
1 of 5  •   Insights from Sophie Theen
Part of Renovata & Company

The global talent platf orm

1. 
Fractional and Interim leadership oft en requires quick 
 decision-making and adaptability. What advice would you 
give to an interim exec if they want to create immediate 
impact particularly within a startup sett ing?

I think the answer really depends on the environment 
that the interim executive is entering. It’s a well-known fact 
that startups have a much higher demand for talent capabili-
ties as well as capacity. You oft en hear people talking about 
working around the clock in the early stages of startups, 
and that’s true.

Coming into an interim executive role, there’s a big diff e-
rence between someone who is comfortable in a stable en-
vironment, where they come in and do an interim role, which 
is very diff erent from a fractional role. I think a lot of people 

on both sides misunderstand the terminology altogether.
In an interim role, you wear the hat of a full-time person, 

so your onboarding period has a bit more leniency. You’re 
expected to come in within the fi rst or second month, alt-
hough interim also means you’re on a tighter time schedule 
than a full-time employee. So, think about it as if you’re cut-
ting out 30% of your usual pace, really trying to get on board 
and understand the business before you start to add value.

As for a fractional role, from what I have seen, when a 
client is very clear about wanting a fractional role, they’re re-
ally hoping that you can hit the ground running almost imme-
diately. The comfort zone for fractional consultants or exe-
cutives is to make fast-paced decisions that also bring value 
to the company. We tend to go into spaces we are  familiar 
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with. For example, I’ve spent a good 
number of years in Fintech and am 
usually very close to the product that 
the company has been building, both 
in early stages and late stages. So, I 
understand the product very quickly, I 
get the proposition that the company 
is building around the product, and I 
understand the executive challenges from the interviewing 
process. So then, as I land, I know I can add value.

I don’t just listen and then spend a whole 30 or 60 days 
onboarding. Time is tight, and if my fractional time only requi-
res me to be one day a week with the company and still add 
value, I need to be up to speed within seven days. So, I think 
that’s the biggest difference between the two roles. People 
often misunderstand the interim and the fractional role. 

2.   
 
Do you often see people that start out as fractional consul-
tants move into the interim space?

I think it’s about appetite. If you’re looking for a fast pace 
and something more hands-on than a NED (Non-Executive 
Director) or a board advisor, the fractional role usually works 
well because you keep your client at arm’s length, yet you’re 
deeply involved in their operations. This allows you the auto-
nomy and agency to make decisions, especially in an execu-
tive capacity. Most of the time, from my experience, it boils 
down to the client not wanting or not having a large enough 
budget to hire a full-time executive who they can keep for 
at least the first year or until they secure another round of 
funding, but they have already secured this talent, which I am 
now seeing more frequently.

The good thing is, as fractional consultants or execut-
ives, we’re incredibly open to this because it’s like ‚test be-
fore you buy.’ As consultants, we love to ‚shop around,’ and 
often you hear people say, ‚I’m a consultant because I want 
to choose work that brings me joy.’

This is the same. I have seen fractional executives move 
into interim roles because it becomes more intensive. They 
might fall in love with the company, the proposition, and 
really like the environment they’re working in, and decide, 
instead of doing one day a week, to truly add value in this 
critical growth stage, they’ll serve as your interim for the 
next six months, five days a week. That’s a significant dif-
ference from being fractional, where you might only work a 
few hours to a couple of days and never full time. Yet, as an 
interim, the decision-making responsibility is similar; you’re 
an executive, you own a function, and you partner with other 
executives to drive the company’s growth.

3.   
 
How do you identify new opportunities in the 
fractional and interim sectors, and what initial 
steps would you recommend to someone just 
starting out in these fields?

Definitely from networking and speaking to 
people. There needs to be a conscious effort here, especial-
ly when you’re trying to convince people to accept this new 
term. It’s difficult for companies to entrust one of the most 
important executive roles in the company to an interim be-
cause they always view it as a short-term gap. When you see 
an interim, say, an interim COO, you know in the background 
they’re looking for a permanent CEO. That has always been 
the case, and an interim person tends to get overlooked un-
less they propose themselves to join full time because you 
are hiring.

That opportunity doesn’t arise very often because the 
mindset around having an interim person is that it’s just a 
short-term solution. So the long-term vision is still to look for 
a permanent person.

So, coming back to that, it is networking because there’s 
a lot of education needed. If you have referrals, it’s even bet-
ter because it almost feels like you’re coming into a company 
that already understands how to get value from a fractional or 
interim executive.

And then, I also rely on introductions from agencies, like 
Renoir. I speak to Jen, whenever there are opportunities that 
come up. But I also have a networking community that I’m 
very happy to share.

4.   
 
What strategies do you recommend to startup founders for 
prioritizing resource allocation, and when should they consi-
der incorporating fractional expertise?

I think regardless of the stage in your life or the compa-
ny’s growth, founders should always be very aware of their 
resourcing plans. There’s never a time to take a ‚honey-
moon break’—you can’t just solve a problem and revisit it six 
months later. It’s an ongoing process. You should always be 
asking yourself: Do I have the right people? Do I have the right 
level of talent? Can I afford the continuity of this talent before 
introducing anything else into the mix?

Workforce management and strategy should start from 
day one, and you don’t need HR to do this properly. The more 
you understand the business, the better you can manage 
your workforce strategy. This isn’t just an HR skill; it’s crucial 
for all decision-makers and stakeholders, regardless of size, 

„The comfort 
zone for fractional 
consultants or 
executives is to 
make fast-paced 
decisions that also 
bring value to the 
company.“
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to be aligned on what the workforce strategy should look 
like for the company.

There comes a point, especially in the early stages, where 
you may need extensive and high-level expertise to lead on 
strategy, such as a go-to-market strategy, which is vital in the 
early stages of the company. Fundraising and product strate-
gies also need to be immaculate. What are you offering to the 
market? What value are you bringing to your customers?

During these times, when money is tight in an early-sta-
ge startup, without introducing the concept of fractional ex-
pertise, founders might overextend their existing employees, 
who may not yet have the skills or experience needed. This 
can stunt their growth. Imagine from day one, if you have a 
strong product and a great product-market fit, how do you 
accelerate growth? It’s the people who have done this befo-
re, and they don’t come cheap.

But that doesn’t mean you can’t afford them as a service 
to add value to your business. My advice, based on my expe-
rience, is to set up your executive team as early as possible. 
There are still companies that, in my consulting work, I see 
are hesitant to bring in executives because they view them as 
permanent hires. They wait until they can afford a full C-sui-
te before they stop relying on cascading delegations, which 
does no one any good.

My advice is to set up your executive team in whatever 
shape or form, whether it’s as advisors, fractional, or interim. 
Pick your priorities, but you’ve got to set them up as quickly 
and as early as possible.

5.   
 
How should interim or fractional professionals approach 
setting their rates, and what guidance can you provide to 
founders on proposing fair and attractive compensation pa-
ckages to interim or fractional executives?

You want to scope around if you’re a consultant 
who hasn’t established a fixed rate yet, especially if 
you’re still testing the waters based on the value you 
add. I would highly recommend seeking advice from 
your peers or your network to see how much others 
are charging in similar roles, just so you get an idea. 
And never undersell yourself.

From an employer perspective, say you’re wor-
king out your budget. I would estimate it as you 
would for hiring an executive. You’re not going to 
hire a Chief People Officer for less than £150,000 to 
£180,000. Let’s be honest, whether you’re Series A, 
C, or D, there is a market rate that comes with the 
expertise and experience that the individual has. So 
you can’t just ignore that.

Why can’t you afford a chief level at your early stages? 
Because you’re focused on the price tag. But let’s consider 
fractionalizing that into one day a week. You’re really tal-
king about £500 to £700 a day, which costs you £2,800 to 
£3,200 a month.

And you can afford that. It’s probably similar to what you 
would pay to hire at a head of level. But what are you really 
trying to achieve here? Is it leadership that you need, which 
can be scaled back as necessary? I know that myself and 
my peers, as fractionals, adjust our time commitment based 
on the company’s needs. It could be starting off with a big 
push to set the strategy, maybe two days a week for the first 
few months, and then you wind it down to one day a week 
while still supporting, providing leadership, guidance, and 
importantly, continuity.

So, from an employer’s perspective, expect to pay what 
you would for a full-time employee, but then break that down 
into a fraction.

6.   
 
What advice would you give to fractional consultants in the 
startup sector on managing stress and maintaining work-life 
balance?

That’s a great question. I had to learn the hard way my-
self, having been in interim and fractional roles for so long.

First things first, as you start out in the fractional or in-
terim space, especially coming from a permanent role, you 
might find yourself getting too deeply involved. You have 
to remind yourself that you are doing a fractional piece of 
work, and there is a statement of work that you’re delivering 
against.

In a permanent role, you might be waiting for the penny 
to drop during your performance review, which might hap-
pen every quarter, every six months, or some companies do 
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it only once a year. But as a fractional worker, you 
must remember you have a pre-agreed commitment 
to what you are going to deliver and make sure you 
pace yourself. I feel that the most prominent factor 
in burning out in fractional and interim roles is actu-
ally the context switching, not so much getting too 
deep or too involved in the company, and then not 
really knowing when to detach. 

For example, a fractional consultant or execu-
tive might have four clients, and therefore technically they’re 
working around the clock, almost four to five days a week. 
That’s like a full-time gig for them, except they’re supporting 
a portfolio of work. When you step into an executive role, it 
is so demanding that every decision you make is high-level. 
Remember, as an executive, you never work in isolation; you 
work in tandem with your peers, who are also executives. 
There’s a lot of consideration that goes into this, which me-
ans you’re doing a lot of critical thinking constantly. You’re 
considering how people feel, the impacts, and the conse-
quences.

Make sure you take time as you go through context swit-
ching. Personally, I’ve added routines into my daily schedule 
to manage this. I keep different sets of notes for particular 
clients so that every time I come back to a client, I know 
exactly where I left off. This is important because you might 
come in on a Tuesday morning, but you haven’t seen them 
for a whole week, and your first meeting on Tuesday mor-
ning is your executive meeting. How you show up is very im-
portant because that might be the most important meeting 
of the week. So, context switching burns people out more 
than getting too involved and forgetting that you’re a fractio-
nal service provider.

Another thing is, it can get quite lonely because you’re 
not with the team on a day-to-day basis. You may build good 
relationships, but you don’t have the dependency and reli-
ance that makes you feel like part of a team. So again, this 
comes back to being an independent consultant. It can feel 

quite lonely, so make sure you spread 
out your time to do some relationship 
building as well.

7.   
 

Could you describe the range of coaching services you of-
fer and outline the ideal client profile for those who would 
benefit most from your support?

I offer founder coaching, which is targeted primarily at 
early-stage founders. This includes those who are navigating 
entrepreneurship for the first time, going through funding 
rounds, and managing a business and team for the first 
time. This is really my sweet spot, especially with female 
founders. I have a particular affinity to help them achieve and 
do great things together. I’ve been extremely fortunate to be 
introduced to and work with a handful of female founders, 
and over the years, I’ve found that this is where I am most 
familiar and drawn to.

I also provide career coaching for individuals looking 
to transition from people-focused roles to more executive, 
operational positions. Typically, these clients are first-time 
heads of people who are aiming to become the next Chief 
People Officer, or even move into a COO role, and want to 
shift from people management to more operational roles to 
avoid being isolated in their own function and to increase 
their mastery.

Additionally, I offer management training and coaching. 
Sometimes, I get referrals from executives who feel they 
are not yet ready to move into board-level positions. This 
isn’t board training as such—others offer specific services 
for that—but rather coaching on how to project confidence 
and effectively assume a board role, which is quite different 
from an executive role.
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Looking to hire an interim or 
fractional leader? 
Our expert team at Renovata & 
Company offers guidance to ensure 
that whatever the solution, we add 
value as your dedicated interim and 
fractional talent partner.

„As fractionals, 
we adjust our 
time commit-
ment based on 
the company’s 
needs.“
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