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Assessing the AI-Ready People Leader
The profile used in many people-leader searches no longer covers the whole job. Six
additional criteria, their reference twins, and the assessment underneath.
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THE  ARGUMENT  IN  ONE  PARAGRAPH

The people seat now includes redesigning how work gets done, while many assessment processes still

concentrate on running the traditional function. The six criteria here cover that added work. Each includes an

interview question, evidence to listen for, and a corresponding reference question for people who worked with

the candidate. Interviews and references still describe the work from memory. Where legitimate access exists,

the assessment also reads the work itself. 

Sponsors increasingly ask the same question about the people seat: who do we need

for the future? The searches are kicking off, and the old profile has stopped predicting.

The leader who ran annual cycles beautifully, kept the org chart clean, and delivered

hiring at pace may be exactly the wrong hire for a company whose thesis assumes an

AI-driven margin structure, whatever the title on the card, CHRO with a team of sixty or

VP People with a team of eight. Not because they got worse. Because the job added a

second half, redesigning how work gets done, and the assessment playbook has

not moved with it.

WHAT  THE  SIX  DO  NOT  COVER

These six are the delta. They are not the whole scorecard. The function still has to run: employee
relations, compensation, compliance, retention under load. Your assessor already tests for that.
What follows is what they do not.

One. They read the work

Ask: pick a function you supported, and walk

me through how one deliverable moves

through it today, and what changed about

that flow in the past year.

The tell: real answers name systems,

handoffs, and one thing that got automated,

with a number attached. Rehearsed answers

name programs, partnerships, and

relationships.

Two. They took the first rep in public

Ask: what did you and your team automate

out of your own work in the last six months,

and can you walk me through the artifact? A

before, an after, and what broke in between.

The tell: a real answer includes the story of

being bad at it for two weeks, in front of

people. Rehearsed answers say "my team

uses it daily."

The traditional profile covers only part of the job01
OBSERVED

What sponsors are asking,
and why the profile

changed.

The job added a
second half

The six criteria02
METHOD

Each with the question that
exposes it and the tell.
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Three. They anchor the people plan to the
thesis

Ask: take your last company's strategy, line by

line. Which line did your people plan

accelerate, and what work did you kill, or try

to kill?

The tell: killed work, named, with full credit

for the kill that lost. "I proposed ending the

engagement survey, lost to the ops partner,

and here is what it cost" is more diagnostic

than a clean win.

Four. They redesign roles

Ask: describe a role you redesigned because

of AI. What stopped being human, where did

the boundary land, and what happened to

the person?

The tell: a real case carries dates, a boundary

that was actually published, and an honest

cost. A hypothetical answer describes a

framework. Then listen for the span question.

As their org's throughput became partly

machine-produced, what did they do to

spans and layers, and why?

Five. They can hold a room that has
reason to distrust them

Ask: walk me through the week after your last

reduction. What did you say, what did you

stop, and what did regretted attrition in your

top decile do over the next two quarters?

The tell: an honest capacity story, told plainly,

and a retention number they know cold. The

leaders who held scared rooms know that

number. The ones who hid behind the

comms deck know the talking points.

Six. They show evidence a board can
audit

Ask: what number about AI would you

defend to a board, and would it survive an

audit?

The tell: real answers name workflows and

system-measured cycle time or cost, and

include something that was killed. Answers

built on adoption percentages and self-

reported hours saved are activity. They are

not evidence.

Two of them rest on a claim worth stating outright. Nothing in an enablement program
outperforms a leader visibly working differently, which is what the second one tests. And
most of this cohort will operate after a reduction, in rooms where "adopt AI and you will be
safe" has already been said and already broken, which is what the fifth one tests.

A leader who cannot see the work will keep managing the org chart while the work changes
around it. Ask which part of the strategy the people plan served and what work stopped as a
result. Program lists are weak evidence. Decisions, removed work, and system-measured
outcomes are stronger.

These questions are rehearsable, and once this circulates, they will be rehearsed. That is fine,
because each has a twin that cannot be coached: the same question, aimed at the people
who lived it.

THREE  TWINS,  RUN  IN  THE  BACKCHANNEL

The CFO peer
What the people plan killed, and
whether the savings survived.

A skip-level
What actually changed about
their job, and when.

The CEO
What the people leader told them
that they did not want to hear
about the AI number.

Run the six in the room and the twins in the backchannel, and the gap between the two
answers is the finding.

What they stopped is
the evidence

The reference twin03
METHOD

The same question, aimed
at the people who lived it.
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Everything above, questions and references alike, is still narration, and the leader who
narrates well and the one whose organization executes are different people more often than
anyone admits. The good assessment firms know this. The best already score your finalist
against the value-creation plan, and if yours does, keep them. What none of them can do is
read the work itself, because every input they hold is an account of the work by someone
with a stake in the account.

The Executive Assessment closes that gap, and it runs in two modes, because they are
different. Pre-close and on incumbents, all three input families run.

WHAT  THE  ASSESSMENT  READS

Intrinsics
A standardized instrument,
because the trait this era actually
prices is what a polished
interview conceals.

Outcome metrics
By function, in that function's own
currency, including the working-
level distribution of the teams
they ran.

Work-function metrics
How work actually moved
through their organization, read
from the systems where work
lives.

The trait worth naming is the tolerance for being publicly wrong while accountable for being
right. On the work-function read, every input is invited and nothing is collected passively.

BOUNDARY  CONDITIONS,  NAMED  OUT  LOUD

In an external search, no former employer opens its systems, and candidate-supplied telemetry is
self-report with better formatting. So the instrument runs on what is legitimately available,
intrinsics, verified outcomes, and the reference architecture above, and it says so. An assessment
that overstates its inputs is the same theater it claims to replace.

Either mode is scored against your thesis and delivered in a form a deal team can read, with
every finding labeled by confidence.

HOW  EVERY  FINDING  IS  L ABELED

STRONG  SIGNAL

Directly observed

Repeatedly evidenced, and

visible in more than one

input family.

EMERGING  PATTERN

Multiple indicators

Not yet triangulated. Worth

naming and watching, and

thin ground for a hiring

decision on its own.

HYPOTHESIS  TO  VALIDATE

Plausible and explicitly
unproven

Named in the report so you

can go and settle it, or

decide it does not need

settling. Either way you

know how much weight it

bears.

Run it alongside the assessor you already trust, because it reads what interviews cannot. And
the assessed leader receives their own findings, because the work-function read doubles as a
map of the first 90 days, which is why strong candidates volunteer for this rather than endure
it.

Mid-hold at a portfolio software company of several hundred people, the sponsor was
preparing an AI reset and had concluded the people leader could not carry it. Strong on the

What an interview cannot tell you04
COUNTER

Where questions and
references both run out.

An interview is still
narration

One run, sanitized05
EVIDENCE

One engagement, sanitized,
where the board's read was

wrong.

TL Partners · tlpartners.biz Page 3 of 4



function and thin on the new half of the job was the board's read, and a search was about to
open. We ran the assessment instead of the search.

The instrument disagreed in both directions.

The interview layer

Agreed with the board.

Polished on programs,

hesitant on work redesign,

one visible AI initiative that

on inspection was mostly

communications.

The intrinsics

Showed the profile this era

prices, high

experimentation tolerance

and a low need to be

publicly right, exactly what

a defensive interview

conceals.

The work-function read

Run with her participation

from the systems where

work lives, it showed her

function was one of only

two in the company where

a workflow had been rebuilt

end to end: intake triaged

automatically, cycle time

down by roughly a third,

one role redesigned and its

boundary republished.

The missing piece was context. Capability was never the constraint. The CEO had never put
the AI margin number in front of her, so she ran redesign as a side project and narrated
programs, because programs were what the board asked about. Finding, labeled a strong
signal: the constraint sat in the operating model above the seat.

The search did not open. She took her findings as a map of her first 90 days, the margin
number moved into her goals, and two quarters later the second and third workflows were
rebuilt, regretted attrition in her top decile held at zero, and the reset was on its number. The
larger avoided cost was beginning a search before testing whether capability was actually
the constraint.

In a pool this small, the strongest candidates are assessing you back, and how you run this
search is your pitch. Expect three. What margin does the thesis assume from AI, by when, and
do I own that number or does the CFO? What happened at your last portfolio company when
the people leader said the AI number was not real? Is the mandate work redesign, or
headcount reduction with better optics? Sponsors who can answer those three close this
pool. Sponsors who cannot should fix that before the search opens.

THE  COST  OF  THE  MISS

The math on the other side is unforgiving in a specific way. A mis-hire in this seat is visible by
month nine, takes six months to re-search and six more to ramp, and the enablement program
runs as theater the whole way through. Most theses can absorb that once.

Run the six questions and the twins at your next search kickoff. They are yours.

When the seat is on the line, run the instrument. Fifteen minutes of material, your questions after. The

Executive Assessment this paper draws on is described in full in The Portfolio Talent Operating System,

and the evidence behind what AI readiness now means is in Mastering AI for HR: The 2026 Edition. Full

library at tlpartners.biz/library.

thomas@tlpartners.biz  ·  tlpartners.biz

PORTFOLIO  SOFTWARE
COMPANY,  MID-HOLD

The questions strong candidates will ask06
FORWARD  CLAIM

The pool is small, and
candidates assess the

mandate.
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