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THE EVOLVING ROLE OF THE CHIEF PEOPLE OFFICER 

 
By Amit Patel 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Chief People Officer role no longer resembles the one defined a decade ago. The pandemic and 
the labor shortages that followed forced a structural expansion of the role, and CPOs are now 
expected to own wellness, diversity, work-model design, and workforce motivation as core 
responsibilities rather than adjacent concerns. That expansion arrived without more resources or 
clearer boundaries, absorbed instead by the same headcount and the same reporting line. 
Organizations still resourcing the role as if it were 2019 are already behind, whether they recognize 
it or not. 
 
The real risk is not that the role has expanded, it is that it expanded without a corresponding 
rethink of scope, authority, or resourcing. A position built to manage hiring and retention is now 
expected to function as de facto Chief Wellness Officer, Chief Diversity Officer, and Chief Work 
Model Officer simultaneously, often without the mandate to match. This article examines each of 
those expanded responsibilities and what closing that gap actually requires. 
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ONE TITLE, FOUR JOBS  
 
The global coronavirus pandemic has forced innumerable changes to why we work, when we work, 
how we work and where we work. Not only were businesses in every industry forced to change 
how they operated, but the roles within those businesses were also forced to change and adapt as 
well. One of the roles that has seen the most evolution in recent years is the role of the Chief People 
Officer or CPO.  
 
As the name suggests, the CPO (also called the Chief Human Resources Officer or CHRO) is a C-level 
executive position whose main focus has traditionally been to create and oversee an organization’s 
talent acquisition, talent management and talent retention strategies. These strategies shape the 
way companies hire, fire, recruit, develop, organize, pay, supervise and evaluate employees – all in 
service to a company’s overall vision, mission, goals and bottom line.  
 
However, the pandemic and The Great Resignation changed everything. As a quick refresher, The 
Great Resignation refers to the approximately 4.5 million workers who quit their jobs in March 
2022, an all-time high at that point according to U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data, topping the 
previous pandemic high set in November 2021. The resulting labor shortages and competitive labor 
markets made one thing very clear about human capital – employees are truly an organization’s 
most important resource, and they are absolutely necessary for any business to function properly.  
 
As organizations have absorbed the upheaval of the pandemic, CPOs are being tasked with taking 
on newer, different, and expanded responsibilities. In addition to their primary job requirements, 
CPOs are now being asked to function as Chief Wellness Officers, Chief Diversity Officers, Chief 
Work Model Officers and Chief Motivation Officers. Even though these responsibilities carry enough 
weight and importance to be broken out into their own C-level positions, CPOs are finding that they 
themselves are solely responsible for wearing these new hats.  
 
In this article, we’ll look at these evolving roles and why they’re not only crucial to an organization’s 
overall talent management strategies, but why they’re also necessary for the health and profitability 
of the organization overall. 
 
 
 

“Human Resources isn’t a thing we do. It’s the thing that runs our 
business.” 

 Steve Wynn    
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CHIEF WELLNESS OFFICER   
 
Gallup research identifies five elements of well-being that characterize a thriving life: Career, Social, 
Financial, Physical, and Community. If a person doesn’t exhibit all five types of well-being, then that 
person is not actually thriving. When it comes to wellness in business, Gallup compared people who 
exhibited all five types of well-being to those who were only physically well. They found that those 
who only reported physical well-being missed 68% more work each year for health-related 
problems, were three times more likely to file for worker’s comp, were five times more likely to 
look for new jobs within the next year and were two times more likely to actually change jobs. That 
has profound implications for talent management in any organization.  
 
The global pandemic has had negative effects on workers’ mental health as well. More than one in 
five US adults lives with a mental illness, per the CDC. That burden intensified during the pandemic: 
CDC data tracked symptoms of anxiety and depressive disorders rising from 36% to 42% among 
adults between August 2020 and February 2021.  
 
Mental health is not an isolated issue. The CDC notes a bidirectional relationship: depression raises 
the risk of chronic conditions including diabetes and heart disease, while chronic illness in turn 
elevates the risk of mental health disorders. For organizations, these interconnected challenges 
translate directly into absenteeism, low engagement, elevated turnover, and reduced productivity. 
We’re still waiting to see what the true mental and physical health costs of the pandemic will be, but 
we already know that they will be great. 
 
Prioritizing worker wellness can help to substantially mitigate these costs. Pragmatically speaking, 
investing in employee wellness can produce measurable return on investment (ROI) in terms of 
reduced costs and increased profits, but it can also produce substantial value on investment (VOI) 
as well. VOI may include benefits such as higher employee morale, higher employee job satisfaction 
and better employee engagement. These are all just as important to an organization’s bottom line, 
but they’re not as easily calculated as dollars and cents. 
 
Worklife's 'Diary of a Chief People Officer' series documented CPOs' experiences navigating the 
pandemic. Zoe Harte, CPO of Upwork, was interviewed as part of the series and she had this to say 
about the wellness of her employees, “We saw a material change in people having conversations 
about wellness, both from a physical and an emotional mental health perspective.”  
 
Harte cautions against letting wellness conversations wane with the waning of the pandemic. “It’s 
important to truly check in with your team still. It’s easy to think Covid is over and everybody’s fine, 
but I don’t think that’s true. Let’s keep the conversation going about how mental health is impacting 
the workforce.”  
 
Whether you believe the pandemic is over or not, Harte makes a valid point. Communicating with 
employees is key to ensuring their health and wellness. This dialogue about employees’ well-being 
will be ongoing, and it will continue to be a large part of the CPO’s responsibilities into the 
foreseeable future.  
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“We are embedding health and well-being at the heart of our business 
strategy because our people are our greatest asset, and we recognize that 
a healthy, happy and committed workforce is vital to our business 
success.” 

 Alex Gourlay    

 
 
 
CHIEF DIVERSITY OFFICER 
 
The business case for workforce diversity is well established. Diversity has the ability to make any 
workforce more dynamic, more creative, and more innovative. People from different cultural, 
geographical, and generational backgrounds bring perspectives that a one-dimensional workforce 
cannot replicate.  
 
McKinsey & Company's research, spanning nearly a decade and covering more than 1,200 
companies across 23 countries, consistently finds that companies with diverse leadership teams are 
significantly more likely to outperform financially. Their 2023 analysis found a 39% greater 
likelihood of above-median financial performance for companies in the top quartile for ethnic 
diversity, a gap that has more than doubled since their original 2015 study. Beyond financial 
returns, those in the top quartile for diversity also showed advantages in talent acquisition, 
employee satisfaction, customer alignment, and corporate decision-making.   
 
Harvard Business Review research shows that companies with diverse leadership are 70% more 
likely to capture new markets. McKinsey’s 2023 analysis places the financial performance 
advantage at 39% for organizations in the top quartile for ethnic diversity. The talent market 
responds accordingly: 76% of employees and job seekers consider workforce diversity a key factor 
when choosing where to work, per Glassdoor. 
 
Eddie Renard, Global Head of People Talent & Culture at Whalar, was another executive who was 
interviewed for the Worklife series. Renard describes how fostering a corporate culture of diversity 
is at the top of his list of priorities for Whalar. “Diversity and inclusion are huge. We have to make 
sure that we are continuing to move the ball forward because things are always changing. There are 
new approaches and new communities that we have to consider that maybe didn't exist even a few 
years ago.”  
 
Renard is Puerto Rican and Haitian and he tells Worklife how diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) 
initiatives have personal meaning for him as well. “I know what it feels like to be marginalized and 
put in your corner, or feel weird walking into a room, because there’s nobody that looks like you.” 
As a naturalized American citizen, I also know firsthand how beneficial DEI efforts can be for 
employees and the organizations they serve.  
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CPOs will be increasingly responsible for designing and integrating meaningful DEI initiatives, 
programs and policies which guarantee that all employees can thrive. Not only will this drive 
employee productivity and performance, but DEI initiatives will also foster creativity and 
innovation. In addition, companies that foster a thriving culture of diversity will attract the best and 
most qualified candidates, giving the organization a competitive edge in the war for talent.  
 
 
 

“If you believe, as we believe, that diversity leads to better products, and 
we’re all about making products that enrich people’s lives, then you 
obviously put a ton of energy behind diversity the same way you would put 
a ton of energy behind anything else that is truly important.” 

 Tim Cook    

 
 
 
CHIEF WORK MODEL OFFICER   
 
No aspect of our working lives was affected quite as quickly and dramatically as where and how we 
work. Overnight, offices went remote, business travel completely ceased and meetings went online. 
More than four years since that initial disruption, organizations continue to operate in a mix of 
remote and hybrid work models, and it remains an open question whether workers will ever fully 
return to the in-office model of the past.  
 
This seismic shift may prove to be the most enduring legacy of the coronavirus pandemic, and CPOs 
will likely remain on the front lines of making decisions about how and where work takes place and 
which work models best fit their employees and their employers, both of which can benefit from 
this evolution. McKinsey’s American Opportunity Survey of 25,000 workers found that 87% of 
those offered flexible arrangements embrace them, consistently reporting stronger work-life 
balance and lower stress than peers required to be on-site full-time. This is especially true for 
working mothers, people of color and other marginalized employees. 
 
We often hear about the ways in which flexible work models benefit employees. They can opt to live 
in a less expensive city. They have more flexibility to take care of kids and pets. They have greater 
autonomy, improved productivity and higher job satisfaction. Without commuting long distances, 
workers spend less time in traffic and less money on gas and eating out at restaurants. Working 
from home also reduces greenhouse gases, which benefits the environment. And last, but certainly 
not least, remote workers report having a better work-life balance.  
 
While the benefits to workers are well known, the benefits of flexible work models extend to 
employers as well. Global Workplace Analytics estimates employer savings of 1,000 per remote 
employee per year, driven by productivity gains and reductions in real estate, absenteeism, and 
turnover costs. If you’re doing the math in your head right now, you’re likely realizing what a 
difference this could make for your company’s profit margins. 
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In addition to bottom-line benefits, one of the biggest advantages for CPOs when it comes to flexible 
work models like remote, hybrid or hub-and-spoke, is the ability to recruit from a bigger talent 
pool. Instead of being limited to hiring people within a 50-mile radius, you can now hire anyone in 
the world without any relocation costs. Job seekers, on the other hand, will be more attracted to 
your business because you offer flexibility. Instead of your business competing with other 
organizations for talent, job seekers will be competing with each other to work for you. Plus, happy 
workers stay at their jobs longer, so you can save on turnover costs, too. 
 
Four-day workweeks have attracted significant attention, and the evidence is growing that the shift 
from five days to four can produce meaningful upsides. The World Economic Forum reported on 
the results of a landmark six-month UK trial in which 61 companies tested whether reducing the 
workweek without reducing employee pay could maintain productivity. The results were 
compelling. 
 
The World Economic Forum’s reporting on the final results was clear: more than 90% of 
participating companies continued the four-day model, revenue held broadly steady, sick days fell 
65%, and 71% of employees reported lower burnout.  
 
NPR's reporting on the UK trial's one-year follow-up confirmed lasting results: 54 of the 61 
companies still had the four-day model in place, with more than half declaring it permanent. 
Researchers attributed the durability to measurable gains in employee wellbeing, sustained 
productivity, and the self-reinforcing nature of the business case.  
 
All of these demands for flexible work models have the potential to profoundly shift an 
organization’s talent strategies. Figuring out what is best for any given company and its employees 
is a role that will increasingly fall to the CPO. And the CPO, in turn, has the opportunity to instigate 
organizational transformations that may make a significant difference in a company’s growth, 
profitability and overall trajectory. 
 
 
 

“The competition to hire the best will increase in the years ahead. 
Companies that give extra flexibility to their employees will have the edge 
in this area.” 

 Bill Gates    

 
 
 
CHIEF MOTIVATION OFFICER   
 
For years, workers put in long hours, sacrificed family and leisure time, and ignored their own 
health and well-being for the sake of their jobs. However, the coronavirus pandemic changed that. 
When faced with their own mortality and the mortality of their loved ones in such a jarring way, 
American workers had a collective epiphany. As a whole, they began to reevaluate what was 
important to them in life.  
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McKinsey’s 2021 research found that nearly two thirds of US employees said the pandemic had 
prompted them to reflect on their purpose in life, with half reconsidering the type of work they did 
entirely. Millennials were three times more likely than workers of other generations to report that 
they were reevaluating what they did for work. 
 
If an employee doesn’t feel that their job is meaningful in some way, they will be disengaged and 
more likely to quit. Brookings Institution research found that employees who find purpose in their 
work are more likely to pursue skills training, more likely to stay in the workforce longer, more 
likely to give discretionary effort, and less likely to call in sick.  
 
The Brookings analysis identifies three factors as most critical to meaningful work: autonomy, 
relatedness, and competence. Together, these dimensions are nearly five times more important 
than compensation, benefits, or career advancement in determining whether employees find 
meaning in what they do.  
 
In a Bloomberg Law article about her experiences during the pandemic, Sona Spencer, Chief Legal 
Talent Officer for the law firm Troutman Pepper, talks about how important it was to maintain 
connectedness during that isolating time. One of the best ways she found to do this was by creating 
an atmosphere of validation and motivation where each individual was thanked for their 
contributions and assured that they were an integral part of a team.  
 
Spencer explains in her interview, “If people don’t feel connected to, and an integral part of, their 
team or the firm, it makes it easier for them to leave.” She goes on to say, “It is crucial that retention 
efforts show employees on a regular basis that their employer is invested in them in ways that 
impact their day-to-day work life.” 
 
For most people, work has always been more than just a paycheck. Gainful employment has 
traditionally provided a person with the self-confidence, the validation and the pride they need to 
be happy and productive, but the pandemic has put a greater spotlight and a renewed emphasis on 
a person’s happiness and quality of life. Increasingly, it will be up to the CPO to develop a corporate 
culture that motivates employees in a way that can continuously provide them with a sense of 
meaning and purpose, so that they feel the time they spend at work is worthwhile.  
 
 
 

“In order to build a rewarding employee experience, you need to 
understand what matters most to your people.” 

Julie Bevacqua 

 
 
 
THE CPO Of THE FUTURE 
 
In 2020, Willis Towers Watson conducted a study of more than 500 executives, finding that 99% 
believed CPOs of the future would need different skill sets and experiences. However, only 35% of 
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executives believed future CPOs were receiving the development they would need to make that 
transition successfully.  
 
That’s where we come in. 
  
If you’re a CPO, or you’re looking to hire a CPO, all of these changes can sound overwhelming, which 
is understandable. These new and changing roles far exceed the scope of the traditional roles of a 
CPO or CHRO. At Mythos Group, we’re a team of highly qualified independent consultants that 
understand the changing elements, functions and responsibilities of post-pandemic human capital 
management. Whether you need support for your CPO or you’re looking for a consultant to act as 
your CPO, we can help.  

 
 

“Ultimately, delivering strategy is about hiring the right people and 
motivating them to deliver results.” 

 Helen Schubert 
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clients in formulating innovative strategies to design and 
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About This Publication 
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be seen in the context of the time of when it was made. Before 
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with advisory services on how to use the content set out in this 
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