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Abstract: 

  As every software developer knows, Agile methodologies changed everything with iterative progress, quick 

feedback loops and customer-focused deployment. In recent years, these same principles have migrated to HR 

management and the way organizations recruit, develop, and retain talent. This article examines the "Agile HR" 

practice accordingly of the use Agile methodologies in organizational HR functions. The abstract places the 

context by pointing out the pressing nature of the requirement for organizations to move away from old-

fashioned, static, top-down HR and towards a fluid, customer-focused process. 

Agile HR is to make it possible for HR teams to deliver faster, to work more together and to bring value in a fast 

and adaptive way. That means distilling work into sprints, keeping tabs on progress through stand-ups, 

prioritizing people over processes and fostering a culture of continuous feedback. In the world of recruiting, 

performance management, learning and yes even compensation, Agile gives us the power to be more responsive 

and tailored in our solutioning. Agile HR co-creates with business units, associates, and leaders, adopting in-the-

moment experience creation needs and expectations. 

An abstract and a methodology that relies on the analysis of qualitative literature reviews and real-world cases 

are included. Key takeaways explore how Agile HR can improve transparency, employee engagement, and 

flexibility. However, there are some barriers that are more stubborn, such as culture of resistance to change, low 

level of Agile knowledge among HR professionals and a misfit with existing corporate governance. In this 

infographic, the abstract concludes the fact that there are multiple advantages of Agile HR and it would be 

needing to be supported by leadership, cultural readiness. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

     The past few years have brought unprecedented change to the workplace as a result of technological 

innovations, globalization, hybrid work environments and shifting employee expectations. With the increasing 

demands on organizations for resiliency and agility, traditional Human Resource Management in a bureaucratic 

model no longer meets the organization’s needs. The next section presents Agile HR (AgHR) as an attractive 
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alternative that can offer HR departments more capacity to cope with these complexities. Agile, a methodology 

that was first invented for software teams, has permeated all areas of business, including HR, because of its team-

based, iterative and feedback driven approach. 

The preface explains what is HR's stake in Agile. Traditional HR is sluggish, compliancy-based and disconnected 

from the interests of employees and operational departments. Agile HR flips this paradigm. This brings agility 

in processes like Talent Acquisition, Onboarding, L&D, Performance reviews etc. HR professionals are able to 

react more quickly to the needs of the business when they employ agile principles such as scrum boards, retros 

and MVPs.  

This section also introduces the purpose of the paper which is to explore the business benefits and challenges of 

Agile HR, to identify how Agile HR is being implemented within organizations today and to provide HR leaders 

with recommendations on how best to drive this change. This article is structured as follows: A brief explanation 

of the research design is followed by a summary which will describe how the different sections of the article 

holistically cover the Agile HR concept. 

 

DATA SOURCE 

The conclusions and insights described in this report about Agile HR Implementation rely almost entirely on 

secondary data from credible public sources. The data sources include: 

1. Academic Journals: We relied heavily on peer-reviewed articles from highly respected journals, including: 

Harvard Business Review, International Journal of Human Resource Management, Journal of Organizational 

Change Management, which have researched of theoretical foundations and practical case-based evidence. 

2. Industry Reports: We also used industry and research reports by credible resources: 

The Deloitte 2020 Global Human Capital Trends report 

McKinsey and Company faxing reports on Agile transformation 

Boston Consulting Group reports on implementing Agile frameworks in HR 

SHRM whitepapers on HR emerging practices. 

3. Corporate case-based sources: 

Familiar and detailed Agile HR implementation pathway of ING Bank (Netherlands) which seems to be 

frequently cited in consulting and HR transformation practice. 

Practitioner blogs and documentation from internal papers referenced in a number of consulting webinars and 

invited presentations by Agile coaches. 

4. Books and Guides: 

The Age of Agile Stephen Denning (2018) 

Scrum Guide, Ken Schwaber and Jeff Sutherland (2020). 

Agile People, Pia-Maria Thoren. 

5. Web-Based Sources: 

Articles from websites such as CIPD.org, Scrum.org, SHRM.org and Forbes.com. 

Professional development learning platforms and examples by HR practitioners implementing Agile, including 

LinkedIn Learning, Medium. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

   In this literature, researchers analyze previous research, publications and deal with theories concerning the 

application of Agile approach in HR. It starts with a recap of what Agile is — Agile was popularized by the 

Agile Manifesto, issued in 2001, and is based on a certain set of values about flexibility and cooperation, 

customer-service first, everything else second, which has been translated not only outside IT, but outside 

software development itself. Multiple reports, including 2020 Human Capital Trends by Deloitte, indicate 

there's increasing momentum behind Agile HR, similar to more than 50% of respondents in the same Deloitte 

study suggesting they're committed to integrating Agile into their people practices. 

Denning (2018) and Rigby, Foster, et al. (2018) claim Agile lends itself to an empowered and engaged 

workforce, by flattening the hierarchy and enabling real-time response. Other researchers argue that Agile 

enhances both psychological safety and learning agility in teams, two key ingredients of a high performing 

organization. But on the other hand, they are also warning against treating"Agile" as a panacea. The 
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effectiveness of Agile HR strongly relies on contextual factors such as company size, leadership’s support and 

digital HOUSE OF HR research Future of work | Trends and changes in HR | June 2019 17 It is important to 

select the right roles to have a successful transformation to a new way of working. 

Moreover, literature lists new Agile HR practices such as design thinking in recruitment, sprint cycles for 

training programmes or Kanban boards for the employee experience journey. It also delves into criticisms like 

maybe too much focus on short-term results and questions about performance measures. Overall, the literature 

review provides the basis for a sophisticated approach to Agile HR and its management. 

 

 

METHODOLOGIES 

     In order to explore the advantages and disadvantages of Agile HR application, the research is based on the 

qualitative research strategy and secondary data analysis. To achieve this, the method addresses existing 

literature, organizational cases, and best practices provided by thought leaders, consultancy organizations and 

HR associations. The focus is not on quantitative metrics but narrative insights, adoption journeys, patterns they 

observed across the real-world deployments. The aim is to discern not just what organizations have done, but 

how they have experienced change, the issues encountered, and the lessons learned. 

The study kicks off with a thorough review that scrubs from its myriad sources journal articles, white papers, 

conference papers and reports by consulting companies like Deloitte, McKinsey and Boston Consulting Group. 

These sources provide a good understanding of patterns, models, and cross-industrial comparisons. Academic 

literature from peer reviewed journals (i.e., International Journal of Human Resource Management & Harvard 

Business Review) was added to present academic robustness of the results. 

Then we analyze real world case studies in a variety of fields such as IT, retail and manufacturing to offer a cross 

industry perspective. Then choose the cases based on criteria, including that Agile had been clearly implemented, 

that before-and-after states had been documented, and that it was clear that HR transformation results had been 

gained. Special emphasis is placed on the tools available (e.g. Scrum, Kanban, OKRs), the culture of the 

organization, and the level of management commitment. 

Furthermore, the research is based on models, such as the Agile Onion (which labels steps of agility from culture 

to tools) and VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, Ambiguity) as.…the VUCA framework will illustrate 

the requisition of Agile HR. These models serve to illustrate Agile HR not only as a tool but as a shift in mindset 

— one that corresponds well with the realities of today’s unpredictable business context. 

The method ends by presenting a thematic analysis of results. Other pain points you hear about like improving 

employee engagement, reducing time-to-hire, or the challenge in adhering to traditional HR metrics are broken 

down and blown out. It provides a coherent view for presenting benefits and problems and proposing 

conclusions. 

 

BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF AGILE HR 

 

Benefits of Agile HR 

The use of Agile in HR has resulted in some game-changing advantages well beyond efficiency the day-to-

day. The most obvious, of course, is increased employee engagement and empowerment. Traditional HR is top-

down, and employees can sometimes be seen as passive participants of processes. Agile HR reverses this 

paradigm by including employees in the co-creation of their own experience. Regular sprint reviews and 

feedback loops, for example, help keep employees’ voices continually present and in play. 

Speed and responsiveness is also a major benefit. In today's fast moving business environment, being nimble 

is essential. Agile HR means publication of shorter planning cycle, so programs such as onboarding, learning and 

development, or even performance reviews can be iterated vs. annually. For instance, HR teams can introduce 

micro-learning sessions triggered by real-time skill gaps noticed in the field rather than rely on an annual training 

calendar. 

Secondly, the visibility and the alignment are improved as well. Agile is muscular about visual work 

management tools such as Kanban boards or scrum dashboards, which in theory reduce the question of who is 

doing what, by when. Not only does this create accountability - it also ensures that the goals remain in line with 
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company priorities. In Agile, many teams use OKRs (Objectives and Key Results), and HR is expressing more 

interest in using them to drive measurable results. 

Another advantage: Silos get broken down. Agile HR promotes a culture of cross-functionality. HR has 

moved on from working in silos, to being integrated within the business. This leads to more insights in team-

specific difficulties and more specific interventions. For instance, HR partners who work within product teams 

can start designing retention strategies for developers together rather than rolling out a general company-wide 

policy. 

Agile HR is also a driver of creativity and innovation. Sell Retro’s Retro is a place to reflect on what’s good, 

what’s not so good and what to do differently. In HR, that means that programs are never static and instead are 

dynamic, changing in the face of feedback. If engagement is poor, a learning program could be re-designed 

throughout the cycle. This flexibility supports a culture of trial-and-error and a sense of psychological safety. 

And, finally, Agile HR enables scaling up personalization. Traditional HR programs are one-size fits most; 

Agile is modular and customized, prescriptive interventions. One example could be co-designing career paths 

with employees around what they are interested in rather than just having career progressions by levels and 

tenure. Additionally, Agile-driven recruitment platforms allow hiring managers to adjust criteria and process on 

the fly, leading to increased quality and speed of hiring. 

 

Challenges of Agile HR 

Although there can be many benefits to using Agile HR, there can also be big challenges in using and adapting 

Agile HR. Organizations face cultural, structural, operational, and other obstacles to implementation. Perhaps the 

most significant hurdle is resistance to change. HR has been traditionally compliance-based and is often mired in 

a history of using legacy systems, models, paradigms, and mindsets. Making the shift to Agile is a culture change 

— from control to trust, from planning to adapting, and from silos to collaboration. Many HR professionals, 

especially those who are used to annual fixed plans, and executive authority, find it difficult to move away from 

their structured habits. 

A lack of awareness and training regarding Agile is also a considerable barrier for organizations. Agile 

originated in software and the language of Agile (Scrum, sprints, stand-ups, Kanban, etc.) can alienate many HR 

professionals as they do not have a point of reference from which they can understand Agile methodology. If an 

organization does not actively demonstrate Agile principles, values, and can provide proper training and 

coaching, (many organizations understand Agile as just 'doing things faster'), people often misinterpret Agile and 

rather call for doing it 'better'. The superficial analysis is they try to fit Agile into subjects that do fit into Agile, 

or simply choose to abandon Agile altogether after a process of grappling with implementation, principles, and 

values (and recognize that they were not prepared to change). 

Incompatibility with legacy HR systems and metrics is another major obstacle. Traditional HR systems are 

designed to be predictable and compliant. Performance appraisals for example, are typically annually performed 

and linked to formal hierarchies. Agile HR also requires continuous feedback, flat structures, and a model which 

conflicts with existing IT systems, reporting lines, and even compensation structures. Trying to integrate with 

enterprise-wide systems, such as SAP or Oracle, to enable Agile practices can be technically and politically 

complex. 

Moreover, it is challenging to measure achievement in Agile HR. Software development can measure success 

with working software and user stories, but with HR, outcomes such as employee satisfaction, development, or 

engagement are all more qualitative in nature and take time to present. If leadership is not patient, they risk 

discounting Agile HR if they can't see ROI quickly. HR departments must invest time to develop new metrics 

such as pulse surveys, Net Promoter Scores (NPS), and feedback from iterations to communicate the 

developments.  

Agile HR initiatives can also fail without buy-in from top-management. If there is not a sponsorship from the 

C-suite, Agile will remain an HR-side project, rather than a company-wide transformation. Leadership needs to 

approve Agile frameworks, but they also need to model Agile behaviors, like being open to feedback, practicing 

transparency, and quickly adapting. While many organizations have ideologies of a flat or emergent structure, 

often leaders dominate this approach with hierarchy and risk aversion. 

Being at odds with your company's culture and structure can also be a big barrier. In an organization that is 

centralized and whose culture discourages risk-taking, you are unlikely to support Agile HR practices. Agile is 

meant to be collaborative and iterative. It's only successful in psychologically-safe spaces and organizations that 
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allow for experimentation. Organizations that punish people for failing based on KPIs or organizational habits 

will limit the level of openness Agile, at its deepest level, requires.  

 Finally, it can be complicated to support scaling Agile HR across departments. It's one thing to successfully 

move through a pilot in the Learning & Development (L&D) team, it's another to enable similar success in 

Payroll, Talent Acquisition, or Compliance. Teams will have different levels of readiness, and without a tailored 

approach, the transformation to Agile can feel forced or incoherent. It is also difficult to build co-ordination 

between Agile and non-agile teams. For example, it might be easy for an HR team to share learnings and work 

iteratively, whereas Finance still relies on an annual budget plan and assuming a traditional route. 

In conclusion, while Agile HR has potential, these limitations indicate the necessity of proper planning, 

thinking things through, and support. For organizations to see Agile HR's potential realized, their investment in 

change management, agile learning and development, cultural change, and integrated systems will be necessary. 

Humans will need to be conquer their barriers by having that combination of time, learning, and leaders 

committed to agility. 

 

 

DETAILED CASE STUDY: AI IN HR AT UNILEVER 

ING Bank, a global financial institution based in the Netherlands, provides an excellent real life example of 

how Agile HR can be rolled out at scale. ING began its agile transformation in 2015 to address a very volatile 

financial environment and changing customer demands. Although it began as an agile transition for IT and 

product development, it became clear that Human Resources needed to change as well for agile to succeed in a 

holistic way. The human resources function began its agile journey in 2017.  

 

Phase 1: Preparation and Mindset Shift 

The transformation at ING started with considerable training sessions for the HR team, where agile coaches 

delivered workshops on agile values and practices such as sprints, daily stand-ups, retrospectives, and user 

stories. HR professionals had to shift from a policy enforcer mindset to a collaborative user mindset. The HR 

team was also restructured into cross-functional squads. These squads were responsible for different HR 

journeys such as "Onboarding", "Learning", or "Talent Management". 

 

Phase 2: Agile Tools and Practices 

HR squads utilized the scrum methodology, with each sprint lasting two weeks - during which they would 

complete specific deliverables such as designing a new onboarding experience or developing a new leadership 

framework. Daily stand-ups tracked progress and problem-solved anything blocking progress. HR also tried a 

number of tools such as Jira and Trello to visualize their work and ensure transparency. 

One of the most successful initiatives was the refresh of the performance management system. Instead of a 

traditional annual performance review, ING introduced a system of continuous feedback and quarterly check-

ins. This aligned more with the agile principle of iterative development, and it subsequently enabled managers 

and employees to better align in real time. The performance system was co-created with employee input to 

address real problems and maximize engagement. 

 

Phase 3: Business Function Integration 

A substantial reason for ING's success was integrating HR squads into the lines of business. Ultimately, HR 

professionals began working directly with product owners and scrum masters across various business lines. 

This embedded model allowed HR to develop more relevant policies as well as addressing painpoints. For 

instance, the Talent Acquisition squad worked with the Digital Innovation line of business team to develop a 

hiring process that matched the fast-paced, project-based environment of work that they did. 

 

Outcomes and Impact  
The effects of the work were noteworthy. Employee engagement scores went up. Most notable was 

improvement in scores for areas related to onboarding experience, feedback and career conversations. Time-to-

hire went down 30%. The total number of employee participation in learning programs during COVID was 

high due to personalization and relevance of the content provided. Managers reported that the quarterly check-
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ins allowed them to provide better, more relevant, and timely feedback in the price of consideration for each 

employee. 

More importantly than measures, was that the employee based notion culturally shifted HR up the organization. 

HR as a function was not viewed as a back-office function but a strategic partner. The iterative nature of Agile 

also gave HR the opportunity to to real in initiatives based on employee feedback and new learnings that had 

taken place organizationally over time to gain meaningful employee trust. Aligned thinking with more 

opportunities for employees on all fronts. 

Challenges Faced 

There were a number of challenges ING had to overcome in its HR transformation. Some members of HR's 

team found the lack of structure and predictability challenging while employing an Agile approach. ING also 

faced obstacles with the integration of Agile HR with more structured functions such as payroll and legal. 

Measuring success was also a challenge as HR still had to find new KPIs that were suitable for an Agile HR 

context.   

Lessons Learned 

There were a number of key lessons from ING's experience, including demonstrating the significance of top-

level sponsorship from leaders, the valuable investment of Agile coaches, and the importance of supporting the 

variety of thinking that cross-functional working brings. ING also emphasized the value of starting small, 

trialling Agile HR in a few squads before scaling through the department. Of course, transparency, ongoing 

learning and co-creating with employees was essential to making it work at ING. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Agile HR is more than a trend; it is a fundamental shift in the way organizations uniquely manage, engage, and 

support their people. As we discussed in this study, Agile practices provide a strong foundation for improving 

responsiveness, collaboration, and employee-centricity in the HR domain. From changing performance reviews 

to continuous feedback, and including HR professionals in cross-functional business teams, Agile HR provides a 

more responsive and people-oriented environment. 

In this paper, we have shown that the positive outcomes of Agile HR are worth it. Organizations experience faster 

time-to-hire, increased employee engagement, and more effective development and learning processes. Agile HR 

promotes transparency, fosters an environment for real-time feedback, and initiates an experimental and 

continuous improvement mindset. Agile HR also enables organizations to meet the challenges facing their 

predominantly millennial employee base, who want meaningful work, real-time feedback, and independent 

decision making. 

The journey is not without concerns. Agile HR needs (at a minimum) a significant mindset shift — from control 

to trust, from planning to responsiveness, and from functional silos to coherence across the organization. 

Resistance to change, lack of Agile capability, misfit with legacy systems, and an inherent rigidity in culture can 

impede or derail change. These tensions are particularly evident when organizations have legacy processes or 

hierarchical models of decision-making. 

The ING Bank case study illustrated how Agile HR can provide a platform for organizations to achieve 

transformation in a reflective way. It revealed how leadership can not only endorse an approach but also be 

participants, showcasing the fundamental value of co-creation with employees, and emphasized the capabilities 

of cross-functional teams. The case study highlighted that Agile HR should be viewed as a cultural shift that puts 

employees at the center of whole-of-organisation HR innovation rather than merely a change in methodology. 

The key point is, Agile HR is not a selection from a menu, it is a journey of learning, experimenting and iterating. 

The success and value of Agile HR comes from ensuring you adapt the principles of Agile to the lived context of 

each organization. In a world that is increasingly more uncertain and complex, Agile HR represents an authentic 

and ethical way forward in which HR can become a strategic enabler both for agility, resilience and human-

centered growth. 
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KEY LEARNINGS & BEST PRACTICES 
 

The execution of Agile HR within organizations has provided a few learnings and best practices for HR 

professionals' journey. The first lesson in our learning is that Agile is a mindset first, and then a methodology. 

Tools like Scrum and Kanban are critical; however, they only work if accompanied by cultural changes towards 

transparency, collaboration, and continuous feedback.  

Start small and scale is a best practice reiterated across case studies. When organizations try to launch Agile HR 

'as a whole' from the get-go, they often face significant resistance from members of the organization who are 

simply unable to assimilate the changes into nay of their activities, or they face coordination challenges. A more 

effective approach to Agile HR is to commence with pilots, for example in recruitment or L&D, monitor results, 

engage with stakeholders to identify lessons learned, and then when you have something that works, you can 

scale it to other functions. 

Collaboration across functions is another important ingredient. The most powerful implementation of Agile HR 

happens when HR professionals are embedded in, or work closely with, business functions. Collaboration with 

other departmental teams enhances relevance and responsiveness of HR support, and builds trust. By partnering 

with product teams or customer services teams, you can create highly tailored and effective people solutions. 

Leadership buy-in and sponsorship are unavoidable. If there is no visible support from senior leaders who model 

Agile behaviors, HR teams may struggle to effect change. Leaders must also shift their attitudes away from 

existing rigid KPIs, and towards using new performance measures that are consistent with Agile values, like 

employee NPS, iteration outcomes, or team collaboration indexes.  

Training and continuous learning are very important, as well. The various Agile terms, tools, and practices may 

intimidate HR practitioners who are new to Agile, thus requiring their training and learning in these areas. Having 

a continuous offering of workshops, coaching sessions for HR professionals, and access to Agile communities 

are both additive to build capability and competence for HR practitioners.  Organizations should also think of 

hiring Agile coaches or tapping external consultants in their introductory phase. 

Another very important best practice is to co-create solutions with employees. Agile HR is by definition user-

driven and employee user-designed programs, like onboarding or career development, can fit employee 

engagement and ownership better, which satisfies the user and gives the employee an additional source of 

ownership in their employment at your organization. It also improves the overall output/change that an 

organization is looking to accomplish. 

Iterative development and regular retrospectives drive HR strategies to be dynamic and continually improving. 

Agile HR Teams should regularly be asking: what's working, what's not, and what should we change? This habit 

of reflecting and refining is essential for HR to stay in pace with changing business priorities and worker 

expectations. 

Finally, create new success metrics. Traditional HR performance measures (KPIs) do not adequately capture the 

dynamic nature of Agile work. Agile measures of performance can include metrics like sprint velocity, quality 

of hire, engagement scores, and turnover time for feedback. 

These learnings and best practices provide a pathway for any organization that wants to reimagine HR practices 

in a more Agile, human-centered way. 

 

PERSONAL REFLECTION 

Creating this research paper has been a life-changing experience. When we first thought about Agile, we 

considered it a framework that was isolated for software teams, not realizing the Agile concepts' scope and power 

to shape organizational attitudes and behaviors across different industries and teams. Through literature, case 

studies, and the development of this research paper, now we are excited by the breadth of how Agile can be 

applied, particularly in HR. we recognize the potential role of HR to support agility as a way to cultivate flexibility 

and innovation, versus being considered an administrative function in most organizations.  

It was fascinating to learn and see that Agile puts people in front of process. In contrast to HR models that are 

steeped in compliance and sameness, Agile HR is focused on diversity, customizations, and feedback 

mechanisms. We were encouraged to see how committed we are to enabling an impact by providing employees 

with support to become the best version of themselves in the workplace. Our professional development is not 
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about using a cookie-cutter approach that adheres to a prescribed process, but instead is about being responsive, 

open, and collaborative.  

When we explored the case study about ING Bank, we were interested to learn about its real-life struggles and 

successes with migrating to Agile HR processes and found it interesting to see the ways in which even an old, 

the banks could innovate a legacy HR design to a new, more flexible and employee-centric HR model. It was 

also gratifying to note that change may be difficult, but it is achievable with leadership support and fueled by a 

common purpose. 

Not only did this research provide me with new information, it also encouraged me to reflect on my own skills 

and attitude. we have learned that modern HR in today's world will require agility, empathy, and a learning 

mindset. No matter if it is adapting to new tools, engaging different teams, or acknowledging emerging needs, 

there must be adaptability to unlearn, relearn, and adapt. we now view Agile as a lifelong way of thinking and a 

way of working, instead of as a project. 

Overall, we feel bolstered in our belief about the importance of human centered HR. Agile provides us with the 

ability to change human resource practices from bureaucracy and processes into empowerment and collaboration. 

We are looking forward to applying these changes to my future roles and continuing to learn from this evolving 

area of Agile HR practice. 
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