
The Three Hats Every Small Business Owner Must Wear (And 
When to Take Them Off) 
By Sj Bulmer at Bulmer Consulting LLC 
  
If you're running a business, you know the feeling of wearing too many hats. As Jim Collins 
famously said, the strategic goal is getting the right people in the right seats. This starts 
with understanding the three core executive functions that exist in your business, even if 
they are all currently sitting on your head. 

These three roles are the engine of every successful organization: the Visionary (CEO), the 
Strategist (CFO), and the Operator (COO). The owner often wears all three, alongside all 
the front-line roles. 

The key to growth is simplifying your workload and moving out of the "Founder's Burden" 
phase as quickly as possible. 

The Three Executive Roles 

Every business needs these distinct leadership functions: 

●​ The Visionary (CEO): Sets the long-term strategy, establishes company culture, and 
allocates capital to maximize value. 

●​ The Strategist (CFO): Translates strategy into financial reality, focusing on financial 
strategy and high-level operational financing (this is much more than your CPA or 
bookkeeper). 

●​ The Operator (COO): The master of execution and tactics, ensuring efficiency, 
keeping the "trains running on time," and making customers happy. 

The Secret to Scaling: Fractional Executives 

Many small business owners think they must wait until they are generating $3 million or 
$5 million in revenue to hire high-level help, but this is simply not true. 

The secret is fractional executives. Since the owner typically remains the Visionary (CEO), 
you can seek out a fractional Strategist or Operator. 

For a business bringing in $500k to $1 million in revenue, a fractional executive might cost 
between $2,000 and $4,000 per month. This investment provides expert support, process 
design, and regular strategic calls, helping you escape the "jack of all trades" mentality 
and scale smartly. 

 

 



Key Questions to Ask 

●​ Which of the three management hats takes up the most time, but aligns least with 
my unique skills? 

●​ Are we currently in the "Founder's Burden" phase, wearing all three hats plus all the 
frontline roles? 

●​ Would a fractional hire for the Strategist (CFO) or Operator (COO) role cost less than 
the time I currently lose to managing those functions? 

Staying Current with Trends 

●​ Fractional Talent: Utilizing fractional executives allows small businesses to access 
high-level strategic talent (Phases 3 and 4) without committing to a prohibitive 
full-time salary (Phase 4). 

●​ Process Automation: Delegation isn't just about hiring people; it involves using tools 
for process design and automation, which is a key deliverable a fractional executive 
can implement. 

Management roles connect the big-picture strategy to the mundane tactics. Don't 
underestimate the value of handing off a hat to the right person. 

 


