founders believe is that they need 
to hire the “perfect” executive before making their next 

move. 

In reality, waiting often becomes the greatest risk. 

I was brought into a rapidly growing company preparing for 

a major expansion. 

The founders had extraordinary technology, strong 

customer demand, and an ambitious vision. 

What they lacked was organizational alignment. 

Marketing was moving in one direction. 

Sales another. 

Product another. 

Partnerships lived almost entirely inside the founder’s head. 

No one was wrong. 

Everyone was simply operating independently. 

Within weeks we established executive operating rhythms, 
clarified priorities, built cross-functional communication, 

created measurable objectives, and aligned teams around 
one shared growth strategy. 

None of this required hiring five additional executives. 

It required experienced leadership capable of connecting 
the dots. 

That’s one of the greatest values a fractional executive 
provides. 
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Experience creates speed. 

Case Study #3: Innovation Doesn’t Scale 
Without Commercialization 

One of the most fascinating engagements of my career has 

been working alongside SCO2, a company commercializing 
a patented supercritical CO₂ separation technology. 

The science was exceptional. 

The opportunity was enormous. 

The challenge wasn’t innovation. 

The challenge was translating breakthrough science into a 
commercial story investors, strategic partners, and 
customers could immediately understand. 

As a fractional executive, my role wasn’t to redesign the 
technology. 

It was to help build the commercial engine around it. 

That included: 

◆ Developing market positioning. 

◆ Creating go-to-market strategies. 

◆ Identifying strategic industry partnerships. 

◆ Building messaging for investors and customers. 

◆ Developing thought leadership. 

◆ Creating speaking opportunities. 

◆ Supporting public relations. 
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◆ Connecting applications across food, ingredients, 
sustainability, and circular economy markets. 

This is something I see repeatedly. 

Many companies don’t have innovation problems. 

They have commercialization problems. 

Fractional executives often become the bridge between 

great ideas and sustainable businesses. 

Case Study #4: Experience Travels Well 

One of the unexpected advantages of working fractionally is 
that experience compounds across industries. 

I’ve worked in entertainment, technology, AI, consumer 
products, retail, education, nonprofits, sustainability, 

licensing, and food innovation. 

At first glance, those industries couldn’t look more different. 

But leadership patterns are remarkably similar. 

Founders struggle with delegation. 

Companies outgrow their systems. 

Revenue eventually plateaus. 

Partnerships become increasingly important. 

Teams become siloed. 

Decision-making slows. 

Growth creates operational complexity. 
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The solutions are often transferable. 

One lesson learned building an international licensing 

business can unlock growth for a technology company. 

A nonprofit membership model can inspire recurring 
revenue for a startup. 

A partnership strategy developed for a Fortune 500 
company can help a Series A founder enter entirely new 

markets. 

This is one of the hidden superpowers of fractional 
leadership. 

We don’t just bring expertise from one company. 

We bring pattern recognition from dozens. 

That perspective allows us to see opportunities—and avoid 
mistakes—that organizations operating in isolation often 
miss. 

My Biggest Lesson After Fifteen Years 

If there’s one thing I’ve learned after fifteen years as a 
fractional executive, it’s this: 

Companies rarely hire me because they don’t know what 
they want to accomplish. 

They hire me because they don’t yet know how to get there. 

Ideas are rarely the problem. 

Execution is. Alignment is. Prioritization is. Momentum is. 
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That’s why I believe fractional leadership has become such a 
powerful model. 

Companies gain access to executives who have already built, 
fixed, scaled, launched, raised, partnered, licensed, 
reorganized, and transformed businesses many times 

before. 

Not because we’re smarter. 

Because we’ve simply seen more movies.  And when you’ve 
seen enough movies, you recognize the ending long before 
everyone else does. 
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C H A P T E R  0 3  

What Makes a Fractional 
Executive Worth the 

Investment? 
         

One of the first questions I ask a prospective client isn’t 

about their budget. 

It’s this: 

“What problem are you trying to solve?” 

Not what role they’re looking to fill. 

Not what title they think they need. 

The actual business problem. 

Because here’s what I’ve learned after more than fifteen 

years as a fractional executive: 

Companies almost never need another executive.  They 
need progress. 

There’s a big difference. 

Too often, organizations think hiring is the solution. They 

post a job description for a Chief Marketing Officer, Chief 
Revenue Officer, Chief Operating Officer, or Chief Strategy 
Officer because that’s what companies are “supposed” to do 

at their stage of growth. 
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But titles don’t solve problems.  People do. 

More importantly, experienced operators solve problems. 

That’s why the best fractional executives are worth every 
dollar they earn. 

They’re not selling time. 

They’re selling judgment. 

They’re selling pattern recognition. 

They’re selling execution. 

And perhaps most importantly, they’re helping companies 
avoid the expensive mistakes they’ve already seen—and 

solved—many times before. 

You’re Not Buying Hours. You’re Buying 
Experience. 

I’ve often joked that clients aren’t paying me for the two 

hours I spend in a board meeting. 

They’re paying me for the twenty-five years it took me to 
know what questions to ask during those two hours. 

Experience compresses time. 

An experienced operator can often identify in thirty minutes 

what might otherwise take a company six months to 
discover. 



FRACTIONAL LEADERS   ·   30 

I’ve walked into organizations where everyone believed they 
had a marketing problem.  They actually had a product 

positioning problem. 

Others thought they needed more salespeople. In reality, 
they needed a repeatable sales process. 

I’ve seen founders convinced they needed to raise more 
money when what they really needed was operational 

discipline. 

I’ve watched nonprofits focus exclusively on fundraising 
when they were sitting on intellectual property capable of 

generating sustainable recurring revenue. 

The wrong diagnosis is expensive. 

The right diagnosis changes everything. 

That’s one of the greatest values a fractional executive 
brings. 

Operators Build. Advisors Recommend. 

People often ask me how I distinguish between consulting 
and fractional leadership. 

My answer is simple. 

Consultants typically tell you what to do. 

Fractional executives help you do it. 

That’s not meant as criticism of consultants. They play an 
important role. 
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But they’re solving a different problem. 

When I join an organization, I’m not there to write a fifty-

page PowerPoint presentation that gets filed away after the 
board meeting. 

I’m there to help build the future state of the business. 

That means: 

◆ Hiring people 

◆ Leading executive meetings 

◆ Negotiating partnerships 

◆ Creating operating rhythms 

◆ Building go-to-market strategies 

◆ Launching products 

◆ Establishing KPIs 

◆ Managing agencies and partners 

◆ Coaching leadership teams 

◆ Making difficult decisions when circumstances require 
them 

◆ Saying what needs to be said, out loud, even when it 
causes discomfort 

◆ Being an “outsider” with an independent voice and not 
getting caught in politics 

I’m accountable for outcomes, not recommendations. 
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There’s a reason the title of this book includes the word 

fractional instead of consulting. 

Fractional executives don’t sit outside the business. 

We become part of it. 

What Makes the Best Fractional Leaders 
Different? 

Not every executive makes a great fractional executive. 

In fact, some highly successful corporate leaders struggle in 

fractional roles because the environment is fundamentally 
different. Many of my friends still ask how I keep finding 
new clients — the truth is, they find me — and how I keep all 

the balls in the air: getting the work, doing the work, and 
lining up the next assignment. 

I find this way of working energizing rather than exhausting, 
in part because I’m selective. If I’m not challenged by the 
work, or I don’t like the people, I don’t take the assignment. I 

learned early that if something feels off at the start, it only 
gets worse later. 

Over the years, I’ve noticed the strongest fractional leaders 
share several characteristics. 

1. Pattern Recognition 

This is probably the most underrated skill an executive can 

possess. 
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Because fractional leaders work across multiple industries, 
business models, and leadership teams, they develop an 

incredible ability to recognize patterns. 

We begin seeing similarities where others only see 
differences. 

A founder struggling with delegation. 

A sales organization without accountability. 

A leadership team operating in silos. 

A product that’s outgrown its positioning. 

A company preparing for international expansion before it’s 

operationally ready. 

We’ve seen these movies before.  Not because every 

company is identical.  Because human behavior in 
organizations is surprisingly consistent. 

Pattern recognition allows experienced operators to ask 

better questions, identify root causes faster, and avoid 
costly detours. 

It’s one of the reasons I often tell clients: 

“You aren’t hiring me because I have all the answers. You’re 

hiring me because I know where to look.” 

2. Speed 

Business has become a race against time. 

Markets move. 
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Competitors innovate. 

Customer expectations change. 

Capital becomes more expensive. 

You simply can’t afford executive learning curves that last 
six months. 

One of the greatest advantages of fractional leadership is 
speed. 

Experienced operators don’t require months of onboarding 
before creating value. 

We know how to assess organizations quickly. 

We know which financial metrics matter. 

We know which questions uncover deeper issues. 

We know which meetings to attend—and which ones 
shouldn’t exist at all. 

Speed isn’t about rushing. 

It’s about reducing unnecessary friction and in fact, staying 
clear of it as well. 

3. Objectivity 

Every organization develops blind spots. 

Politics emerge. 

Departments protect budgets. 

Leaders become emotionally attached to past decisions. 
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It’s completely natural. 

But it can also prevent honest conversations. 

Fractional executives arrive without years of organizational 
history. 

We don’t have legacy relationships to protect. 

We’re not campaigning for the next promotion. 

We’re not worried about internal politics. 

That independence allows us to ask questions and say 
things others may avoid. 

Sometimes the greatest gift an outside executive provides 

isn’t a new strategy. 

It’s permission to have conversations everyone else has 

been avoiding but secretly thinking. 

4. Relentless Focus on Execution 

Ideas are abundant. 

Execution is rare. 

One of my favorite sayings is:  “Vision without execution is 

hallucination.” 

Every founder has ideas. 

Every board has opinions. 

Every strategy session generates possibilities. 
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Very few organizations consistently execute.  Execution is 
where momentum is created. 

The best fractional executives build operating systems that 
make execution repeatable. 

That includes: 

◆ Clear priorities for the entire team – board, executives, 
leaders, contributors, stakeholders and junior associates 
all know what’s happening and why 

◆ Decision-making frameworks that are clear and 
uncompromising  

◆ Accountability across all areas and people 

◆ KPIs that drive action and can be updated and changed if 
circumstances prevail 

◆ Cross-functional communication (see point 1) 

◆ Meeting cadence – daily 5 min standups, weekly focused 
departmental, quick action/hits, on the spot reviews 
and monthly reporting 

◆ Resource allocation – aligning the right people and 
making sure they’re clear about what is expected, how 
they contribute and why 

◆ Performance management – what went right, what 
didn’t and knowing how to quickly course correct.  
Everyone needs to feel involved and more importantly 
respected 

None of these are glamorous.  All of them drive growth. 
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5. Resource Efficiency 

One advantage of spending fifteen years working 
fractionally is that I’ve rarely had unlimited resources. 

Most founders don’t. 

Most nonprofits certainly don’t. 

Many growth companies don’t either.   

And with the ongoing layoffs across large companies, they 
really don’t either. 

That constraint becomes a competitive advantage. 

Fractional leaders learn how to prioritize relentlessly. 

We ask: 

◆ What’s the highest-impact initiative? 

◆ What can wait? 

◆ What should be automated? 

◆ What should be outsourced? 

◆ What should never have existed in the first place? 

The goal isn’t to spend less. 

The goal is to create more value from every dollar invested. 

In today’s economic environment, that’s become an 
executive superpower. 

 

6. Cross-Functional Thinking 
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One of the biggest mistakes organizations make is hiring 
executives who only think inside their own function. It’s one 

big flywheel — when you get it right, it hums along 
beautifully, though it always needs care and feeding. 

Marketing affects sales. 
Sales affects customer success. 
Operations affect profitability. 
Technology affects culture. 
Partnerships affect product strategy. 
Finance affects everything. 
The strongest fractional executives understand how these 
pieces connect. 
That’s why I’ve always resisted putting myself into a single 
box. 
Throughout my career I’ve led marketing, operations, 
partnerships, licensing, business development, international 
expansion, e-commerce, AI strategy, nonprofit 
commercialization, and organizational transformation. 
Not because I wanted more titles. 
Because growth rarely happens inside a single department. 
It happens when the entire business begins working 
together. 

 

The Real ROI 
When clients ask me how to measure the return on a 
fractional executive, I tell them to think beyond revenue. 
Yes, revenue matters. 
◆ But so does speed 
◆ So does avoiding expensive mistakes 
◆ So does shortening time to market 
◆ So does retaining (and securing) great employees 

because leadership has become clearer 
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◆ So does giving founders their time back 
◆ So does preparing for fundraising 
◆ So does creating systems that continue generating value 

long after the engagement ends 
Some of the best work I’ve ever done isn’t visible on a profit-
and-loss statement. 
It’s the leadership team that now communicates differently. 
The founder who finally sleeps through the night. 
The company that no longer depends on one person for 
every decision. 
The partnerships that create opportunities and income for 
years to come. 
The processes that allow the next stage of growth to happen 
without me! 
Those are lasting assets. 

My Philosophy 
If I could summarize what I’ve learned after years of 
fractional leadership, it would be this: 
Companies don’t hire me because they need another 
executive.  They hire me because they’re standing at an 
inflection point. 
Something important is about to happen. 
◆ A product launch 
◆ An acquisition 
◆ A turnaround 
◆ A new revenue model 
◆ A leadership transition 
◆ Rapid growth 

They’re looking for someone who has successfully navigated 
that terrain before.  Someone who can help them avoid 
unnecessary mistakes, move faster, align the organization, 
and build capabilities that remain long after the engagement 
is over. 
That’s what great fractional executives do. 
We don’t create dependency. We create capacity. 
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And that’s what makes us worth the investment. 
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C H A P T E R  0 4  

How to Know When Your 
Company Needs Fractional 

Leadership 
         

One of the biggest mistakes I see founders and CEOs make 

is waiting too long to ask for help. 

It’s completely understandable. 

Entrepreneurs are, by nature, optimistic. They believe they 
can solve one more problem, work one more late night, 
make one more hire, close one more customer, or push 

through one more quarter before bringing in additional 
leadership. 

I’ve done it myself. 

But after spending years working alongside companies at 
every stage—from startups to Fortune 500 organizations, 

nonprofits to founder-led businesses—I’ve noticed 
something interesting. 

Companies rarely wake up one morning in crisis. 

They drift into it. 

The warning signs appear months, sometimes years, before 

anyone calls me. 
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By the time a CEO says, “We should probably bring someone 
in,” they’ve usually been living with the problem far longer 

than they realize. 

The good news? 

Fractional leadership delivers the greatest value before a 

business reaches crisis mode. 

The earlier an experienced operator joins the journey, the 

more options the company has, the less expensive the 
solutions become, and the more sustainable the growth. 

The Company Has Outgrown the Founder 

This is probably the most common scenario I encounter. 

Founders are extraordinary builders. 

They create products from nothing, convince investors to 

believe in a vision, recruit early employees, land the first 
customers, and survive countless moments that would 
cause most people to quit. 

But the skills required to build a company aren’t always the 
same skills required to scale one. 

Eventually, every founder reaches a point where the 
business has become too complex to manage through 
instinct alone. 

◆ The calendar becomes impossible 

◆ Every important decision flows through one person 

◆ Teams wait for approvals 
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◆ Hiring slows 

◆ Customers notice delays 

◆ Strategic thinking gets replaced by constant firefighting 

I often tell founders something that initially makes them 
uncomfortable: 

If every decision still requires you, you haven’t built a 
scalable company—you’ve built a very demanding job. 

One of the greatest gifts a fractional executive can provide 
is helping founders transition from being the center of every 
decision to becoming the leader of an organization that can 

grow beyond them. 

Everyone Is Busy, But Nothing Seems to Move 

This is one of my favorite diagnostic questions. 

I ask leadership teams: 

“Is everyone working incredibly hard?” 

The answer is almost always yes. 

Then I ask: 

“Do you feel like the company is moving as quickly as all 

that effort should produce?” 

That’s where the silence usually begins. Activity and 
progress are not the same thing. 

I’ve walked into organizations where every team was 
working nights and weekends. 
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◆ Marketing was busy 

◆ Sales was busy 

◆ Product was busy 

◆ Operations was busy 

◆ Customer Success was busy 

◆ Everyone was exhausted. 

Yet revenue wasn’t growing. 

◆ Projects weren’t launching 

◆ Priorities kept changing 

◆ Meetings multiplied 

◆ Momentum disappeared 

The problem wasn’t effort.  The problem was alignment. 

One of the first things I do is help leadership teams decide 

what they’re not going to do. 

Focus creates momentum. 

Revenue Has Plateaued 

Plateaus are fascinating because they rarely begin in the 
sales department.  When revenue slows, leaders often 

respond by hiring more salespeople or increasing marketing 
spend. 

Sometimes that’s the answer. Often it isn’t. 

Revenue plateaus are usually symptoms rather than root 
causes. 
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I’ve seen stalled growth caused by: 

◆ Unclear positioning 

◆ Weak customer onboarding 

◆ Pricing models that no longer fit the market 

◆ Product complexity 

◆ Poor cross-functional communication 

◆ Operational bottlenecks 

◆ Founder dependency 

◆ Inefficient partnerships 

◆ Lack of recurring revenue 

◆ Teams optimizing different goals 

One of the advantages of working across industries is 
recognizing that the same financial outcome can have 

dozens of different underlying causes. 

The right diagnosis matters far more than the quickest 
solution. 

Leadership Is Constantly Firefighting 

Founders often tell me, “I don’t have time to think 

strategically anymore.” 

That’s usually one of the clearest signals it’s time for 

additional executive leadership. 
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Great leaders should spend time building the future. 
Instead, many become trapped managing today’s 

emergencies. 

◆ Every email feels urgent 

◆ Every customer request becomes a crisis 

◆ Every employee question lands on the CEO’s desk 

◆ Every partnership depends on one individual 

◆ Eventually, the organization becomes reactive instead of 
proactive 

Fractional executives create breathing room. 

Not by taking work away from founders.  By building 
systems that prevent the same fires from happening over 

and over again. 

The Organization Has AI Anxiety 

Every board meeting today includes AI. 

Every investor asks about AI. 

Every employee wonders whether AI will change their role. 

Unfortunately, many organizations respond by buying 

software before they understand the business problem 
they’re trying to solve. 

Technology has never been the hardest part.  Change 

management is. 

One of the biggest misconceptions about AI is that it 

replaces leadership. 
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My experience has been exactly the opposite. 

The more technology accelerates, the more companies need 

experienced leaders who understand how to redesign 
workflows, rethink operating models, prioritize investments, 
and help people embrace new ways of working. 

AI doesn’t eliminate the need for strategy. It increases it. 

Fractional executives often become translators between 

emerging technology and practical business execution. 

Growth Opportunities Keep Slipping Away 

Sometimes companies don’t have operational problems. 
They have opportunity problems. 

Every week another partnership arrives. 

◆ A potential acquisition 

◆ An international expansion 

◆ A strategic customer 

◆ A licensing opportunity 

◆ A joint venture 

◆ A new distribution channel 

The CEO wants to pursue all of them. 

The internal team doesn’t have the bandwidth. Months later 
those opportunities quietly disappear. 

I’ve seen this countless times. 
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Growth rarely stops because companies lack opportunities. 
It stops because they lack the leadership capacity to 

evaluate and execute them. 

One of the greatest advantages of fractional leadership is 
expanding executive capacity exactly when opportunity 

appears. 

Accountability Has Become Fuzzy 

One question can reveal a surprising amount about an 

organization: 

Who owns this? 

If the answer is “everyone,” the reality is usually “no one.” 

As organizations grow, accountability often becomes 
blurred. 

◆ Projects stall 

◆ Deadlines move 

◆ Meetings multiply 

◆ Teams assume someone else is handling it 

Fractional executives bring structure. 

◆ Clear ownership 

◆ Decision rights 

◆ Operating rhythms 

◆ Performance metrics 
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None of these sound particularly exciting but they’re 
incredibly powerful. 

Organizations don’t become high-performing by accident. 
They become high-performing because accountability 
becomes part of the culture. 

Your Team Is Burning Out 

Burnout isn’t always caused by working too many hours.  
More often, it’s caused by working incredibly hard without 

feeling like progress is being made. 

◆ People become frustrated when priorities constantly 
change 

◆ When decisions are delayed 

◆ When communication breaks down 

◆ When leadership isn’t aligned 

◆ When every week feels like starting over 

Great people don’t usually leave because they’re busy. They 

leave because they lose confidence that the organization 
knows where it’s going. 

Strong leadership restores confidence. 

I’ve seen exhausted teams become energized almost 
overnight once priorities become clear and decision-making 

improves. 

People want to win.  They simply need a system that allows 

them to. 
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The Best Time to Hire a Fractional Executive 

One question I’m asked frequently is: 

“When is the right time to bring in a fractional executive?” 

My answer is almost always the same. 

Earlier than you think. 

Too many companies wait until revenue is falling, investors 

are unhappy, customers are leaving, or key employees have 
resigned. 

By then, the work becomes recovery. 

The best engagements I’ve ever had weren’t rescues. They 
were accelerators. 

The CEO recognized that growth was coming and wanted 
experienced leadership before the organization became 

overwhelmed. 

Those companies didn’t just avoid problems. They grew 
faster because they built the right foundation before the 

pressure arrived. 

 

 

My Rule of Thumb 

After fifteen years of working fractionally, I’ve developed a 

simple rule. 



FRACTIONAL LEADERS   ·   51 

If your leadership team is spending more time reacting than 
building… 

If every important decision depends on one or two people… 

If your company has more opportunities than capacity… 

If your people are busy but momentum has slowed… 

If you know the business could be performing better but 
can’t quite identify why… 

It’s probably time. 

Not because your company is failing. 

Because it’s ready for its next stage of growth. 

The best founders I know don’t hire fractional executives 
because they’re in trouble.  They hire them because they 

understand something that took me years to fully 
appreciate: 

The cost of waiting is almost always greater than the cost of 

bringing in the right leader. 

 

 

Fractional vs. Consultant vs. Interim vs. Full-
Time Hire 
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Before you decide who to hire, decide what kind of 
engagement you actually need. Here's how the four options 

differ. 

 Fractional Exec. Consultant Interim Exec. Full-Time Hire 
Primary focus Ongoing, part-

time leadership 
One project or 

deliverable 
Full authority, 

temporary 
Long-term 
ownership 

Decision 
authority Full, within scope Advises only Full, same as staff Full 
Time & 
duration 

1–3 days/wk; 6–
18 mo 

Project-bound; 
wks–mo Full-time; 3–9 mo Full-time; 

indefinite 
Cost structure Retainer or 

hybrid Fee or hourly Salary-equivalent Salary + equity 
Embedded in 
team Partially No Fully Fully 
Best used 
when 

Ongoing gap, not 
headcount 

One-time 
analysis or plan 

Bridging a 
vacancy 

Role is core, 
growing 

What a Strong Engagement Includes 
A written scope with deliverables and metrics, direct access 
to their manager, and a 90-day checkpoint to reassess 

Duration & Time Commitment 
Six to eighteen months, one to three days a week, renewed 
every 90 days. 

Authority & Decision Rights 
Name which decisions they own alone, which need sign-off, 
and put budget authority in writing 

Who Manages Them 
Someone senior enough to remove obstacles — the CEO or 
a peer executive, not an assistant. 

Warning Signs in the First 30 Days 
No meetings beyond the kickoff call, vague answers on final 
say, or no access to the systems they need 

 

Concluding an Engagement 
Revisit the scope at sixty days, not the final week, and 
decide: permanent, renewed, or done. 
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C H A P T E R  0 5  

What Fractional Executives 
Actually Do Day-to-Day 

         

Whenever someone asks me what I do all day, I usually smile 
because the honest answer is… 

It depends on what the business needs that day. 

That’s one of the reasons I love fractional leadership. 

No two engagements are alike. 

On Monday, I may be helping a founder prepare for an 
investor meeting. 

Tuesday might be spent restructuring a revenue 
organization. 

Wednesday could involve negotiating a strategic 
partnership. 

Thursday I’m reviewing AI workflows with a leadership 

team. 

Friday I’m interviewing executive candidates, building a 

licensing strategy, or presenting to a board. 

Every company has different needs. 

Every stage of growth requires different leadership. 

But one thing is always consistent: 
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I become part of the business. 

Not an observer. 

Not an advisor sitting on the sidelines.  A builder. 

Fractional Doesn’t Mean “One Day a Week” 

One of the biggest misconceptions I hear is that fractional 
executives simply work one or two days a week. 

In reality, fractional has very little to do with time.  It has 
everything to do with ownership. 

When I join an organization, I’m not counting hours.  I’m 
thinking about outcomes. 

If something important happens between scheduled 

meetings, I don’t say, “I’ll deal with that next Tuesday 
because that’s my fractional day.” 

Business doesn’t work that way. Neither do I. 

◆ I’m texting founders 

◆ Jumping on quick calls 

◆ Reviewing and negotiating contracts 

◆ Making introductions 

◆ Giving feedback on presentations  

◆ Helping prepare for board meetings 

◆ Talking through difficult personnel decisions 

◆ Reviewing marketing campaigns 
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◆ Thinking through investor questions 

Some weeks are calm.  Others are intense. 

The commitment isn’t measured by hours. It’s measured by 

responsibility. 

Every Day Starts With One Question 

Every morning, I ask myself the same question: 

“What is the highest-value thing I can do today that will 

move this business forward?” 

Not the busiest thing.  The highest-value thing. 

◆ Sometimes that’s making one phone call that leads to a 
multimillion-dollar partnership 

◆ Sometimes it’s having a difficult conversation that the 
leadership team has been avoiding 

◆ Sometimes it’s redesigning an operational process that’s 
frustrating employees every single day 

◆ Sometimes it’s coaching a founder who simply needs 
another experienced executive to help think through a 
difficult decision 

Leadership isn’t about filling a calendar.  It’s about creating 

leverage. 

That’s what I focus on every day. 
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What Does a Fractional Executive Actually Do? 

The answer depends on the company, but over the years 
I’ve found myself repeatedly stepping into a familiar set of 

responsibilities. 

I Run Leadership Meetings 

One of the fastest ways to understand an organization is to 
sit in its executive meeting. 

Within thirty minutes, I can usually tell whether the 
leadership team is aligned. 

Are people making decisions? 

Or simply giving updates? 

Are meetings ending with accountability? 

Or more meetings? 

I’ve facilitated hundreds of leadership meetings throughout 

my career.  Sometimes the biggest improvement isn’t 
changing the strategy. 

It’s changing how leaders communicate with each other.  

Healthy executive teams create healthy organizations. 

I Build Operating Systems 

Businesses don’t scale because founders work harder.  They 

scale because systems replace chaos. 

Much of my work involves designing the infrastructure that 
allows organizations to grow. 
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That includes: 

◆ Decision-making frameworks 

◆ Meeting cadence 

◆ KPI dashboards 

◆ Organizational structure 

◆ Reporting processes 

◆ Cross-functional communication 

◆ Planning cycles 

◆ Accountability systems 

These aren’t glamorous projects. 

But they’re often the difference between a company that 
grows to twenty employees and one that successfully grows 

to two hundred. 

I Build Teams 

One of the most rewarding parts of my work is helping 

companies build leadership teams. 

Sometimes that means recruiting executives. 

Sometimes it’s restructuring departments. 

Sometimes it’s coaching first-time managers. 

Sometimes it’s helping founders recognize they already have 

great people—they simply haven’t given them enough 
ownership. 
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People don’t just need direction. They need clarity. 

Fractional executives create that clarity. 

I Build Partnerships 

Partnerships have been one of the defining themes of my 
career. 

I’ve spent years helping organizations identify opportunities 

they couldn’t have created alone. 

◆ Strategic partnerships accelerate growth 

◆ They reduce customer acquisition costs 

◆ They create credibility 

◆ They open new markets 

But partnerships don’t happen because two companies 

happen to like each other.  They happen because someone 
understands how to align incentives, create mutual value, 

negotiate thoughtfully, and build long-term relationships. 

That’s executive work. 

And it’s often exactly the type of work founders simply don’t 

have time to pursue. 

I Help Companies Commercialize Ideas 

One of the biggest surprises in my career has been 

discovering how many organizations have brilliant ideas 
sitting on the shelf. 

The technology exists. 
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The product exists. 

The research exists. 

The intellectual property exists. 

What’s missing is commercialization. 

◆ How do you position it? 

◆ Who buys it? 

◆ What’s the business model? 

◆ Who are the strategic partners? 

◆ How do you tell the story? 

I’ve worked with nonprofits sitting on world-class brands 
that weren’t generating meaningful unrestricted revenue. 

I’ve worked with technology companies that had 

breakthrough innovation but struggled to explain it to 
customers. 

I’ve worked with startups that built incredible products 
before identifying a scalable go-to-market strategy. 

Ideas rarely fail because they’re bad.  They fail because they 

never become businesses. 

Helping bridge that gap is some of the most meaningful 

work I do. 

I Ask the Questions No One Else Is Asking 

One advantage of joining a company from the outside is 
perspective. 
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I don’t arrive carrying years of assumptions. 

I haven’t become accustomed to “the way we’ve always done 

things.” 

That allows me to ask questions that sometimes feel 
obvious—but somehow haven’t been asked. 

◆ Why are these teams measured differently? 

◆ Why are founders approving every decision? 

◆ Why isn’t anyone talking to customers? 

◆ Why are there seven approval steps? 

◆ Why are you solving this internally when a partner 
already exists? 

Sometimes a single question changes the trajectory of an 

entire company. 

Curiosity is one of the most valuable leadership skills I’ve 
ever developed. 

I Create Momentum 

If I had to summarize my role in one word, it would be this: 

Momentum. 

Momentum is contagious. 

When leadership becomes aligned…Teams move faster. 

When priorities become clear…Execution improves. 

When accountability increases…Confidence grows. 
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When confidence grows…Innovation follows. 

Most companies don’t need hundreds of new initiatives. 

They need progress on the handful that matter most. 

That’s where I spend my energy. 

The Best Fractional Executives Build Leaders, 
Not Dependence 

One of the questions I ask myself at the beginning of every 

engagement is: 

“How do I leave this company stronger than I found it?” 

Not more dependent on me.  Stronger. 

I don’t want founders calling me every time they need to 
make a decision. I want them making better decisions 

because we’ve built better systems. 

I don’t want leadership teams relying on me to create 

accountability forever. I want accountability to become part 
of their culture. 

The greatest compliment I can receive isn’t that a client 

wants to keep me forever. It’s when they tell me they no 
longer need me because the organization has developed the 

leadership capability to move confidently into its next 
chapter. 

That’s success. 
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My Philosophy 

People often ask whether being a fractional executive is 
harder than being a full-time executive. 

Without hesitation, I say yes. 

Every new engagement requires earning trust from scratch. 

Every organization has a different culture. 

Every founder communicates differently. 

Every board has unique expectations. 

You have to learn quickly, build credibility quickly, diagnose 
accurately, and create momentum without the luxury of a 
long honeymoon period. 

It’s challenging. 

It’s energizing. 

And after more than fifteen years doing this work, I still 
believe it’s one of the most rewarding ways to build 
businesses. 

Because at the end of the day, my job isn’t really about 
strategy. 

It isn’t about operations. 

It isn’t about partnerships. 

It isn’t even about growth. 

My job is to leave every organization more capable than it 
was before I arrived. 
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Everything else is simply how we get there. 
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C H A P T E R  0 6  

The Future of Fractional 
Leadership 

         

People often ask me whether fractional leadership is just 
another business trend. 

My answer is always the same. 

No. 

I’ve watched enough business cycles over the past twenty-
five years to know the difference between a trend and a 
structural shift. 

Trends come and go. 

Structural shifts permanently change how businesses 

operate.  Fractional leadership belongs in the second 
category. 

I’ve been working as a fractional executive for more than 

fifteen years. When I started, I spent half my time explaining 
what I actually did. Most people assumed I was a consultant, 

an interim executive, or someone between full-time jobs. 

Today, I rarely have to explain it. 

◆ Founders ask specifically for fractional executives 

◆ Boards discuss adding fractional leaders to strengthen 
their executive teams 
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◆ Private equity firms increasingly use fractional operators 
to accelerate value creation across portfolio companies 

◆ Investors recognize that bringing in experienced 
leadership at the right moment can significantly improve 
execution without permanently increasing overhead 

The market has matured.  More importantly, the way 
companies think about leadership has matured. 

We’re witnessing something much bigger than the rise of a 
new job title. 

We’re witnessing the redesign of executive leadership itself. 

The Old Model Was Built for a Different Economy 

For most of the twentieth century, business rewarded 
stability. 

◆ Organizations were hierarchical 

◆ Career paths were predictable 

◆ Employees often spent decades with one employer 

◆ Executive leadership was viewed as a permanent fixture 
of the organization 

That model made sense. 

◆ Markets changed slowly 

◆ Technology evolved over years rather than months 

◆ Competition was often regional instead of global 

◆ Information moved at a much slower pace 
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Today’s environment couldn’t be more different. 

◆ Markets shift overnight 

◆ Consumer behavior changes rapidly 

◆ Technology evolves continuously 

◆ Artificial intelligence is reshaping nearly every industry 

◆ Capital is more disciplined 

◆ Global competition is only a click away 

The speed of business has fundamentally changed. Yet many 
organizations still rely on leadership structures designed for 
another era. 

That’s becoming increasingly difficult to sustain. 

Companies Are Rethinking Ownership 

One of the biggest shifts I’ve observed has nothing to do 

with people. 

It has to do with ownership. 

Twenty years ago, companies believed they needed to own 

almost everything. 

Own the infrastructure. 

Own the technology. 

Own the manufacturing. 

Own the talent. 

Today, successful organizations think differently. 
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◆ They leverage cloud infrastructure instead of building 
data centers 

◆ They outsource manufacturing and keep the creators 
creating 

◆ They partner for logistics 

◆ They rely on specialized agencies 

◆ They embrace open innovation 

Leadership is following the same path. 

Companies no longer need to own every executive 
capability full-time.  They need access to world-class 
expertise exactly when it creates the greatest value. 

That’s a profound shift. 

Fractional leadership is simply the executive version of a 

much broader transformation happening across business. 

AI Will Make Great Leaders More Valuable—Not 
Less 

Every conference I attend eventually comes back to the 
same question: 

“What will AI replace?” 

I think we’re asking the wrong question. 

The better question is: 

“What becomes more valuable because AI exists?” 
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In my opinion, leadership sits at the top of that list. Artificial 
intelligence is extraordinary at generating information. 

◆ It can summarize copious amounts of research and 
documents 

◆ Analyze financial data and build new models 

◆ Draft presentations and create competing images 

◆ Create and quickly assess marketing campaigns on the 
fly 

◆ Build workflows and review, rinse, update and repeat 

◆ Automate repetitive tasks and free up valuable time 

But AI doesn’t replace judgment. 

◆ It doesn’t build trust with employees 

◆ It doesn’t negotiate strategic partnerships 

◆ It doesn’t coach founders through uncertainty 

◆ It doesn’t navigate competing priorities inside a 
leadership team 

◆ It doesn’t inspire people to rally around a vision 

Those are deeply human capabilities. 

As AI handles more routine work, executives will spend less 

time managing information and more time making 
decisions.  That makes experienced operators even more 
valuable. 

I believe the most successful fractional executives over the 
next decade won’t compete with AI. 
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They’ll know how to harness it. 

Lean Organizations Will Win 

One of the biggest misconceptions about growth is that it 

requires larger organizations. 

I’ve seen the opposite. 

The best companies aren’t necessarily the biggest. 

They’re the most focused. 

Technology has changed what’s possible. 

Small, highly capable teams can now accomplish work that 
once required hundreds of employees. 

Automation has reduced administrative work. 

AI has accelerated research, content creation, coding, and 
analysis. 

Digital platforms have lowered barriers to global expansion. 

The organizations that thrive won’t be the ones with the 
largest payrolls. 

They’ll be the ones that combine exceptional people with 
intelligent systems. 

That’s exactly where fractional leadership fits. 

Instead of hiring permanent executives before they’re truly 
needed, companies can build lean leadership teams 

supplemented by specialized operators who step in at 
critical moments. 
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That isn’t a compromise.  It’s a competitive advantage. 

Geography Is Becoming Less Relevant 

When I first began my career, executive leadership was tied 

to headquarters. 

If the company was in New York, you lived in New York.  If it 
was in London, you lived in London. 

Today, I regularly work with organizations across multiple 
countries, industries, and time zones. 

I’ve built businesses in the United States while living in 
Europe. 

I’ve collaborated with founders across continents and time 

zones. 

I’ve participated in board meetings from airports, hotel 

rooms, conference stages, while walking my dog, and my 
couch. 

Location has become far less important than capability. This 

creates an incredible opportunity for both companies and 
executives. 

Organizations now have access to global leadership talent 
instead of limiting themselves to one metropolitan area. 

Executives have the freedom to build careers around impact 

rather than geography. 

I believe this trend will continue accelerating. 
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The best executive for the job may not live in your city—or 
even your country.   

That will matter less with each passing year. 

The Rise of the Portfolio Executive 

One prediction I’m particularly confident about is the 
emergence of what I call the portfolio executive. 

Instead of leading one company for ten years, experienced 
leaders will increasingly build careers across multiple 

organizations simultaneously. 

Not because they can’t find traditional jobs.  Because they 
don’t want them. 

They want variety. 

◆ Continuous learning 

◆ Different industries 

◆ Different business models 

◆ Different founders 

◆ Different leaders  

◆ Different boards 

◆ Different challenges 

I’ve experienced this firsthand. 

Working across technology, media, entertainment, 
education, consumer products, sustainability, nonprofits, AI, 

and food innovation has made me a better executive. 
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Every engagement teaches me something I carry into the 
next. 

Pattern recognition compounds. 

Perspective compounds. 

Relationships compound. 

That’s difficult to replicate inside one organization. 

The Future Belongs to Builders 

If there’s one lesson I’ve learned after years of fractional 

leadership, it’s this: 

The future belongs to builders. 

Not people with the best titles. 

Not people managing the largest teams. 

Builders. 

◆ People who know how to identify opportunities and see 
around the corner 

◆ Bring people together 

◆ Create clarity 

◆ Connect the dots 

◆ Build systems 

◆ Develop leaders 

◆ Generate revenue 

◆ Launch products 
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◆ Love to solve difficult problems 

◆ Create momentum 

That’s what organizations need. 

And increasingly, they don’t care whether those builders 

work forty hours a week or four days a month. 

They care whether they deliver results. 

My Prediction for the Next Decade 

I believe we’re entering an era where every growth-stage 
company will routinely ask a different question. 

Instead of: “Who should we hire full-time?” 

They’ll ask: “Which leadership capabilities do we need right 

now?” 

Sometimes the answer will be a permanent executive. 
Sometimes it will be a fractional executive. 

Sometimes it will be both. 

The organizations that learn to blend these models 

intelligently will consistently outperform those that rely 
exclusively on one approach. 

◆ They’ll move faster 

◆ Adapt more quickly 

◆ Access broader expertise 

◆ Preserve capital 

◆ Build stronger leadership teams 
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And they’ll be better equipped for whatever comes next. 

My Final Thought 

People often describe fractional leadership as “the future of 

work.” 

I don’t.  I think it’s something much bigger. 

It’s the future of leadership. 

Leadership is no longer defined by where you sit, how many 
people report to you, or whether your name appears on the 

company’s organizational chart. 

Leadership is defined by your ability to create value. 

To build. 

To solve problems. 

To develop people. 

To help organizations move confidently through moments 
of change. 

That’s what I’ve had the privilege of doing for years.  And if 

the last decade has taught me anything, it’s that we’re only 
at the beginning. 

The future won’t belong to companies with the biggest 
executive teams. It will belong to companies with the 
smartest leadership model. 

I believe fractional leadership will be at the center of that 
model. 
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C H A P T E R  0 7  

How to Become a Fractional 
Executive 

         

There has never been a better time to build a fractional 
career. 

Companies are under constant pressure to grow faster, 
spend smarter, and access world-class talent without 

committing to permanent executive salaries. At the same 
time, experienced operators are looking for greater 
flexibility, more meaningful work, and the opportunity to 

help multiple organizations rather than spending years 
inside a single company. 

It sounds like the perfect equation. 

Unfortunately, many people mistake fractional leadership 
for consulting. 

It isn’t. 

Others believe they can simply change their LinkedIn 

headline to “Fractional CMO” or “Fractional CFO” and 
clients will magically appear. 

They won’t. 

The best fractional executives have one thing in common: 
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They have already spent years solving difficult business 
problems. 

Companies hire fractional executives because they have 
done the work before—not because they say they can. 

This chapter will help you build the foundation for a 

successful fractional career. 

 

1. Become Exceptional at Something 

The market does not need another general business advisor. 

It needs specialists. 

Companies hire fractional executives because they need 
someone who can solve a specific problem immediately. 

Ask yourself: 

◆ What business problems have I solved repeatedly? 
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◆ What results can I prove? 

◆ What am I known for? 

◆ Why would someone call me instead of hiring a full-time 
executive? 

Examples include: 

◆ Scaling SaaS revenue from $5M to $50M 

◆ Launching consumer products into Walmart or Target 

◆ Raising venture capital 

◆ International expansion 

◆ Building global partnerships 

◆ Digital transformation 

◆ AI implementation 

◆ Supply chain optimization 

◆ Organizational restructuring 

◆ Licensing and strategic partnerships 

◆ Turnaround management 

Experience creates credibility. 

Results create demand. 

If your résumé is filled with projects that produced 
measurable outcomes, you’re already building the 

foundation of a fractional business. 
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2. Build a Portfolio of Proof 

Companies rarely buy résumés. 

They buy confidence. 

Your job is to reduce the perceived risk of hiring you. 

Create a portfolio that demonstrates: 

◆ Revenue growth 

◆ Cost reductions 

◆ Partnerships closed 

◆ Markets entered 

◆ Teams built 

◆ Products launched 

◆ Funding raised 

◆ Operational improvements 

◆ Customer growth 

◆ Transformation initiatives 

Whenever possible, quantify everything. 

Instead of: 

“I led marketing.” 

Write: 

“Built a go-to-market strategy that generated $18M in new 
annual revenue.” 

Instead of: 
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“Managed partnerships.” 

Write: 

“Negotiated strategic partnerships with Fortune 500 
companies that increased annual recurring revenue by 
42%.” 

Numbers tell stories. 

3. Your Network Is Your Sales Team 

Almost every successful fractional executive can trace their 

first clients back to people who already knew their work. 

Former employers. 

Former CEOs. 

Board members. 

Investors. 

Clients. 

Agency partners. 

Suppliers. 

Colleagues. 

These people have already seen you perform. 

Stay connected. 

Continue adding value long after you’ve left an organization. 

Your network compounds over time. 
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Treat it like your most valuable business asset. 

Maintain: 

◆ A clean CRM 

◆ Updated contact information 

◆ Notes on previous engagements 

◆ Regular check-ins 

◆ Industry introductions 

◆ Congratulations on promotions 

◆ Helpful articles 

◆ Thoughtful follow-ups 

Relationships create referrals. 

Referrals create opportunities. 

4. Become Known Before You Need Clients 

Visibility creates credibility. 

If no one knows what you know, they cannot hire you. 

You don’t need to become an influencer. 

You do need to become visible. 

Write consistently about the problems you solve. 

Share lessons learned. 

Explain industry trends. 

Discuss mistakes. 
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Celebrate client wins (while respecting confidentiality). 

Offer practical advice. 

Useful platforms include: 

◆ LinkedIn 

◆ Medium 

◆ Reddit 

◆ Industry newsletters 

◆ Podcasts 

◆ YouTube 

◆ Guest articles 

◆ Trade publications 

Your goal isn’t to go viral. 

Your goal is to become memorable inside your niche. 

When someone says, 

“We need a fractional CRO…” 

You want another executive to immediately think of you. 

5. Speak Where Your Clients Gather 

Speaking accelerates trust. 

One presentation can produce more qualified opportunities 
than months of cold outreach. 

Start small. 
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Industry associations. 

Local business groups. 

University entrepreneurship programs. 

Startup accelerators. 

Trade associations. 

Virtual webinars. 

Panel discussions. 

Conferences. 

Create a professional speaker deck that includes: 

◆ Your expertise 

◆ Previous speaking engagements 

◆ Executive biography 

◆ Sample presentation topics 

◆ Audience takeaways 

◆ Industries served 

◆ Testimonials 

◆ Contact information 

Instead of making your presentation about yourself… 

Make it about solving business problems. 

Conference organizers book speakers who educate—not 
those who advertise. 
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6. Treat Your Fractional Practice Like a Real 
Business 

One of the biggest mistakes new fractional executives make 
is operating like freelancers. 

You’re building a company. 

Operate accordingly. 

Before accepting clients, establish your business foundation. 

This should include: 

◆ Forming an LLC or other appropriate legal entity 

◆ Business bank account 

◆ Professional liability insurance (where applicable) 

◆ Standard client agreement 

◆ Mutual NDA 

◆ Statement of Work (SOW) templates 

◆ Proposal template 

◆ Invoice system 

◆ Accounting software 

◆ Separate business email 

◆ Professional website 

◆ Scheduling software 

◆ Electronic signature platform 

Work with: 
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◆ A CPA 

◆ A business attorney 

◆ A financial advisor 

◆ A commercial insurance broker 

The more professional your operation appears, the easier it 
becomes for larger companies to hire you. 

7. Price Yourself Like an Executive 

Many first-time fractional executives dramatically 
underprice themselves. 

Remember what clients are buying. 

They are not purchasing your hours. 

They are buying years of accumulated experience. 

Pricing generally falls into several models: 

◆ Monthly retainer 

◆ Project-based pricing 

◆ Interim executive engagement 

◆ Equity plus cash 

◆ Advisory board compensation 

◆ Performance incentives 

Avoid competing on price. 

Compete on value. 

Ask yourself: 
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What would this problem cost the client if they don’t solve 
it? 

If your expertise can help generate millions in revenue, 
avoid charging as though you’re selling time by the hour. 

Executives create enterprise value. 

Price accordingly. 

8. Build a Community of Other Fractional 
Leaders 

One of the fastest ways to grow is by helping other 

fractional executives succeed. 

Contrary to popular belief, they are rarely your competitors. 

They’re often your referral partners. 

One fractional CFO may need a fractional CMO. 

A CRO may need a COO. 

A CEO may need all three. 

Strong fractional communities exchange: 

◆ Client referrals 

◆ Best practices 

◆ Pricing insights 

◆ Contract templates 

◆ Hiring advice 

◆ Market intelligence 
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◆ Technology recommendations 

◆ Collaboration opportunities 

Your reputation inside this community matters. 

Give generously. 

Share knowledge. 

Make introductions. 

The opportunities often come back many times over. 

9. Never Stop Learning 

Markets evolve. 

Technology evolves. 

AI evolves. 

Your expertise must evolve as well. 

Invest every year in learning. 

Attend conferences. 

Read extensively. 

Complete certifications where relevant. 

Interview customers. 

Study competitors. 

Understand emerging technologies. 

The best fractional executives remain students throughout 

their careers. 
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Experience gets you hired. Continuous learning keeps you 
hired. 

10. Think Long-Term 

The most successful fractional executives aren’t chasing 
projects. 

They’re building reputations. 

Every engagement should lead to: 

◆ Another client 

◆ Another referral 

◆ Another testimonial 

◆ Another speaking opportunity 

◆ Another board seat 

◆ Another long-term relationship 

Play the long game. 

Your reputation becomes your greatest competitive 
advantage. Eventually, your network begins finding 

opportunities for you. 

That’s when your business becomes sustainable. 
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C H A P T E R  0 8  

The Nelson Fractional 
Readiness Index™ 

         

Everything in this book comes down to one question: is your 
leadership capacity keeping pace with your ambition? I built 

the Nelson Fractional Readiness Index™ (NFRI™) to make 
that question concrete — a practical diagnostic any founder, 

CEO, board, or leadership team can run in about five 
minutes. 

It measures six dimensions. I've never seen sustainable 

growth come from fixing just one of them — strong 
companies grow when all six improve together. 

The Six Dimensions of Fractional Readiness™ 

Over the years, I’ve realized that every successful 
engagement improves one or more of six areas: 

Leadership Capacity 

Can leadership keep pace with growth? 

Growth Acceleration 

Can the company capture the opportunities in front of it? 

Operational Excellence 
Do systems support scale—or slow it down? 



FRACTIONAL LEADERS   ·   92 

Innovation Readiness 
Can the organization adopt new technologies and ways of 

working? 

People & Culture 
Are employees energized or overwhelmed? 

Strategic Execution 
Can the business consistently turn strategy into measurable 

outcomes? 

The NFRI measures all six because I’ve never seen 
sustainable growth come from fixing just one of them. 

Strong companies grow when all six improve together. 

 

Take the Assessment 

The pages that follow are the full assessment — all 25 
statements, organized by dimension, with a scoring guide at 
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the end. Pull them out, hand them to your leadership team, 
or fill them in yourself before your next board meeting. 
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What Your Score Means 

The bands on the previous page are a starting point, not a 
verdict. Here's what I tell clients once they've done the 

math. 

A score under 20 means your leadership foundation is 
genuinely solid. Don't stop here — revisit the assessment 

every quarter, because the dimension that's strong today is 
rarely the one that breaks first. 

A score between 21 and 40 means you're early. Nothing is 
broken yet, but you can already feel where the seams are. 
This is the cheapest possible moment to bring in targeted 

expertise, before the gaps compound into real cost. 

A score between 41 and 60 is the inflection point I see most 

often. Growth is real. The business isn't broken. But 
leadership capacity has quietly become the constraint, and 
it will only get louder from here. 

A score between 61 and 80 means you're growing faster 
than your executive infrastructure can support. Expect 

founder bottlenecks, delayed launches, and burnout on your 
best people — not because they're failing, but because 
they're covering for a gap in the org chart. 

A score above 80 is not a crisis. It's an opportunity that's 
outrunning your leadership bench. Fractional leadership 

creates immediate capacity while you decide which roles 
eventually become permanent. 
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Which Problems Need Attention Now 

Total score matters less than which individual statements 

you scored highest. Some issues are urgent regardless of 
your overall band. 

If you scored a 3 or 4 on “too many strategic decisions still 

require CEO or founder approval,” that's not a scaling issue. 
That's a single point of failure, and it should be addressed 

before anything else on this list. 

If you scored high on “too much revenue depends on one 
product, customer, founder, or channel,” that's a resilience 

problem, not a growth problem. Growth won't fix 
concentration risk. It usually makes it worse. 

If you scored high on both “we lack meaningful executive 
dashboards and KPIs” and “leadership meetings generate 
discussion but not enough decisions,” your organization 

doesn't have a strategy problem. It has a decision-making 
infrastructure problem, and that's usually solvable in 90 

days with the right operator. 

Matching the Right Fractional Leader to Your Gap 

Your lowest-scoring dimension tells you more about which 

fractional leader to hire than any job title would. 

Weak Leadership Capacity usually calls for a fractional COO 

or a fractional chief of staff — someone who can absorb 
decision load and build the operating rhythms your team is 
missing. 
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Weak Growth Acceleration points toward a fractional CRO 
or CMO, someone who has actually built pipeline and gone 

to market before, not someone who can talk about it. 

Weak Operational Excellence is a fractional COO's territory: 
systems, process, and the unglamorous work of making 

execution repeatable. 

Weak Innovation Readiness usually means you need a 

fractional CTO or CPO who can give technology and 
product decisions an actual owner. 

Weak People & Culture calls for a fractional CHRO, 

particularly if burnout and unclear ownership are showing 
up together. 

Weak Strategic Execution is the one dimension that 
sometimes calls for a fractional CEO-level advisor rather 
than a functional leader — someone whose entire job is 

closing the gap between what you decided and what 
actually happened. 

If Only One or Two Dimensions Score Poorly 

Not every gap requires a full fractional seat. If five of your 
six dimensions are healthy and one is genuinely weak, you 

likely don't need a standing weekly commitment. You need a 
narrower, project-based engagement aimed at that one 

function. 

I've had engagements that lasted six focused weeks because 
the company only needed help in one place: a go-to-market 

plan, a leadership operating rhythm, a technology roadmap. 
Bringing in a broad fractional executive to fix a narrow 
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problem is expensive and, frankly, a little unfair to the team 
members who are already doing everything else well. 

Ask a candidate directly: “Can you scope this to the one 
dimension we're weak in?” If they can't, or won't, that's 
useful information too. 

When the Answer Isn't a Fractional Executive 

I'd rather lose an engagement than take one that isn't the 

right fit, so here's when fractional leadership isn't the 
answer, no matter what your score says. 

If the real issue is an underperforming executive who's 

already in the seat, the answer is a hard conversation and a 
plan, not another layer of leadership stacked on top. 

If the company doesn't have the cash runway to fund the 
initiatives a fractional leader would recommend, the real 
problem is capital, not capacity. Fix that first. 

If the founder isn't willing to share real authority and 
decision-making access, a fractional executive will spend 

their entire engagement asking permission instead of 
driving outcomes. That's a bad use of everyone's time and 
money. 

If the core issue is product-market fit rather than 
execution, no operator, fractional or full-time, can execute 

their way out of a product nobody wants. 
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And if your team simply hasn't tried solving the problem 
internally yet, do that first. Fractional leadership is for gaps 

that persist after real effort, not a substitute for effort. 

A Discussion Guide for Your Leadership Team or Board 

Print the assessment results and walk through these 

questions together before you make any hiring decision. 

◆ Which dimension scored lowest, and does that match 

what the team already suspected? 

◆ Is this a hiring gap, or a role-definition gap we could 
close without adding headcount? 

◆ What has the cost of this gap already been, in the last 
two quarters specifically? 

◆ What would “solved” look like in 90 days, in one 
sentence? 

◆ Are we prepared to give a fractional leader real decision-

making authority, or are we looking for a seat at the 
table? 

◆ If we do nothing for another two quarters, what's the 
most likely outcome? 

If your team can't answer the fourth and fifth questions 

clearly, that's not a reason to avoid fractional leadership. It's 
the first problem the right fractional leader should help you 

solve. 
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My Perspective 

One lesson has become clear after years of working as a 
fractional executive: 
Companies don’t hire me because they’re failing. 
 
They hire me because they can feel the business changing. 
 
More customers. 
More employees. 
More products. 
More partnerships. 
More complexity. 
Success creates its own challenges. 
 
The NFRI isn’t designed to tell you whether your company is 
healthy. 
 
It’s designed to tell you whether your leadership model is 
keeping pace with your ambition. 
 
Because that’s the real question every board member, 
executive, founder, and team member eventually has to 
answer. 
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C H A P T E R  0 9  

Fractional Executive Resource 
Guide 

         

The following organizations, communities, and platforms 
can help you find clients, strengthen your practice, and 

connect with other experienced operators. 

Of course, this isn’t an exhaustive list. As you build your 
practice, you’ll likely discover other networks and resources 
that better suit your needs. Consider this a starting point—
not the finished product. Build your own list, ask others for 
recommendations, do your research, and connect with like-
minded fractional professionals. 

Most importantly, share what you learn with those who are 
just starting out. Leading with generosity has a way of 
putting you in the right place at the right time. People 
remember kindness and a genuine willingness to help. 

Be that person. 
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CONCLUSION 

A Closing Word 
         

When I started writing this book, I wasn't trying to make a 
case for a trend. Trends fade. What I set out to describe is a 
permanent restructuring of how experienced leadership 

reaches the organizations that need it — one that has been 
building for more than a decade and shows no sign of 

reversing. 

The numbers throughout this book tell part of that story. 
Tens of millions of skilled professionals now choose 

independent work deliberately, not as a fallback between 
jobs. Companies at every stage, from founder-led startups 

to established enterprises, are learning that the right leader 
for six months can accomplish more than the wrong hire for 
six years. But the numbers were never really the point. The 

point was what happens inside a company, and inside a 
career, when both sides stop asking how many hours and 

start asking what outcome. 

If you picked up this book because you're evaluating 
whether your company needs fractional leadership, I hope 
the earlier chapters gave you more than encouragement. I 
hope they gave you a way to diagnose the problem 
accurately, a framework for evaluating candidates on proof 

rather than credentials, and a ninety-day model for holding 
whoever you hire accountable from day one. The Nelson 
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Fractional Readiness Index™ exists so that decision doesn't 
have to be a gut call. Use it. 

If you picked up this book because you're building a 
fractional career of your own, the chapters were written 
just as much for you. Nothing here is theoretical. Every case 
study, every mistake, every argument for why ninety days 
matters is drawn from work I've done, with real companies, 
under real pressure. The path isn't easy, and it isn't fast. But 
it is learnable, and it rewards the people willing to be 
exceptional at one thing rather than adequate at many. 

What both readers share, whether you're hiring or building 
a practice, is the same underlying belief: that leadership is 
defined by what gets built, not by how many hours someone 
spent in a building. That belief is no longer unconventional. 
It is becoming the default. 

I don't know exactly what the next decade of this shift will 
look like — nobody who's honest does. But I know it will 
reward companies that stay lean and precise about the 
expertise they bring in, and it will reward leaders who treat 
their reputation as their most valuable asset. Everything else 
is detail. 

Thank you for reading this far. If this book changes one 
hiring decision or gives one person the confidence to finally 
go fractional, it will have done its job. 
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B O N U S  C H A P T E R  

Experiences That Changed My 
Perspective—and My Life 

         

Every career has a handful of moments that permanently 
change the way you see the world. 

Looking back over more than thirty years, I can now see 
that many of the most important decisions I made didn't 

seem particularly important at the time. They weren't 
carefully crafted career plans. They were moments of 
curiosity, instinct, stubbornness, and occasionally blind 

faith. 

Some looked like mistakes. 

Some looked like enormous risks. 

Almost all of them taught me something that continues to 
shape how I lead today. 

This book has been about fractional leadership, but before I 
ever became a fractional executive, I was simply someone 

who loved to build. 

These are a few of the experiences that taught me why. 

 

Finding My Calling 
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I was a Fine Art major in college. 

I loved painting. I loved drawing. I loved creating things with 

my hands. 

On paper, dropping out of college probably looked like a 
terrible decision. 

To me, it became one of the greatest blessings of my life. 

The personal computer industry was just beginning to 

emerge. It wasn't polished. There were no playbooks. 
Everything was being invented in real time. 

I was fascinated. 

What struck me wasn't the technology itself—it was that an 
entirely new industry was taking shape right before my 

eyes. Watching companies being built from scratch felt like 
watching artists create on a blank canvas. 

I realized something that changed my life. 

I didn't just enjoy making art. I enjoyed building businesses. 

Helping founders transform ideas into companies became 

my creative outlet. 

Looking back, I still consider myself an artist. 

The medium simply changed. 

Instead of paint, my canvas became strategy. 

Instead of brushes, I used partnerships, people, ideas, and 

execution. 
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The Leader Who Saw Potential Instead of a 
Degree 

After spending five years in early-stage companies, I 
decided it was time to join a larger organization. 

There was one problem. 

I didn't have a college degree. 

Fortunately, someone saw beyond what was missing on my 

résumé. 

Rand Ahrens hired me at Ingram Micro. 

He saw my curiosity. He saw my work ethic. 

He saw my ability to connect dots that other people didn't. 

That decision changed my life. 

At the time, Ingram Micro was preparing for its IPO. We 
weren't simply the largest technology distributor in the 

world—we had something much harder to build. 

Culture. 

Nearly 10,000 employees rowing in exactly the same 

direction. 

People genuinely wanted each other to succeed. 

There was an energy that is difficult to describe unless 
you've experienced it. 

Many of my closest friendships more than thirty years later 

began there. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/randahrens/
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Rand didn't just hire me once. 

Later, he recruited me to Silicon Valley. 

Twice in my career, someone bet on my potential instead of 
my credentials. 

I've never forgotten that. 

Today, when I'm hiring people or building teams, I try to do 
the same. 

The Story That Sent Me to Silicon Valley 

After several years at Ingram, I started feeling restless. 

The work was good. The company was exceptional. 

But I knew I was ready for another challenge. 

One afternoon, a mentor named Y.S. Chi told me a story I'll 
never forget. 

He said: 

"You're like the guy living in a desert town who wanders 
outside the city limits and discovers water. You rush back to 

tell everyone, but no one believes you. So you go back to 
make sure you're not crazy. Sure enough, there's water. 

Again you try to convince everyone. Eventually they finally 
go see it for themselves...but by then you're already 
somewhere else looking for gold." 

Then he smiled. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/youngsuk-chi-1644873/
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"Waiting for everyone else to catch up isn't one of your 
strengths." 

He was right. 

Some people are builders. 

Some are explorers. 

Some are operators. 

Some are visionaries. 

The happiest people usually know which one they are. 

A few weeks later, I resigned. 

In 1993, I packed my bags and moved to Silicon Valley just as 

the Internet was beginning to reshape the world. 

Looking back, that conversation gave me permission to 

become who I already was. 

What Real Leadership Looks Like 

During Ingram Micro's IPO process, we lost our CEO, Chip 
Lacey. 

The company was stunned. 

Chip wasn't just our CEO. He was the center of gravity. 

Nobody knew what would happen next. 

The following day, Martha Ingram (R.I.P.) flew in personally. 

She addressed all 10,000 employees around the world. 

She didn't hide. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martha_Rivers_Ingram
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She didn't sugarcoat reality. 

She told us the company was already conducting a search 

for a new CEO. 

She assured us the business was strong. 

Then she did something I've never forgotten. 

She created a "1-800-MARTHA" phone line so employees 
could call her directly. 

Think about that. 

The chairwoman of one of America's largest companies 
made herself personally available during one of the 

company's most uncertain moments. 

That's leadership. 

Calm under pressure. 

Visible when people need reassurance. 

Honest without creating panic. 

Confident without pretending to have every answer. 

I've carried that lesson with me throughout my career. 

When uncertainty arrives, leaders don't disappear. 

They become more visible. 

Technology Works for Sales 

One conversation fundamentally changed how I think about 

technology. 
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Mike Kelly (R.I.P.), our CTO at Ingram Micro, once told me 
something that seemed almost shocking. 

"I work for Sales." 

Not Finance. 

Not Engineering. 

Sales. 

His point was simple. 

Technology isn't the goal. Technology exists to solve 
customer problems. 

A few weeks later I approached him with an idea. 

If we created custom EDI transactions for Egghead 
Software, every order would automatically flow through our 

warehouses before reaching competitors. 

Mike built it. 

Within twelve months, that account grew from 

approximately $8 million to nearly $80 million. 

People congratulated me. I always corrected them. 

The real hero was Mike. 

Because he understood something many technology leaders 
still miss today. Technology creates value only when it helps 

customers succeed. 

The same lesson applies to AI. 

Too many organizations are building AI because it's exciting. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/lmkelly/
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Very few begin with the customer problem. 

Technology should never become the destination. 

It's simply the vehicle. 

Persistence Changed My Life 

When I moved to Miami in 2001, my life changed 
dramatically. 

A divorce followed a few years later, and like many people 
facing major life transitions, I found myself asking: 

"What's next?" 

A friend suggested I meet Gillian Sandler. 

She had invested in an early-stage Hispanic parenting 

website called Todobebé. 

For six months I pursued her. Phone calls. Lunches. 

Conversations. Questions. 

She repeatedly explained why it probably wasn't a good 
opportunity. 

She believed the market wasn't ready. 

She described it as a ten-year investment. 

Most people would have walked away. 

I couldn't. 

I believed the demographics would eventually change 

everything. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/gilliansandler/
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The U.S. Census was already showing that Hispanic families 
represented one of the fastest-growing consumer markets 

in America. 

I finally told her: 

"You need a COO." 

"And I'll work for almost nothing just to prove it." I wasn't 
exaggerating. My starting salary was about $2,500 a month. 

It wasn't about the money. 

It was about getting on the field. 

That decision became one of the defining chapters of my 

career. 

Over nearly a decade, Gillian Sandler, Jeannette Kaplun, 

Julia Dangond, and I built something extraordinary. 

We argued. 

We learned. 

We pivoted. 

We laughed. 

We disagreed. 

We grew. 

Eventually, we sold the company. 

What makes me proud isn't the exit. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jkaplun/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/julia-dangond-aa76b29/
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It's that, years later, former clients, agencies, producers, and 
partners still tell me Todobebé was one of the best 

companies they ever worked with. 

Culture outlasts transactions. 

Always Pick Up the Phone 

A dear friend of mine, Steve Halland, once shared a lesson 

that has stayed with me ever since. 

After being laid off from a senior technology role, he began 

calling former colleagues and people he'd helped 
throughout his career. 

He expected most would return his calls. 

Many never did. 

It changed him. 

He made himself a promise. No matter how busy he became, 
he would always return people's calls. 

Even if he couldn't help. 

Even if the conversation lasted only five minutes. 

Because sometimes people aren't calling for a job. 

They're calling because they need hope. 

Advice. 

Perspective. 

Or simply someone willing to listen. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/stevehalland/
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I've tried to live by that philosophy ever since. 

Some of the most meaningful conversations I've had lasted 

only a few minutes. 

Others eventually became partnerships, lifelong friendships, 
or opportunities neither of us could have predicted. 

You never really know why someone is reaching out. 

So pick up the phone. 

Looking Back 

When I look across my career, I don't see a straight line. 

I see dozens of unexpected turns. 

Dropping out of college. 

Moving across the country. 

Following curiosity instead of certainty. 

Leaving great jobs. 

Starting over. 

Taking risks. 

Building companies. 

Failing. 

Learning. 

Beginning again. 

None of those experiences made me a fractional executive. 
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They made me a builder. 

And that's really what fractional leadership is all about. 

Not working part-time. 

Not consulting. 

Not collecting impressive titles. 

It's about showing up at moments that matter, helping 
organizations move confidently through uncertainty, and 

leaving them stronger than you found them. 

If this book has one central message, I hope it's this: 

Your career won't be defined by the titles you collect. 

It will be defined by the businesses you help build, the 
people you help grow, and the opportunities you create for 

others along the way. 

That's a legacy worth pursuing. 
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