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THE FRACTIONAL CMO 
DECISION GUIDE 

How Education Organizations Choose the Right Marketing Leadership — and 
What It Costs When They Get It Wrong 

THE DECISION THAT GETS TREATED AS A STAFFING QUESTION 
 
When a growing education organization hits a revenue ceiling, the response is usually the 
same: they decide they need more marketing muscle. So they post a CMO role, sign an 
agency, or do both — and six months later, not much has changed. 

The problem is almost never the people they hired. It’s because the organization hired for 
the wrong stage. A full-time CMO is the right answer once the strategy is set and you 
need someone to run it at scale. An agency is the right answer when the brief is clear, and 
you have internal bandwidth to manage the relationship. A fractional CMO is the right 
answer when neither of those things is true yet. 

Most education organizations — nonprofits, education companies, and mission-driven 
organizations serving K–12 — are in that third situation when they make this call. This 
guide helps you figure out which situation you’re actually in, what each option really 
costs, and how to avoid the mistakes that set organizations back 12 to 18 months. 

 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 
Work through the diagnostic in Section 3 first. If you’re still uncertain, the comparison 
table in Section 2 will help you weigh the tradeoffs. The red flags in Section 4 are the 
most expensive part — read them before you make any hire. 
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THE THREE OPTIONS: WHAT THEY ACTUALLY ARE 
 
Before getting into the diagnostic, it’s worth being precise about what each option actually 
is — because these terms get used loosely in ways that lead to bad decisions. 

The Full-Time CMO 
A full-time CMO owns your go-to-market strategy end-to-end. They recruit and manage a 
marketing team, control budget allocation, set the positioning, and are accountable for 
pipeline and revenue outcomes. They’re fully embedded in your organization’s culture and 
decision-making. 

This is the right model when your strategy is clear, your positioning is working, and you 
need dedicated leadership to scale what’s already proven. It is not the right model when 
the strategy is still being figured out. Hiring a CMO for an undefined role is how 
organizations end up with expensive hires who spend their first year trying to get clarity 
that the organization couldn’t provide. 

Realistic cost: $180,000–$280,000 per year in salary, plus benefits, equity, and recruiting 
fees that can add another $50,000–$80,000 to the first-year cost. Time to meaningful 
contribution: 12–18 months. 

The Marketing Agency 
An agency executes marketing against a brief you provide. The best agencies bring 
production capacity, platform expertise, and specialist knowledge that’s expensive to 
build in-house. They are not strategy partners. They work from direction you give them. 

This is the right model when you have a clearly defined campaign or channel need, 
internal capacity to manage the agency relationship, and a strategy that doesn’t need to 
be rethought. Organizations that hire agencies hoping they’ll fix a positioning problem are 
almost always disappointed. 

Realistic cost: $5,000–$25,000 per month, depending on scope. Effective agencies in the 
education sector require a 6–12 month commitment to show results. 

The Fractional CMO 
A fractional CMO provides senior strategic marketing leadership on a part-time or project 
basis. They set strategy, develop positioning, guide campaigns, and help hire and manage 
execution teams — without being on full-time payroll. 

This is the right model for organizations that need senior judgment on strategy before 
they’re ready to build or scale. It’s also the right model during transitions: after a CMO 
departure, before a major fundraise, or when marketing and sales have been misaligned 
long enough that the whole approach needs to be rethought. 

Realistic cost: $6,000–$18,000 per month, depending on hours, scope, and experience 
level. Time to first meaningful contribution: 30–60 days. 

 

scott@middayadvisors.com  ·  middayadvisors.com  ·  calendly.com/scott-noon2 



The Fractional CMO Decision Guidemiddayadvisors.com 

VP OF MARKETING VS. CMO: WHAT'S THE ACTUAL DIFFERENCE? 
 
Most education organizations don't have a CMO. They have a VP of Marketing, a Director 
of Marketing Communications, or a Marcomm Manager. These roles get treated as 
equivalent to CMO-level leadership. They're not, and the confusion shapes every hiring 
decision that follows. 

This isn't a knock on VPs of Marketing. It's a description of how these roles actually 
function in most education companies and nonprofits — and what that means for your 
go-to-market strategy. 

What a VP of Marketing Typically Owns 
In most education organizations, the VP of Marketing or VP of Marcomm is an execution 
leader. Their work looks like this: 

•​ Managing the communications and content calendar 
•​ Running email programs, social channels, and the website 
•​ Coordinating conference presence and event logistics 
•​ Producing collateral, case studies, and sales support materials 
•​ Overseeing a small team or set of contractors 

 
This is important, necessary work. It's also not strategy. Most VPs of Marcomm in this 
sector were never asked to do strategy — they were asked to execute. The distinction 
matters because when close rates are flat or the pipeline is inconsistent, the problem 
usually isn't execution. It's that no one set the strategic foundation that the execution 
should run on. 

What CMO-Level Work Actually Requires 
CMO-level thinking operates one level up from execution. It's concerned with different 
questions entirely: 

•​ Which markets are we pursuing and why — and which are we walking away from? 
•​ How are we positioned relative to competitors, and does that positioning actually 

resonate with district buyers? 
•​ What does the revenue funnel look like, and where are we losing? 
•​ What's the ICP (ideal customer profile), and are sales and marketing aligned on it? 
•​ How do we make the case to the board for marketing investment? 

 
A VP of Marcomm is almost never empowered to answer these questions. They don't 
have the organizational authority, and in most cases, they weren't hired to. When an 
organization promotes its VP to CMO without changing the scope of the role, nothing 
changes — because the title shifted but the accountability didn't. 

Do You Need Both? 
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If you have a VP of Marketing or Director of Marcomm in place, you probably don't need a 
full-time CMO. What you likely need is the strategic layer that sits above your VP — the 
thinking that gives them something concrete to execute against. 

A fractional CMO fills that gap without requiring you to hire over your VP or create a 
confusing org chart. The fractional CMO provides the strategy. Your VP executes it. The 
roles are complementary, not competitive. 

The most common version of this problem: a VP of MarComm has been grinding away at 
tactics for two or three years. The pipeline is inconsistent. Leadership is frustrated. 
Everyone assumes the VP isn't performing. But the VP was never given a strategy — they 
were given a to-do list. The problem isn't the VP. It's the missing layer above them. 

How a Fractional CMO Supports Your VP of Marcomm 
When a fractional CMO engages alongside a VP of Marcomm, the division of work is 
straightforward: 

 

Fractional CMO VP of Marcomm 

Sets market positioning and ICP Executes against the positioning in 
campaigns 

Defines the go-to-market strategy Runs the campaigns, channels, and content 
that deliver it 

Owns the revenue architecture and funnel 
design 

Manages pipeline-facing execution (email, 
events, outbound support) 

Presents the go-to-market strategy to 
leadership and the board 

Manages day-to-day team and vendor 
relationships 

Aligns sales and marketing on shared 
definitions and goals 

Produces the materials that support sales 
conversations 

Evaluates and prioritizes strategic bets Executes the prioritized plan with discipline 
 

In practice, the fractional CMO also serves as a senior advocate for the VP inside 
leadership conversations — translating marketing activity into business outcomes, 
shielding the VP from constant re-prioritization, and giving them a framework to push 
back when the to-do list expands beyond what can be executed well. 

Most VPs of Marcomm in this sector have more execution capacity than they're given 
credit for. What they're missing is a clear strategy to execute against and a senior voice in 
the room. A fractional CMO provides both. 
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SIDE-BY-SIDE COMPARISON 
 
The table below summarizes the key differences across dimensions that matter most to 
education organizations making this decision. 

 

 Full-Time CMO Marketing Agency Fractional CMO 

Annual Cost $180K–$280K/yr + 
benefits 

$5K–$25K/mo 
retainer 

$6K–$18K/mo 

Role Owns full strategy 
and execution 

Executes against a 
brief you provide 

Sets strategy, directs 
execution 

Time to Hire 6–9 months 4–8 weeks 2–4 weeks 

Best Fit Strategy proven, 
need to scale 

Clear brief + internal 
PM 

Strategy still forming 

Exit Flexibility Low — exiting is 
expensive 

Medium — contract 
terms vary 

High — built into 
engagement 

Overhead Full execution 
bandwidth needed 

Requires internal PM 
to manage 

Minimal — weekly 
syncs 

Time to Impact 12–18 months 60–90 days 30–60 days 
 

Note: Cost ranges reflect realistic market rates for education and nonprofit organizations 
as of 2025–2026. CMO compensation varies by organization size, market, and equity 
structure. 
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THE DIAGNOSTIC: WHICH OPTION FITS YOUR SITUATION 
 
Work through the questions below honestly. Each question routes to a recommendation 
based on where your organization actually is — not where you want to be. If you see 
Fractional CMO appearing repeatedly, that's your answer. 

 

Question If YES If UNSURE If NO 

Is your go-to-market strategy clearly defined? Either Fractional 
CMO 

Fractional 
CMO 

Do you have internal staff to manage 
execution? 

Either Fractional 
CMO 

Hire the 
execution 
staff first 

Are you facing a major growth moment in the 
next 6–12 months? 

Fractional 
CMO 

Fractional 
CMO 

Focus on 
Execution 

Have you failed to retain a full-time CMO in 
the last 3 years? 

Fractional 
CMO 

— Either 

Do you have a marketing team or VP of 
Marcomm with execution capacity? 

Fractional 
CMO 

Either Full-Time 
CMO or 
Agency 

Is your sales and marketing alignment broken? Fractional 
CMO 

Fractional 
CMO 

Full-Time 
CMO 

 

A NOTE ON “BOTH” 
Organizations frequently try to hire a full-time CMO and an agency at the same time, 
hoping one will compensate for the other. This almost always creates confusion 
about who owns strategy and who owns execution. Before adding a second 
resource, get clear on what the first one is accountable for. 

 

Reading Your Results 
If your answers point toward a Fractional CMO, that doesn’t mean you’ll never need a 
full-time CMO. It means you’re not ready for one yet. The fractional engagement is the 
work that gets you ready — clear strategy, proven positioning, aligned sales and 
marketing. When those are in place, a full-time CMO has something to run. Without them, 
they have something to figure out. 

An agency can play a role at any point — but only once the strategy is set. A fractional 
CMO can direct agency work effectively because they own the brief. A VP of MarComm 
can manage an agency relationship once they have a strategy to execute against. What 
doesn’t work is hiring an agency before either of those things is true and expecting them 
to fill the strategic gap. 

That’s why agencies fail in so many education organizations. Two reasons show up 
repeatedly. First, they’re hired before anyone has a strategy to give them. Second, most 
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agencies don’t know K-12. They don’t understand the budget cycles, the procurement 
process, the political dynamics inside districts, or what actually moves a superintendent 
to take a meeting. It’s evident in the content they produce — posts that look polished and 
miss the mark entirely. Education organizations that hire general B2B agencies almost 
always end up managing the agency’s learning curve instead of building a pipeline. 

 

RED FLAGS: SIGNS YOU’RE ABOUT TO MAKE THE WRONG CALL 
 
The following are the most common warning signs that an organization is about to make 
an expensive mistake. These are drawn from patterns observed across education 
companies and nonprofits, not edge cases. 

 

⚠  You’re hiring a CMO because the last one didn’t work out 
If a full-time CMO left or was let go within two years, the problem is almost never that person. 
It’s usually that the role lacked authority, the strategy was unclear, or leadership wasn’t 
aligned on what marketing was supposed to accomplish. Hiring a replacement under the same 
conditions produces the same result. 

⚠  You’re hiring an agency to solve a messaging problem 
Agencies execute. They don’t diagnose. If you can’t clearly articulate what makes your 
organization different and why buyers should choose you, that’s a positioning problem — not 
a production problem. An agency will make your confused messaging look more polished. It 
will still be confused messaging. 

⚠  You don’t have someone internally who can manage the agency relationship 
Agencies need a clear point of contact with decision-making authority. If the CEO is managing 
the agency alongside eight other priorities, the relationship will drift. The budget will be spent. 
Results will be vague. 

⚠  You’re making this decision under time pressure 
“We need someone in place by Q2” is one of the most reliable predictors of a bad hire. Time 
pressure compresses due diligence, inflates the appeal of available candidates, and skips the 
hard work of defining what the role actually needs to accomplish. 

⚠  Leadership disagrees on what marketing is supposed to do 
If the CEO thinks marketing is about brand and the CSO thinks it’s about pipeline, whoever you 
hire will spend their first year navigating that disagreement instead of building anything. 
Resolve the internal alignment first. 

⚠  You’re trying to buy your way past a product-market fit problem 
If close rates are low, churn is high, or prospects aren’t renewing, that’s usually a fit signal — 
not a marketing signal. More marketing spend against a product-market fit problem just 
accelerates the feedback loop. It doesn’t solve it. 
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HOW TO EVALUATE A FRACTIONAL CMO 
 
If the diagnostic points toward a fractional engagement, the next question is how to find 
and evaluate someone good. The fractional CMO market has grown significantly — there 
are strong operators in it, and there are generalists who use the title loosely. The criteria 
below help separate them. 

 

What to Assess What to Look For 

Relevant sector 
experience 

They should have sold to or marketed within education, 
nonprofits, or adjacent mission-driven organizations. Generic 
B2B experience doesn’t transfer well. 

Examples of strategy 
work 

Ask for a sample go-to-market plan or positioning document 
— not just campaign metrics. You’re hiring for thinking, not 
execution. 

Client reference in your 
sector 

Talk to at least one reference at a similar organization. Ask 
specifically how they handled ambiguity and what they did in 
the first 60 days. 

Clear engagement model Good fractional CMOs are explicit about what they own, what 
they don’t, and how decisions get made. Vagueness here is a 
red flag. 

Honest scope 
assessment 

A strong fractional CMO will tell you if you need someone else 
instead. If they’re trying to be all things, they’re not being 
honest. 

Chemistry with 
leadership 

They will be in the room for hard conversations. If they’re 
deferential in the sales process, they’ll be deferential when 
you need pushback most. 

 

Questions Worth Asking in the Interview 
These are questions that experienced fractional CMOs answer specifically and that 
inexperienced ones answer vaguely: 

 
•​ Walk me through the first 60 days of an engagement. What do you do before you 

recommend anything? 
•​ Tell me about an engagement in which the organization didn’t follow your 

recommendation. What happened? 
•​ What’s the most common mistake you see education organizations make with their 

go-to-market? 
•​ How do you handle the transition when an engagement ends — what do you leave 

behind? 
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•​ When would you tell a prospective client they don’t actually need a fractional 
CMO? 

 
That last question is particularly telling. A good fractional CMO has turned away clients. 
They can tell you a story about it. 

 

WHAT THE WRONG DECISION ACTUALLY COSTS 
 
Organizations underestimate the total cost of a bad hire because they calculate the direct 
cost but not the indirect cost: lost time, deferred growth, and leadership distraction. 

 

THE FULLY-LOADED COST OF A FAILED CMO HIRE 
Most organizations spend 12–18 months discovering the hire isn’t working. In that 
window, the direct cost is $200K–$350K in compensation. Add $40K–$80K in 
recruiting and onboarding costs. Add the opportunity cost of 12 months of an unclear 
marketing strategy during a growth period. 
The fully loaded cost of a failed CMO hire is typically $400K–$600K. The cost of the 
wrong agency engagement is smaller but still material: $60K–$180K in fees over 6–12 
months, plus six months of delayed strategy work. 

 

These numbers aren’t meant to be alarming. They’re meant to reframe the cost of taking 
90 days to make this decision carefully. 90 days of due diligence is cheap compared to 12 
months of the wrong hire. 

 

The Signal to Move 
The right time to hire — in any form — is when you can answer three questions clearly: 

 
•​ What does marketing need to accomplish in the next 12 months, specifically? 
•​ Who inside the organization is responsible for managing this resource? 
•​ How will you know in 90 days if it’s working? 

 
If you can’t answer those questions, that’s the work to do first. Not the posting. 
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ONE MORE THING 
 
The organizations that get this right tend to share one trait: they’re honest about where 
they actually are, not where they want to be. They hire for their current stage, not the 
stage they’re trying to reach. 

That sounds obvious. It’s rarely practiced. Most education organizations make this 
decision under some combination of revenue pressure, board expectation, and optimism 
about what a great hire can do. Those are understandable pressures. They’re also how 
organizations end up cycling through marketing leadership every 18 months. 

Hire for where you are. Not where you want to be. 

 

 
 

ABOUT MIDDAY ADVISORS 
Midday Advisors provides fractional CMO and CRO leadership to education companies 
and nonprofits selling products and services to K–12 schools, districts, and charter 
management organizations. Scott Noon works with organizations to sharpen positioning, 
align sales and marketing, and build the systems that support sustained revenue growth. 

Engagements are designed to be direct, practical, and time-limited — with a clear handoff 
at the end. 

 
If your organization is dealing with a version of what’s described in this guide, let’s talk.  
Schedule a call at calendly.com/scott-noon 
 
Scott Noon is the founder of Midday Advisors, a go-to-market advisory firm serving 
education companies and nonprofits. 
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