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Abstract

The software industry has long embraced agile principles, emphasising communication,
flexibility, and adaptability over rigid procedures and extensive documentation. This
approach has proven effective in delivering value within dynamic environments. Building
on this foundation, the present article examines how agile principles can be transferred to
human resource management to foster a more resilient and adaptive workforce.

The study aims to investigate the conceptual and practical intersections between agile
methodologies and HR practices, with particular attention to iterative feedback, team
collaboration, and continuous improvement as drivers of employee engagement,
cohesion, and wellbeing. Methodologically, it combines a systematic review of relevant
literature with bibliometric analysis to identify patterns and opportunities for integration.
Findings suggest that agile HR practices can enhance organisational responsiveness,
support employee motivation, and strengthen alignment with rapidly changing business
conditions.

The article concludes by highlighting the transformative potential of agile-driven HR
strategies for developing resilient organisations capable of sustaining long-term
competitiveness through adaptability and innovation.
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Introduction

The 21st century business landscape is defined by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and
ambiguity — conditions that stretch traditional management models to their breaking
point (Rigby et al., 2018). In such contexts, resilience and adaptability become not just
desirable attributes but existential requirements (Revutska, 2021). The software industry
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confronted these reality decades ago, abandoning rigid, linear planning in favour of the
agile philosophy, formalised in the 2001 Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001). Agile
practices — emphasising communication, adaptability, and incremental improvement —
allowed organisations to thrive under pressure, delivering value in conditions where
prediction was impossible.

Today, the conversation has shifted beyond software. Human resource management
(HRM), long critiqued for its bureaucratic and compliance-driven traditions, is now seen
as a potential catalyst for organisational adaptability. As Bankston (2018, p. 2) aptly
notes, “HR can either build or block agility.” The challenge is clear: can Human
Resources (HR) departments move from being gatekeepers of rules to enablers of
adaptability and resilience? This article explores that transformation, identifying which
agile principles are most suitable for HR and how their application fosters workforce
resilience in times of uncertainty.

Despite the growing popularity of agile methodologies in non-technical domains, a
significant gap remains in the academic literature regarding the specific mechanisms
through which agile practices influence human-centric outcomes. While extensive
research exists on agile’s impact on software delivery speed and product quality, there is
limited theoretical consolidation on how these principles translate into workforce

resilience and psychological wellbeing. Most existing studies treat agile implementation
as a process optimisation tool, largely overlooking its potential as a framework for
organisational behaviour and employee support during crises. This article addresses this
gap by conceptualising the link between agile rituals (such as iterative planning and
retrospectives) and the psychological pillars of resilience. By integrating bibliometric
data with a conceptual analysis, this study aims to demonstrate that agile is not merely a
project management methodology, but a vital strategic capability for building adaptive
and resilient people operations in uncertain environments.

1. Review of the scientific literature
1.1. Agile Principles Reimagined for HR

The Agile Manifesto and its twelve guiding principles emphasise flexibility, learning, and
human-centred design. While crafted for software development, many of these principles
map directly onto HR functions.
First, the principle of valuing individuals and interactions over processes and tools
resonates deeply with HR’s core purpose. Traditional HR often hides behind systems —
performance ratings, forms, compliance audits — but agile HR re-centres the human,
privileging dialogue, trust, and intrinsic motivation (Thoren, 2017).
Second, responding to change over following a plan is crucial in HR contexts, where
talent needs shift rapidly with economic disruptions, technological advances, or global
crises. Rather than binding organisations to five-year workforce plans, agile HR embraces
iterative workforce planning, enabling continuous adjustment of roles, skills, and
capabilities (Gomez Garcia, 2021).
Third, self-organising teams challenge the assumption that HR must control and
coordinate everything. Bankston (2018) shows how cross-functional HR squads can
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manage recruitment, learning, and wellbeing holistically. By decentralising authority,
organisations cultivate shared responsibility — a cornerstone of resilience.

Finally, agile’s principle of regular reflection and adaptation replaces annual performance
reviews with continuous feedback and retrospectives. This rhythm of reflection not only
enhances performance but also embeds resilience as employees develop the capacity to
learn, adapt, and grow in real time (Campbell, 2021).

1.2.  Challenges and Enablers
The transition toward agile HR is neither smooth nor automatic. Despite the appeal of
adaptability, many organisations encounter significant challenges when attempting to
embed agile principles into their people practices.
One common obstacle is resistance from middle management. Managers accustomed to
hierarchical control may feel threatened by the decentralisation of authority that agile
promotes. When decision-making shifts closer to employees, managers often perceive a
loss of power rather than a redefinition of their role as enablers and coaches. For example,
when Intuit undertook its agile transformation in HR, middle managers initially resisted
the shift toward autonomous squads, fearing redundancy. It required intensive coaching
and role redefinition to reframe their identity from “controllers” to “servant leaders.”
(Cappelli & Tavis, 2018).
A second challenge lies in the mechanisation of agile. Organizations sometimes reduce
agile to rituals — daily stand-ups, sprint planning, or Kanban boards — without
embracing the underlying principles of adaptability, trust, and collaboration. Clinging to
tools while neglecting principles results in “cosmetic agility”: a performance of
modernity without meaningful change. Zappos’ implementation of Holacracy provides a
cautionary tale. While the company adopted new structures enthusiastically, many
employees felt overwhelmed by the complexity of rules and governance processes,
diluting the spirit of empowerment that agile was meant to foster (Thoren, 2017).
A third barrier is the limited experimentation capacity of HR departments. Traditional HR
has been shaped by risk-aversion and compliance, making experimentation — and the
possibility of failure — uncomfortable. Without cultivating psychological safety within
HR itself, the department struggles to champion experimentation across the wider
organization. This was visible in some companies attempting to copy Spotify’s “squad”
model without adapting it to their own culture (Carroll, 2023).
Despite these challenges, several enablers can accelerate agile HR transformation.
First, leadership commitment is indispensable. When senior leaders model agile
behaviours — transparency, openness to feedback, willingness to iterate — they
legitimise HR’s new role as an experimenter rather than a rule enforcer. ING’s HR
transformation succeeded in large part because top executives publicly supported HR’s
agile experiments, creating organisational buy-in (Schotkamp & Danoesastro, 2018).
Second, HR upskilling is critical. Agile requires new competencies in facilitation, design
thinking, data-driven decision-making, and people analytics. For instance, Spotify
invested heavily in HR professionals’ training to strengthen their coaching role in the
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“tribes and squads” model, enabling HR to act as enablers of collaboration rather than
guardians of policy (Kniberg & lvarsson, 2012).

Finally, a mindset shift from compliance to co-creation empowers HR to act as a partner
rather than a gatekeeper. This involves co-designing solutions with employees — in
recruitment, performance, or learning — which fosters ownership and engagement.
Organizations like Google, known for continuous feedback and peer-based evaluations,
exemplify how co-created HR systems generate commitment and resilience.

1.3. The Agile Manifesto for Human Resources
If we were to try to articulate a parallel manifesto tailored to the world of people
management, not to serve as a rigid prescription but as a compass, orienting HR practice
toward human centredl resilience and adaptability, it would probably summarize as
follows:
Through experience, we 've learned that an organization’s success comes from its people
and how they collaborate. That’s why in HR we value:
e Motivated people and healthy relationships over processes and bureaucratic
forms
e Teams that perform and grow over detailed reports and statistics
e Open collaboration with employees and managers over rigid enforcement of
policies
e Quick adaptation to changes in the market and the organization over fixed HR
plans
This doesn’t mean that processes, reports, policies, or plans are unimportant. But our
experience shows that real value comes from engaged, adaptable, and thriving people.
The Agile Manifesto for Human Resources offers a clear reorientation: it places people,
relationships, and adaptability above the bureaucratic machinery that has long defined
traditional HR. This reframing is not a rejection of processes, reports, or plans, but a
recognition that such instruments have value only when they serve the growth and
wellbeing of people. At its essence, the manifesto underscores that resilience and
adaptability are human properties first, organisational capabilities second.
Valuing motivated people and healthy relationships over processes and bureaucratic
forms calls HR to rediscover its foundational mission: enabling human flourishing at
work. Bureaucratic forms once offered structure and control, but in turbulent contexts
they often become barriers. When HR focuses instead on fostering psychological safety,
trust, and authentic dialogue, it unlocks intrinsic motivation — the very engine of
sustainable performance. Research in organisational psychology (Deci & Ryan, 2022)
repeatedly shows that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are stronger drivers of
engagement than compliance.
Prioritizing teams that perform and grow over detailed reports and statistics challenges
HR to shift attention from measurement for its own sake toward developmental
trajectories. Reports may illustrate past performance, but they rarely capture a team’s
evolving capacity to learn, adapt, and co-create value. Agile HR introduces continuous
team retrospectives, collective goal setting, and peer-driven feedback loops as more
dynamic alternatives that not only assess but also accelerate growth.
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Emphasizing open collaboration with employees and managers over rigid enforcement of
policies reframes HR from a gatekeeper into a facilitator of dialogue. Policies are not
abandoned, but they become flexible guidelines co-designed with employees. This
collaborative model builds ownership: rather than perceiving HR as a distant enforcer,
employees engage as partners in shaping workplace norms. Such co-creation strengthens
commitment and resilience by weaving individual voices into collective solutions.
Finally, valuing quick adaptation to changes in the market and the organization over fixed
HR plans acknowledges that the world of work is marked by uncertainty. Traditional
multi-year HR strategies, though comforting on paper, often collapse under the weight of
disruption. Agile HR, in contrast, embraces adaptive planning — shorter cycles, real-time
workforce analytics, and scenario-based thinking. By embedding adaptability into HR
systems, organisations cultivate resilience not through prediction but through
responsiveness.

Taken together, the Agile Manifesto for HR acts as both a compass and a catalyst. It
orients HR professionals toward the human centre of their work, while simultaneously
urging experimentation and iteration. More importantly, it connects directly to the earlier
argument of this article: that resilience cannot be legislated through policy manuals or
enforced via compliance checklists. It must be grown through adaptive people practices
— practices that honour human motivation, collective growth, and the capacity to respond
to change.

2. Research methodology

The study adopts a mixed approach that integrates a systematic review of relevant
literature with bibliometric analysis to identify how agile principles intersect with HR
practices and contribute to workforce resilience outcomes such as engagement, cohesion,
wellbeing, responsiveness, and strategic alignment under change. To ensure a rigorous
and comprehensive evidence base, the literature review was conducted using a structured
search strategy across two primary academic databases: Web of Science and Google
Scholar.

The identification of relevant works followed a multi-stage process. Initial searches
focused on keywords combining agile methodologies with human resource management
functions (e.g. (ALL=(HR)) AND ALL=(agile)). Furthermore, | have developed a set of
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Moh’d et al., 2024) to guide the studies’ selection process
(Petersen et al., 2015).

From the initial pool of results consisting of a total of 248 results, items were subjected
to a purposive selection process based on strict inclusion criteria: sources were required
to be written in English, to be available in full text, and most importantly, to explicitly
translate agile mechanisms (such as iterative cycles, cross-functional collaboration, and
visual management) into HR domains. Peer-reviewed journal articles and authoritative
books were prioritized to ensure theoretical depth. The screening process excluded
publications that treated agile solely as a software delivery methodology without specific
relevance to HR functions or organizational behaviour. This provided a structured
overview of current knowledge and highlighted recurring themes. Following the review,
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bibliometric analysis was employed as an analytical tool to synthesize these themes,
visually connecting agile principles with core HR functions—recruitment, performance
management, learning, and engagement—to delineate specific pathways through which
agile practices enhance workforce resilience. By combining these two methods, the
research captures both breadth and depth, outlining patterns, gaps, and opportunities for
integration, while recognizing that the findings remain theoretical and invite further
empirical validation.

3. Results and discussion
To validate the theoretical connections between agile methodologies and workforce
resilience, a bibliometric analysis was conducted using VOSviewer. The resulting
keyword co-occurrence map (Figure 1) visualizes the intellectual structure of the field,
revealing how distinct research streams have converged over time.

Figure no. 1: VOSviewer keyword co-occurrence map identifying the intersection of
agile management, performance, and organizational agility
Source: VOSviewer, author’s own research

The visualization highlights a dense central network (indicated by the orange and yellow
clusters) where terms such as "agile", "management”, "performance”, and "work
impact" are strongly interconnected. This centrality demonstrates that agile has
successfully migrated from its software development origins to become a core pillar of
general management and performance strategy.

Crucially for this study, the green cluster situated at the bottom of the map anchors the
concept of "organizational agility” to "flexibility", "framework", and specific contexts of
disruption like "COVID-19". This cluster provides quantitative evidence that the

academic discourse is actively linking agility with resilience mechanisms in times of
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crisis. The proximity of these terms to the central "performance™ node suggests that in
the current literature, adaptability is no longer just a process metric, but a primary driver
of organizational outcomes.

Furthermore, the map displays a distinct lineage from technical optimization (visible in
the purple and red clusters with terms like "optimization”, "simulation”, and "system")
towards human-centric domains. The shift from these mechanistic roots towards the
"soft" nodes of "communication”, "work", and "behavior" supports the article's core
argument: that the true value of agile today lies in its application to adaptive people and
workforce resilience, rather than just technical efficiency.

The findings of this study indicate that agile principles, when reimagined for human
resource management, can significantly enhance workforce resilience in volatile and
uncertain contexts. By prioritizing individuals and interactions, continuous feedback, and
team autonomy, HR practices evolve from rigid administrative functions to enablers of
adaptability and innovation.

A key result emerging from the literature and bibliometric analysis is that employee
motivation and psychological safety are strengthened when HR moves away from
compliance-driven processes toward dialogue, trust, and co-creation (Peeters et al.,
2022). This resonates with self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2022), which
underscores the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as drivers of sustainable
engagement. agile HR practices thus contribute not only to performance outcomes but
also to long-term wellbeing and resilience.

Another important finding is that iterative workforce planning and continuous reflection
allow organisations to remain responsive to sudden changes in markets and technologies.
Unlike fixed HR plans that often collapse under disruption (Peters et al., 2022), adaptive
planning cycles and team retrospectives provide a framework for learning in real time.
This ensures that organisations are not locked into outdated strategies but instead remain
flexible and resilient.

The study also reveals notable challenges. Resistance from middle management (Cappelli
& Tavis, 2018) emerges as a recurring barrier, as decentralisation of authority disrupts
traditional hierarchies. Furthermore, organisations risk falling into “cosmetic agility,”
where rituals such as stand-ups or Kanban boards are adopted superficially without
embracing the underlying values of collaboration and adaptability. Finally, HR
departments’ limited capacity for experimentation, rooted in risk-aversion, constrains
their ability to champion innovation.

On the other hand, several enablers were identified. Leadership commitment and visible
sponsorship of agile initiatives create legitimacy and organisational buy-in. Upskilling
HR professionals in facilitation, design thinking, and analytics strengthens their role as
collaborators rather than administrators. Moreover, shifting the HR mindset from
compliance to co-creation empowers employees to take shared ownership of solutions,
reinforcing both engagement and resilience. Taken together, these findings highlight that
agile HR is not merely the transplantation of software practices into HR, but rather a
deeper cultural transformation. It requires organisations to view resilience as a property
of motivated, adaptable people rather than a structural outcome of processes.
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The results emphasize that the true contribution of agile HR lies in cultivating adaptability
as an organisational capability, positioning resilience as a sustainable source of
competitiveness.

Conclusions

This study set out to explore how agile principles can be transposed into Human Resource
Management to foster workforce resilience. The results, supported by both the
bibliometric analysis and the literature review, confirm that agile HR is moving beyond
a niche trend to become a central pillar of organisational adaptability. Specifically, the
keyword co-occurrence analysis demonstrated a quantitative shift in the literature, where
"agility” is increasingly clustered with "performance,” "resilience,” and "wellbeing,"
rather than just technical software processes.

The core finding of this research is that workforce resilience is not an inherent trait but
an outcome of specific adaptive practices. As detailed in the discussion, shifting from
annual planning to iterative cycles allows HR to respond to disruption in real-time, while
replacing compliance-driven structures with psychological safety fosters the autonomy
required for decentralized decision-making. However, the analysis also highlighted that
this transition is not seamless. The identified resistance from middle management and the
risk of "cosmetic agility" suggest that without a fundamental shift in mindset—from
control to co-creation—the adoption of agile tools (such as Kanbans or stand-ups) yields
marginal benefits.

It is important to acknowledge several limitations of this study. First, the research is
primarily theoretical and based on a review of existing literature and bibliometric data; it
does not include primary empirical data such as surveys or interviews with HR
practitioners. Consequently, the proposed links between agile rituals and specific
resilience outcomes remain conceptual and require validation in real-world settings.
Second, the bibliometric analysis was limited to English-language publications indexed
in Web of Science, which may exclude relevant insights from non-Anglophone contexts
or grey literature.

Future research should aim to bridge the gap between theory and practice through
empirical studies. Longitudinal case studies would be particularly valuable to measure
the long-term impact of agile HR interventions on employee retention and recovery times
following organisational shocks (Steegh et al., 2025). Additionally, researchers could
investigate the specific role of "middle managers" in this transition: are they barriers to
change, or can they be retrained as agile coaches? Finally, as the bibliometric map
indicated an emerging cluster around "hybrid work™ and "wellbeing,” future studies
should explore how agile HR practices can be specifically tailored to support resilience
in remote and distributed teams.
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