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Owner Of A Business Is Called

Understanding What the Owner of a Business Is Called

When you step into the world of commerce and entrepreneurship, one of the first questions
that arises is: what is the owner of a business called? The answer is not as straightforward as
it might seem because the title depends on the business structure, the industry, the size of
the company, and the specific role the individual plays.  From sole proprietor  to chief
executive officer, the terminology varies widely. This article explores the many titles and
designations used for business owners, helping you understand which term fits which context
and why it matters for legal, operational, and branding purposes.

The Most Common Answer: Sole Proprietor

For individuals who run a business entirely on their own, with no partners and no formal
incorporation, the owner of a business is called a sole proprietor. This is the simplest and
most widespread form of business ownership. A sole proprietor has complete control over all
decisions and retains all profits, but also bears unlimited personal liability for debts and
obligations. In this scenario, there is no legal separation between the individual and the
business. You might hear someone say, "I am the owner of a small bakery," and in legal
terms, they are operating as a sole proprietor.  Many freelancers,  consultants,  and local
shopkeepers fall into this category. While the term "sole proprietor" is technically correct in a
legal context,  many sole proprietors simply refer to themselves as business owners  or
entrepreneurs in everyday conversation.

Partners and Co-Owners

When two or more people share ownership of a business, the owner of a business is called a
partner or co-owner. A partnership can take several forms, including general partnerships,
limited partnerships, and limited liability partnerships. In a general partnership, each partner
shares management responsibilities and personal liability. In a limited partnership, there are
general  partners who manage the business and limited partners who invest  but  do not
participate in day-to-day operations. The term "co-owner" is more informal but widely used.
For example, if you and a friend open a restaurant together, you are co-owners. In legal
documents,  you might be referred to as a partner  or member,  depending on how the
business is structured. Partnerships require clear agreements to define roles, profit sharing,
and decision-making authority.

Shareholders and Stockholders

In  a  corporation,  the  owner  of  a  business  is  called  a  shareholder  or  stockholder.
Shareholders own shares of stock in the company, which represent a portion of ownership.
However,  being  a  shareholder  does  not  automatically  mean  you  have  a  say  in  daily

operations. Shareholders elect a board of directors, who then appoint officers to run the
company. If you own a majority of shares, you are often called a majority shareholder or
controlling  shareholder.  If  you  own  a  small  number  of  shares,  you  are  a  minority
shareholder. In publicly traded companies, there can be thousands of shareholders, and
none of them individually "runs" the business. So while shareholders are technically owners,
they may not be involved in management at all. This distinction is important because many
people assume that the owner of a business is called the person who makes all the decisions,
but in a corporation, that is not always the case.

Founder and Co-Founder

Another widely used term is founder or co-founder. This title applies to the person who
originally established the business, regardless of whether they still own a majority stake or
run the company. For example, Jeff Bezos is the founder of Amazon, even though he no longer
serves as CEO. Similarly, co-founders are individuals who started a business together. In the
startup world, the term founder carries significant prestige and is often used interchangeably
with owner, even though technically the founder may have sold off much of their equity.
Many successful entrepreneurs prefer the title founder because it emphasizes the act of
creation rather than just ownership. If you ask someone, "What do you do?" and they reply, "I
am the founder of a tech startup," they are identifying themselves as the original creator and
usually the driving force behind the venture.

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and President

In many larger businesses, the owner of a business is called the chief executive officer or
CEO. However, it is important to understand that not all CEOs are owners. A CEO is hired by
the board of directors to manage the company, and they may or may not own shares. In
smaller businesses and startups, the founder often serves as the CEO, so the two roles
overlap. The president is another title that sometimes refers to the owner, especially in
privately held companies. In some organizational structures, the president oversees day-to-
day operations while the CEO focuses on strategy and external relations. But in a small
business, the owner might use the title "President" on business cards and legal documents.
The term "owner" itself is still used, but as companies grow, more formal titles like CEO,
president, or managing director become common.

Managing Director and Proprietor

In certain contexts, especially in the United Kingdom and other Commonwealth countries, the
owner of a business is called a managing director or proprietor. A managing director is
similar to a CEO but is often used in private companies and partnerships. A proprietor is
another  word for  owner,  and it  is  commonly  used for  small  businesses such as  hotels,
restaurants, and retail stores. You might see a sign that says "Proprietor: John Smith" at a



local inn. This term is formal and traditional, but it clearly communicates that the person is
the owner. In some industries, such as real estate and insurance, the term principal is used
to refer to the owner or a key partner. For example, a real estate agency might have several
principals who are also owners.

Member and Manager in LLCs

A limited liability company (LLC) is a popular business structure that combines elements of
partnerships and corporations. In an LLC, the owner of a business is called a member. LLCs
can  have  one  member  (single-member  LLC)  or  multiple  members  (multi-member  LLC).
Members have limited liability, meaning their personal assets are protected from business
debts. If the LLC is member-managed, the members run the business themselves. If it is
manager-managed, they appoint a manager who may or may not be a member. This manager
is sometimes called a managing member. In everyday speech, members of an LLC often call
themselves owners or partners, but the legal term is member. Understanding this distinction
is crucial when reading legal documents or setting up a business.

Franchisee: A Special Type of Owner

If you buy a franchise, the owner of a business is called a franchisee. A franchisee operates a
business under the brand name and system of a franchisor. For example, the owner of a local
McDonald's restaurant is a franchisee, not the sole owner of the McDonald's brand. The
franchisee owns the individual location and is responsible for its operations, but must follow
the franchisor's guidelines and pay royalties. This is a unique form of ownership because the
franchisee has some autonomy but is not completely independent. Many franchisees refer to
themselves as business owners,  and technically  they are,  but  the term franchisee more
accurately describes their relationship to the larger brand.

Independent Contractor and Freelancer

Another category of business owner is the independent contractor or freelancer. These
individuals own their own business, often as a sole proprietor or single-member LLC. They
are  self-employed  and  offer  services  to  clients  rather  than  selling  products.  Common
examples include graphic designers, writers, consultants, and tradespeople. An independent
contractor is the owner of their own business, but they might not use the title "owner" in
their  marketing.  Instead,  they  might  call  themselves  a  consultant,  freelancer,  or  self-
employed professional. However, in the eyes of the law and tax authorities, they are indeed
business owners. The term "owner" might feel too formal for someone who works alone from
home, but it is still accurate.

The Legal Distinctions Matter

Understanding  exactly  what  the  owner  of  a  business  is  called  is  not  just  a  matter  of
semantics.  It  has real legal and financial implications. For example, a sole proprietor is
personally liable for all business debts, while a shareholder in a corporation generally is not.
A partner in a general partnership can be sued for the actions of other partners, while a
member of an LLC enjoys liability protection. The title you use also affects how customers,
investors,  and  lenders  perceive  you.  A  "CEO"  sounds  more  established  than  a  "sole
proprietor," even if the business is the same size. Many small business owners choose to

incorporate or form an LLC specifically so they can use titles that convey professionalism and
credibility.

Cultural and Industry Variations

Different industries and cultures have their own preferred terms for business owners. In the
tech world, founder and CEO are the most common. In the restaurant industry, owner or
proprietor  are  typical.  In  professional  services  like  law and medicine,  the  owner  of  a
business  is  called  a  partner  (in  a  partnership)  or  shareholder  (in  a  professional
corporation).  In  family-owned  businesses,  the  owner  might  be  called  the  patriarch,
matriarch,  or  simply  the  head of  the family  business.  In  some countries,  the  term
director is used for business owners, especially in smaller private companies. For instance,
in India, the term "director" is commonly used for someone who owns and runs a private
limited company. In Germany, the term Geschäftsführer (managing director) is standard for
the owner-manager of a GmbH (limited liability company).

When the Owner Is Not the Manager

It is also possible for the owner of a business to not be involved in its daily management. In
such cases, the owner is called a silent partner, passive investor, or simply an investor.
This happens when someone provides capital but hires a manager or management team to
run the business. For example, a real estate investor might own several rental properties but
hire a property management company to handle tenants and maintenance. That investor is
still the owner, but they are not the manager. In legal terms, they might be a member of an
LLC or a shareholder in a corporation. The title "owner" is still correct, but it is important to
specify whether the owner is active or passive to avoid confusion about their role.

The Rise of "Solopreneur" and "Side Hustler"

In recent years, new terms have emerged to describe business owners, especially in the gig
economy. A solopreneur is someone who runs a business alone, similar to a sole proprietor,
but the term emphasizes independence and innovation. A side hustler is someone who owns
a business part-time while holding another job. These terms are more modern and relatable,
especially for younger audiences. While they are not legal designations, they are widely
understood and can be more approachable than formal titles. For example, a solopreneur
might call themselves a "business owner" or "founder," but they are essentially operating as a
sole proprietor. These new terms reflect the evolving nature of work and ownership in the
21st century.

How to Choose the Right Title

If you are starting a business, you might wonder what you should call yourself. The answer
depends on your goals. If you want to appear professional and established, using a title like
CEO or President can be effective, even if your business is small. If you want to emphasize
personal service and approachability, owner or founder might be better. If you operate in a
formal industry like law or accounting, you should use the title that matches your business
structure,  such  as  partner  or  principal.  If  you  are  a  freelancer,  you  might  prefer
independent contractor or consultant. The key is to choose a title that accurately reflects
your role while also resonating with your target audience. Using the wrong title can confuse
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clients or even create legal issues if it misrepresents your liability status. Conclusion


