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The Founder's Guide to
Fractional COO
What it actually is, when it is the right move, what to look for, and how to make the engagement produce real change. No fluff.


WHAT IT ACTUALLY IS
Not a consultant. An operator.
A Fractional COO is an experienced operator who embeds inside your business on a part-time basis — typically two to three days per week — and runs the operating function. They are not a consultant who hands you a report. They are not a project manager who implements what you tell them. They are a senior operator who has built operational infrastructure before, who will challenge how the business runs, and who will stay until the change is real and owned by the team.
The distinction matters because most founders who try to hire their way out of operational problems end up with more headcount in a structure that was never fixed. A Fractional COO fixes the structure first.

The goal of the engagement is a business that no longer needs the Fractional COO. That is the exit condition. It should be agreed on day one.

WHEN IT IS THE RIGHT MOVE
Five situations where this engagement fits.

1. The founder is the operational bottleneck. Every significant decision routes through one person. The business can only move as fast as that person can process. Bandwidth has become the ceiling.
1. The business has outgrown the operating model it was built on. What worked at ten people is now breaking at thirty. The structure, roles, and ways of working were never redesigned — they just accumulated.
1. You have raised a round and the investors expect a more structured business than you currently have. The capital has arrived but the organisation has not been built to deploy it.
1. A COO or operations hire is on the horizon but you need the function running now — not in six months when the right person has been found, hired, and onboarded.
1. You are scaling into a new market, geography, or delivery model and you need the operational architecture in place before the growth amplifies the gaps.

WHEN IT IS NOT THE RIGHT MOVE
Be honest about this before you engage.

1. You want someone to implement your existing plan without challenging it. A Fractional COO will push back on decisions you have already made. If that is not something you are open to, the engagement will not work.
1. The business is not yet generating consistent revenue. Fractional COO engagements are for businesses with real operational complexity — not for pre-revenue companies that need a business co-founder.
1. You are looking for a project manager or a senior PA. The scope is operational leadership — not task execution.
1. You want the relationship to stay at arm's length. This engagement requires genuine access — to the team, the data, and an honest account of what is actually happening in the business.

WHAT GOOD LOOKS LIKE
What a successful engagement produces.

By the end of a well-run Fractional COO engagement, these things should be true:

1. The founder has recovered meaningful strategic headroom. They are leading the business, not running it.
1. The leadership team is making decisions and owning outcomes without escalating to the founder by default.
1. The operating model has been deliberately redesigned — not patched. Structure, roles, decision rights, and operating cadences are fit for the stage the business is in.
1. The changes are embedded in the team and the processes — not dependent on the Fractional COO remaining in the business.

HOW TO MAKE IT WORK
Your side of the engagement.

The quality of the engagement is determined as much by the founder as by the operator. These are the things that make the difference:

1. Give genuine access — to the team, the data, and your honest read of what is and is not working. Curated access produces curated output.
1. Be willing to be challenged on decisions you have already made. The most valuable work often involves undoing something that felt right at the time.
1. Set a clear 90-day outcome at the start. Not a list of tasks — a definition of what the business looks like if the engagement delivers.
1. Bring your leadership team in early. They need to trust the operator, and the operator needs to understand them. Bypass the team and you will build a structure they do not own.
1. Plan the exit from the first week. The goal is a business that does not need the Fractional COO. Every decision should be made with that endpoint in mind.



The right Fractional COO will tell you things you do not want to hear. That is the point. If the engagement is comfortable, it is probably not working.

If you are considering whether this engagement is right for your situation, the first step is a conversation. We will give you a direct read on whether there is a fit — and if there is not, we will tell you that too.
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