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Everyone in marketing is suddenly a 'Fractional CMO.' The title has been slapped on everything from freelance social
media managers to agencies trying to justify their retainer. This guide cuts through the noise — what a fractional CMO

actually does, when it makes sense, when it's a waste of money, and the red flags that should make you run.
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OK, So What Actually Is a Fractional CMO?

A Fractional CMO is a senior marketing executive who works for your company part-time. That's it. No mystery. No
magic.

Think of it like this: a full-time Chief Marketing Officer costs $200,000-350,000 a year in salary alone, plus benefits,
equity, and the overhead of a senior executive. Most companies under $20 million in revenue can't justify that cost —
but they still need someone thinking about marketing at a strategic level, not just cranking out social posts.

A fractional CMO fills that gap. They work 10-20 hours per week (sometimes less), bring executive-level thinking to
your marketing, and typically cost $3,000-10,000 per month depending on scope and seniority. They're not a
consultant who writes a report and leaves. They're embedded in your business, attending your meetings, managing
your marketing team or vendors, and owning your marketing outcomes.

The Key Distinction

A fractional CMO is a strategic leader, not a tactical executor. They decide what to do and why. They build the plan,
hire and manage the people who do the work, measure the results, and adjust the strategy. If someone calling
themselves a fractional CMO is primarily writing your blog posts or managing your Instagram, they're not a CMO —
they're a freelancer with a fancy title.
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What a Fractional CMO Is (and What It Isn't)

✔ WHAT IT IS

• A part-time executive who owns your marketing
strategy
• Someone who builds the plan, the team, and the
systems
• A leader who manages agencies, freelancers, and
internal staff
• An executive who reports to the CEO and sits in
leadership meetings
• A strategist who ties marketing to revenue goals
• Someone with 10-20+ years of senior marketing
experience
• A temporary role designed to either build the function
or bridge a gap

✘ WHAT IT ISN'T

• A freelance marketer with a fancy LinkedIn title
• An agency repackaging their retainer as 'fractional'
services
• A social media manager who also 'does strategy'
• A consultant who writes a report and disappears
• Someone who only executes tactics without a
strategic plan
• A junior marketer offering CMO-level services at
discount rates
• A permanent replacement for eventually hiring a real
CMO

What They Actually Do Day-to-Day

Build your marketing strategy

Audit what's working and what's not. Define your ideal customer profile. Map the customer journey. Set goals,
KPIs, and budgets. Create a 90-day and annual marketing plan. This is the foundation — without it, everything
else is random activity.

Own the marketing budget

Decide where money goes: how much on paid ads, content, tools, events, and agencies. Track ROI by channel.
Kill what's not working. Scale what is. A fractional CMO should be able to tell you exactly what your cost per lead
is and whether it's going up or down.

Manage the team and vendors

Whether you have an internal marketing coordinator, a team of five, or a roster of agencies and freelancers — the
fractional CMO directs them. They set priorities, review work, manage timelines, and hold people accountable.
They're the boss of marketing.

Align marketing with sales

The fastest way to waste marketing budget is to generate leads that sales can't close. A fractional CMO owns the
handoff: lead definitions, scoring criteria, follow-up SLAs, and the feedback loop between what sales needs and
what marketing delivers.
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Report to leadership

Monthly performance reports to the CEO or leadership team. Pipeline metrics, revenue attribution, campaign
results, and strategic recommendations. If your marketing person can't present to your board, they're not
operating at the CMO level.
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When a Fractional CMO Makes Sense

A fractional CMO isn't the right fit for every business. Here are the scenarios where it genuinely works — and creates
real ROI.

You've outgrown DIY marketing but can't afford a full-time CMO

You're doing $2-20M in revenue. You've been winging it on marketing — the CEO or a junior person has been
handling it — and it's not scaling. You need strategic direction but a $250K+ hire doesn't make financial sense
yet. This is the sweet spot.

You have marketing people but no marketing leadership

You've got a marketing coordinator, maybe a content person, maybe some agencies on retainer — but nobody is
connecting the dots. Work is getting done but there's no strategy tying it together. A fractional CMO turns activity
into a system.

You're preparing for a major growth phase

You just closed a funding round. You're launching in a new market. You're about to double your sales team. You
need a marketing engine built fast by someone who's done it before. A fractional CMO can build the playbook and
the team in 6-12 months.

You need to bridge a leadership gap

Your CMO left and you need someone to hold the marketing function together while you recruit a replacement. Or
you had a bad marketing hire and need someone to clean up the mess and stabilize before you try again. This is
interim executive work.

You want to audit and fix what's broken

Marketing has been running for a while but you can't tell if it's working. You want someone senior to come in,
audit everything, tell you what to keep and what to kill, rebuild the strategy, and set up proper tracking. Then
possibly hand it off.
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When a Fractional CMO Will Damage Your Business

Here's the part nobody talks about. A fractional CMO can actively hurt your business if the fit is wrong. These are the
situations where you should not hire one.

You don't have a budget for them to deploy

A fractional CMO without a marketing budget is like hiring a general with no army. If you can afford the CMO's fee
but have nothing left for ad spend, tools, content creation, or agencies, you'll pay for strategy that can never be
executed. Rule of thumb: your execution budget should be 2-3x your fractional CMO's fee.

You actually just need a doer, not a leader

If your problem is 'nobody is posting on social media' or 'we need someone to set up our email campaigns,' you
need a marketing manager or specialist — not a CMO. Hiring strategy-level talent for execution-level problems is
an expensive mismatch.

You're not ready to listen to strategic advice

If the CEO has already decided the marketing strategy and just wants someone to implement it, a fractional CMO
will be frustrated and you'll be overpaying. CMOs push back, challenge assumptions, and say 'no' to bad ideas. If
you don't want that, hire a marketing coordinator who'll do what they're told.

The 'fractional CMO' is actually a freelancer in disguise

This is the biggest landmine in the market right now. Freelancers and small agencies are rebranding as fractional
CMOs because the title commands higher rates. If they've never led a marketing team, never managed a
six-figure budget, and never reported to a CEO or board — they're not a CMO. They're a freelancer. Nothing
wrong with that, but you'll be paying CMO prices for freelancer output.

You expect overnight results

Marketing strategy takes 90-180 days to show real results. If you're hiring a fractional CMO expecting to see a
revenue spike in 30 days, you'll be disappointed and they'll be set up to fail. The first 60-90 days are audit,
strategy, and foundation-building. Results come in months 3-6.

Your product or service has fundamental problems

No amount of marketing genius can fix a product people don't want, a service that doesn't deliver, or pricing that
doesn't make sense. If your churn rate is 50% or your NPS is negative, fix the product first. Marketing will only
amplify what's broken.
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Red Flags: How to Spot a Fake Fractional CMO

The fractional CMO market is flooded with people who aren't qualified for the role. Here's how to separate the real
ones from the pretenders.

They can't explain their strategic process

A real CMO has a repeatable framework: how they audit, how they build strategy, how they set KPIs, how they
allocate budget. If they can't walk you through their process in a discovery call, they're winging it. Ask: 'Walk me
through what the first 90 days look like.' If the answer is vague, move on.

They lead with tactics, not strategy

If the first conversation is about running Facebook ads, redesigning your website, or starting a podcast — without
first understanding your business goals, target customer, and current data — they're a tactician, not a strategist.
Strategy comes before tactics. Always.

They've never managed a team or budget

Ask directly: 'What's the largest marketing team you've managed? What's the largest budget you've owned?' If
the answers are 'just me' and 'a few thousand a month,' they don't have CMO-level experience. A CMO manages
people and money — period.

They won't commit to KPIs

A legitimate fractional CMO will define success metrics and be accountable to them. If they resist setting targets
or tracking performance, they're protecting themselves from accountability. You want someone who says 'Here's
what I'll deliver by when.'

They're serving 8+ clients simultaneously

Fractional means part-time — but it doesn't mean 5 hours a month spread across a dozen clients. If they're
juggling 8-10 companies, you're not getting strategic leadership, you're getting a monthly check-in. Ask how many
clients they currently serve.

They don't ask about your sales process

Marketing and sales are two halves of the same system. If a fractional CMO candidate doesn't ask about your
sales cycle, close rate, deal size, and how leads are currently handled, they don't understand the job. Marketing
that ignores sales is just noise.
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Their LinkedIn is full of 'thought leadership' but thin on results

Lots of posts about marketing frameworks and hot takes, zero case studies or measurable outcomes. Real CMOs
have stories like 'Built a pipeline that generated $2M in new revenue' or 'Reduced CAC by 40% over 12 months.'
Ask for specific results, not philosophies.
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The Real Cost Breakdown

Let's put real numbers on the table so you can make an informed decision.

Factor Full-Time CMO Fractional CMO Marketing Manager

Annual cost $250-400K+ $36-120K $60-90K

Monthly cost $21-33K+ $3-10K $5-7.5K

Benefits/overhead $50-80K/yr $0 $15-25K/yr

Hours per week 40-50+ 10-20 40

Strategic capability High High Medium

Execution capability High Limited High

Experience level 15-25+ years 10-20+ years 3-8 years

Ramp-up time 30-90 days 14-30 days 30-60 days

Exit flexibility Difficult 30-day notice 2 weeks

Best for companies at $20M+ revenue $2-20M revenue $1-10M revenue

The Total Investment Equation

Don't forget the execution budget

A fractional CMO's fee is just the leadership cost. You also need budget for what they'll deploy: ad spend, content
creation, tools, agencies, events. Plan for this:

Minimum viable stack: $3,000-5,000/mo CMO fee + $5,000-10,000/mo execution budget
Growth mode: $5,000-8,000/mo CMO fee + $10,000-25,000/mo execution budget
Scale mode: $8,000-12,000/mo CMO fee + $25,000-50,000+/mo execution budget

If you can't fund execution, you're paying for a strategy that sits in a Google Doc. Be honest about your total
marketing investment capacity before you hire.
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How to Actually Hire a Good One

If you've decided a fractional CMO is the right move, here's how to find and vet one without getting burned.

1. Define what you need before you search

Write down: What's broken? What does success look like in 6 months? What budget do you have for the CMO's
fee AND for execution? What marketing resources already exist (people, tools, agencies)? The clearer you are,
the better candidates you'll attract.

2. Ask for specific, measurable results from past engagements

Not 'I helped a SaaS company grow.' You want: 'I took a B2B SaaS company from $0 to $1.2M ARR in 14 months
by building an inbound engine that generated 300 MQLs per month at $45 each.' If they can't provide specifics,
they don't have them.

3. Run a paid strategy session before committing

Pay them for a 2-4 hour deep dive into your business. Let them audit your current marketing, identify gaps, and
present initial recommendations. This tells you how they think, how well they understand your space, and whether
their approach makes sense. Most good fractional CMOs will offer this as a first step anyway.

4. Check references — but ask the right questions

Don't just ask 'Were they good?' Ask: 'What specific results did they deliver? Did they hit the targets they set?
How did they handle disagreements with leadership? Would you hire them again for the same role?' Talk to at
least two former clients.

5. Set a 90-day engagement with clear milestones

Don't sign a 12-month contract upfront. Start with 90 days. Define what 'success' looks like at the end of that
period: strategy completed, team in place, first campaigns live, tracking set up, initial performance data. Extend
only if milestones are hit.

6. Agree on communication cadence and reporting

How often will they be 'in the building' (physically or virtually)? What meetings will they attend? How often do you
get a written report? What does that report include? Alignment on communication prevents the most common
fractional CMO complaints.
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The Honest Verdict

A fractional CMO can be transformative for the right business at the right stage. It can also be an expensive mistake if
the fit is wrong. Here's the honest summary.

It works when...

• You're at $2-20M revenue and need strategic marketing leadership
• You have budget for both the CMO and execution
• You're willing to give them real authority over marketing decisions
• You understand that results take 90-180 days
• You've vetted their experience with specific, measurable results
• You have a clear definition of what success looks like

It fails when...

• You're hiring strategy but can't fund execution
• You actually need a doer, not a leader
• The 'CMO' is really a freelancer with an inflated title
• You expect results in 30 days
• The CEO won't let go of marketing decisions
• Your product or service has fundamental problems marketing can't fix

The bottom line

The fractional CMO model is legitimate and valuable — when it's done right. The problem isn't the concept. The
problem is that the market is full of people using the title who aren't qualified for the role.

Vet carefully. Define success clearly. Fund the execution. Set a 90-day trial. And if someone can't give you
specific results from past engagements, they don't have them. Move on.

The best fractional CMOs will make your business dramatically more effective at turning marketing dollars into
revenue. The worst ones will burn through your budget while posting LinkedIn thought leadership about fractional
CMOs. Don't hire the second kind.
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About the Author

Nick Irmo is a Digital Marketing Strategist and Creative Director who has worked both sides of the fractional model —
as a marketing leader embedded in organizations and as someone who has hired and managed fractional and
full-time marketing talent. This guide is informed by firsthand experience with what works, what doesn't, and what the
industry gets wrong.

The recommendations here are deliberately direct because the fractional CMO space needs more honesty and less
hype. If you're evaluating whether this model is right for your business, this guide gives you the framework to make
that decision without the sales pitch.

Website irmomarketing.com

LinkedIn linkedin.com/in/nickirmo
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