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The Chief Work Officer
The comparison between what leadership decided and what actually got done has no
owner. Here is what that owner decides, and where the seat should not exist.

POINT  OF  VIEW 3  PAGES    ·    7  MINUTE  READ FOR  CEOS,  CHROS,  OPERATING  PARTNERS
FIRST  ARGUED  JUNE  2026    ·    THIS  VERSION  AUGUST  2026 THOMAS  IGEME

THE  RETURN  ON  WORK  THESIS

H UB

Return on Work

What Work Costs Now
what it costs

Chief Work Officer
who owns it

The Weekly Loop
how you run it

Five Ways Work Drifts
what you see

Reading a Portfolio
across a fund

Six papers, one argument. The hub is Return on Work. Full library at tlpartners.biz/library.

THE  ARGUMENT  IN  ONE  PARAGRAPH

Every company has someone accountable for talent. Almost no company has someone accountable for work. If

I had my way the seat would not stop at chief talent officer. It would be a Chief Work Officer, because the goal

was never to have talent; the goal is to get work done, and we now get work done with talent and, increasingly,

with agents. A measurement nobody owns is a dashboard. This paper is about the owner. 

A map of an unowned space is not yet a job. The hard challenge to the thesis behind

this paper is a question about power: what does this person actually decide, and what

happens when they and the COO disagree? Here is where I landed.

The seat owns one decision outright: how capacity is allocated to strategy, across

people and agents. For a given body of work, does the next increment come from a person,

from an agent, or from neither. Today that decision has no owner. It falls between the

executive who owns headcount, the one who owns tooling, and the one who signs the

spend, and it mostly gets made by whoever moves first inside a given team.

Put the decision there and the hiring plan lands where it belongs, downstream. What goes to

people and what goes to agents is the prior question, and the headcount plan is a

consequence of it. That ordering is new. For most of the history of the people function, the

headcount plan was the first move rather than the second.

Three other executives can reasonably say the mix decision is already theirs. Two of those

claims resolve cleanly. The third is the serious one and it deserves a straight answer.

What the seat decides01
MANDATE

One decision owned
outright.

The mix is the
decision

The competing claims02
COUNTER

Three seats can claim this.
One has a case.
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The CFO signs the spend

True, and agent spend is spend. The

discipline there is minimizing cost, and this

decision is about pointing capacity at what

leadership said mattered. Those two come

apart the moment the cheapest option is the

wrong one.

The CTO owns the agents

Also true. The limit is that a supply-side owner

answers whether a thing can be deployed. A

capacity call made from the supply side

bends toward the supply, which here means

it bends toward agents.

THE  COO  OWNS  EXECUTION,  AND  THIS  IS  THE  REAL  OBJECTION

The COO owns how the work gets done. This seat owns whether the work being done is the
work that was decided. Those are different questions, and the second one is the one nobody is
asked in a normal operating review, because the review is built out of the plan and reports
progress against it.

Where a COO already asks it, weekly, with evidence from the work itself, this is a capability inside
that seat and it does not need a new line on the chart. I would rather say that plainly than pretend
every company needs a new officer.

The question that follows is what happens when the two readings disagree. An operating review
reads the plan and reports progress against it. The loop reads the work and reports what
happened. When those diverge, the divergence is the finding, and it belongs on the same
agenda. A company that runs them as two separate meetings has bought two instruments and
reconciled neither.

Two things belong to it as forcing functions, and claiming them as decision rights would be a

mistake. When the declared priorities and the observed work diverge, someone has to put

the question on the table: was the strategy stale, or did the team drift? Ruling on that is the

CEO's job. Surfacing it every week, with evidence, is this one's.

The same shape applies to stopping work. The seat names what should stop and makes the

case; the COO or the CEO kills it. A seat that claimed the kill would read as a commissar and

would lose every fight it picked with an operating chief.

One existing decision does not move. It gets sharper. Where leadership development goes

has always sat with the people function, and it has mostly been allocated off surveys,

reputation, and whoever asked. Pointed by the instrument, it goes to the specific teams

whose work is drifting and to the specific leaders whose teams keep landing in the same

pattern.

And the seat carries one number. Realignment half-life, defined in Return on Work. That is

the number this person is hired to bring down, and it is the one a board can ask about

without a briefing.

I think this lands as an expansion of the people seat. A new box beside it would split the

question in half. The work mandate contains the talent mandate, because you cannot answer

what should be done by people without owning what those people can do, how they are

organized, and who gets developed next. A Chief Work Officer who does not hold the

Two different
questions

What the seat does not decide03
BOUNDARY

What it surfaces. What it
must not claim.

Whose job this becomes04
PLACEMENT

Why this is the people seat,
grown.
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talent remit is holding half an instrument. The seat is new because the question is new. The

person, in most companies, is the one already sitting closest to it.

That is a bigger job than the one most people in that chair hold today, and the gap is worth

being blunt about. The executive who owns work needs three literacies that rarely live in one

person: the talent literacy to develop leaders where the instrument points, the systems

literacy to read how work actually flows, and the business literacy to keep both anchored to

what the strategy is for. CEOs have started asking for exactly this profile. Ask the search firms

and they will tell you it is the hardest brief they carry.

What comes back the other way is worth naming, because the trade is not all cost. A people

leader holding this instrument arrives at the operating review with evidence rather than

sentiment, which is the thing that chair has always lacked. Development budget gets aimed

at the teams the instrument points to instead of the ones that ask loudest. And when the CEO

asks whether the reorg worked, the answer is a number and a date.

WHERE  THIS  SEAT  SHOULD  NOT  EXIST

In a company with a strong COO who already owns the comparison, this is a capability inside that
seat. The argument for a separate officer is strongest where there is no COO, which describes
most software companies, or where the COO owns delivery and no one owns the mix of people
and agents feeding it.

The harder caution is about the person. This mandate needs commercial credibility, and a
capacity decision handed to someone who has never carried a number gets routed around
inside a quarter. That is the real content of the three literacies, and it is work a sitting people
leader would have to go and do before the seat is theirs to hold.

Companies are already reaching for names, and most are mouthfuls that bolt the moment

onto the old chart: Chief People and AI Transformation Officer, and longer. Chief Work Officer

is shorter and more durable, because it is named for the thing that does not change, the

work.

The term is already entering the market, which is the surest sign the shift is real. Workday has

written about a chief work officer mindset for the human and AI frontier, a posture it says the

entire C-suite has to share. When the category's largest incumbent reaches for the same

words, the idea has arrived. Where we part company is who owns it. A mindset spread across

every executive names the change. It does not create accountability, and a responsibility that

belongs to everyone is the one that shows up in the numbers unowned. The reason to name

a seat is that a single person can then be asked whether the work is getting done, and be

expected to answer, with an instrument behind them and not a posture.

The title may take a decade to appear on org charts. The accountability is available now.

If you want to know whether this is your constraint, the two-week Strategy Alignment Audit is the read that tells you.

Fixed fee, about 20 minutes from each of one or two senior leaders, and a directional answer on where the work has drifted from the

plan. The argument this paper follows from is Return on Work. Read next: The Weekly Loop, The Five Ways Work Drifts, What

Work Costs Now. Full library at tlpartners.biz/library.

thomas@tlpartners.biz  ·  tlpartners.biz

Three literacies,
rarely in one person

Why the title outlasts the alternatives05
NAMING  ARGUMENT

Where we part company
with Workday.

WORKDAY,  CHIEF
WORK  OFFICER

MINDSET
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