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Google ‘agile HR’ and you’ll find no shortage of platitudes about the 
need for change in the people industry� As businesses seek to become 
more responsive to customers, designing and executing solutions 
faster than ever before, HR must not only keep up but become an 
enabler of ever more innovative ways of working� 

While the agile mindset thrives on short-turnarounds, iterative 
exploration of solutions and constant learning, many HR departments 
are held back by structural impediments� Weighed down by process 
and procedure, they struggle to offer responsive solutions and fall 
back on stagnating ‘best practices’�

In this ebook, we explore how bringing feedback processes in-house 
offers a more agile approach to gathering and acting on feedback� At 
Culture Amp, we believe this is an essential step towards enabling HR 
to become more agile in a way that serves the business, in-line with 
HR’s ongoing mission to create a better workplace for all� 

Introduction
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It’s well known that agile’s origin story is firmly rooted in the 
software development world; a specific environment that 
responded in a particular way to increasing customer demand 
and complexity� While just as demanding and complex, the HR 
landscape is obviously distinct and so agile will necessarily look 
and feel different in the HR context� 

In this section, we’ll go back to agile basics and how they’ve 
evolved through implementation� Then, we’ll look at what HR 
can learn from software’s agile journey� 

Agile 101
Agile responds to complexity and unpredictability by adopting an 
iterative approach to development, relying on collaboration and 
reflection to arrive at sustainable solutions to complex problems� 

But it’s not a simple copy-and-paste exercise� While the agile 
manifesto is appealingly short, there are another 12 principles 
that sit behind it� And that’s before you get to implementation 
frameworks, like Scrum and Kanban (among others)� 

Unsurprisingly then, successfully implementing agile is the 
biggest challenge, largely because agile is a mindset that needs 
to be supported by the organization� Agile evangelists Atlassian 
put the challenge (and the benefits) of implementing agile 
succinctly: “Agile isn’t just a set of ceremonies� It’s a cultural 
and technical philosophy�”

What can HR learn from agile?

Agile terminology 101

Agile: an iterative approach to 
developing initiatives and solutions, 
structured around experimentation, 
integration and review, and 
supported by a trusting and 
collaborative culture�

Scrum: a popular framework for 
implementing agile, based on fixed-
length iterations (‘sprints’) and fast 
feedback, driving regular delivery of 
new work�

Kanban: born at Toyota in the 
1940s and adopted as an agile 
implementation framework, Kanban 
focuses on real-time communication 
and transparency to match work-in-
progress with capacity�
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Agile evolves
Recognizing the cultural aspect of agile is essential and it’s often 
the sticking point when it comes to implementation� Spotify’s 
experience shows how agile principles can evolve through 
cultural implementation� As the business scaled, patchy cultural 
understanding of Spotify’s approach to agile led it to pen Agile à 
la Spotify� In ‘the skinny’, Spotify boiled down its agile approach to 
five key points: continuous improvement, iterative development, 
simplicity, trust and servant leadership, before expanding on what 
these mean in practice in Spotify’s unique context�

Alistair Cockburn, co-author of the original agile manifesto and 
self-styled project witchdoctor, took a similar approach when he 
isolated the agile imperatives in The Heart of Agile� Responding to the 
increasing noise around agile, Cockburn went back to four keywords: 
collaborate, deliver, reflect, improve� He also addressed agile’s cowboy 
reputation for sloppy process by positing a ‘disciplined learning’ 
approach, acknowledging that risk management and disciplined, 
experiment-based learning can profitably co-exist� 

Agile meets HR
For organizations looking to become more agile in collecting and 
responding to feedback, the lessons from Spotify and Cockburn make 
a lot of sense� Focusing on the fundamentals of agile and considering 
how they integrate and support HR’s mission, while recognizing that 
risk management has an ongoing and important role helps frame an 
HR-adapted agile approach�

This sounds simple, but an unfortunate side-effect of the rise of 
agile is a perceived dichotomy pitting agile against traditional ways of 
working� ‘Traditional’ is seen as outdated and slow, wedded to process 
over flexibility, responsiveness and customer centricity, while agile 
is lauded as the opposite� HR has typically been labelled with the 
‘traditional’ tag, along with all its negative connotations�

 “The challenge in agile 
HR is for HR leaders to 
sit down, understand 
which systems need to 
be disciplined, which 
systems need to be 
agile and bring those 
together to create 
something that’s 
appropriate for their 
environment.
Didier Elzinga, CEO, Culture Amp
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“Unfortunately, HR’s been backed into a corner where it’s forced to be 
an inverted discipline because it’s compliance-focused,” says Culture 
Amp CEO, Didier Elzinga� To break through this, HR needs to address 
its evolving role and consider the areas where it needs to focus on value 
creation for its customer – the organization – over certainty�

Take learning and development and performance management for 
example� “We know now these areas can’t be fixed with a perfect 
system,” says Elzinga� They benefit from a relative value (agile) 
approach rather than insisting on absolute certainty�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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The evolution of 
employee feedback

For many organizations, employee feedback has become synonymous 
with employee engagement surveys� The concept of employee 
engagement first entered the lexicon in 1990, after William A Kahn 
used it in his article Psychological Conditions of Personal Engagement 
and Disengagement at Work� As the decade progressed, consulting 
firms quickly got on board, developing proprietary engagement 
models along with the surveys to measure them� 

In many ways, consultants shaped an approach to gathering employee 
feedback that now embodies the slow, process-driven ‘traditional’ 
approach that HR has been denigrated for� We’ll look at the ways the 
feedback loop is evolving from consultant-led models to in-house 
ownership to meet today’s business needs�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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From consultant-led process to a tight 
feedback loop
Today’s complex market conditions and the move towards agile 
thinking within businesses is demanding more from HR than ever 
before� HR functions must re-imagine themselves, integrating the 
agile mindset not only into their structure but also into the solutions 
they offer to their client - the organization�

But what does this actually look like when it comes to employee 
feedback? The way that feedback has evolved in recent years means 
organizations can now take back control of their feedback loop by 
bringing surveys in-house and building the internal capability to 
gather and interpret data� 

Consultant-led feedback
From early on, consultant-led engagement models and processes 
were characterized by tightly-controlled IP and expertize marketed 
as best practice� We now see the flow-effects of this approach, 
including:

 – Dependence

 – Outsourcing

 – Lack of ownership; and

 – Cadence dictated by cost 

as hindering HR becoming more agile�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Developing dependence
The consultant-led business model relied on clients being 
dependent on the firm for their specialty services� Jason 
McPherson taught Psychology, Research Methods and Statistics 
at Adelaide University and worked as a consultant for many years 
before joining Culture Amp as Chief Scientist� He saw first-hand 
how this dependence led consultants to protect their expertize 
rather than adopting an educational mindset and teaching or 
helping their clients feel more competent�

The process was also heavily engineered in a way that emphasized 
technicalities and statistics, maintaining the mystique of the model 
sitting behind the survey particularly for clients who lacked the 
confidence to talk about data� As a result, employee feedback 
quickly became viewed as something that was outsourced on an 
annual basis, leading to a tick-a-box mentality� 

Outsourcing becomes the norm
This approach - and the impact it had on the organization 
- frustrated McPherson� He saw it as “double outsourcing”, 
observing that the executive team would see engagement as 
an HR problem, while HR would then devolve responsibility 
to external advisers� “In a way, the organization gets two steps 
removed from this problem,” he says�

McPherson couldn’t understand why organizations accepted this 
approach for engagement and not for other important business 
metrics� “You don’t have someone external come in and present 
your Salesforce data and you don’t have somebody external come 
in and present your operating revenue data,” he argues� 

“You may occasionally get a consultant coming in to do an analysis 
of how things are operating, but every time you want to talk about 
it, you wouldn’t get a consultant in to talk about that�” He was 
convinced the same approach should apply to engagement data� 

HR expert perspective

Experienced HR practitioner 
Jennifer Lord, experienced the 
impact – and drawbacks – of 
the consultant-led approach 
first hand� “I swear I’ve used 
every survey tool in the book� 
A lot of the questions were 
quite ambiguous, a lot of the 
language was quite grey, as was 
the interpretation� So you’d 
end up having to pay to get the 
consultants back to help you 
interpret it�”

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Ownership suffers
The distance between the feedback process and the organization, 
means that engagement is often experienced as something being 
done to the organization, rather than by it� The measurement is 
owned externally and then the data presented back to the business� 
The organization is suddenly left with all this information and isn’t 
empowered to do anything with it�

As a result, the data was often shelved and opportunities to make 
meaningful change lost� The problem, in McPherson’s view, was the 
lack of ownership� “They never owned the process in the first place,” 
he says, “so therefore the resulting data just disappeared into the 
ether because there wasn’t anyone from the business driving the 
initiative in the first place� There’s no ownership of the actions or what 
you’re going to do with it�

Cost dictates cadence
McPherson also observed the impact of the overall expense of 
the process� Budgets typically only stretched to one survey per 
year and this set the annual cadence, rather than the needs of the 
organization� “It created a complete lack of urgency around the 
whole process,” he says�

“The organization would think ‘no one’s going to be looking at 
whether we’ve improved anything next quarter or the quarter after, 
so let’s just forget about it’� Instead they’d focus on more immediate 
issues, because they couldn’t afford to do anything for a year anyway�”

“Outsourcing puts you 
behind the consultant 
as opposed to in front 
of the data. You should 
be the expert helping 
to inform and educate 
your executives and 
your board.
Joshua Sloan, Insights Strategist, 
Culture Amp

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Bringing feedback in-house
As agile thinking and new technologies began to reach into all other 
parts of the organization, McPherson sensed that employee feedback 
processes needed to become more agile as well� “I think they sensed 
the same shift we did,” says McPherson� “They could see the world 
was changing and if they didn’t move they’d get left behind�” 

The move meant a new approach to feedback, one that 
fundamentally loosened the grip on both the model and the process 
through bringing the feedback loop in-house and focusing on building 
capability and confidence� And , says McPherson, those who made 
this move three or four years ago - taking the opportunity to bring 
their feedback in-house - now feel their decision is validated, while 
those who didn’t realize they have to catch up to remain competitive�

Building capability
Culture Amp Insights Strategist, Joshua Sloan worked in the USA and 
Australia for many years as a consultant before joining Culture Amp� 
Even whilst he was a consultant he believed that true value was 
created by educating the people within the business and supporting 
them to take ownership� However he also recognized the challenges 
that small to medium size companies in particular faced finding the 
resources internally to effectively follow up on results� He saw the 
survey tool as integral to their success� “Having a tool that would allow 
them to share results really efficiently throughout the organization 
made a lot of sense� Not having to rely on consultants to support 
that process and instead building internal capability seemed like the 
future,” he says�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Beyond external benchmarking
One of the main blockers that emerged for organizations wanting to 
move away from consultants was trend data, as complicated scales 
made it difficult to directly compare different models� Access to 
contextual data is certainly important, but Sloan looks at the issue  
more broadly� 

“At Culture Amp we’ve helped organizations think beyond that initial 
trend comparison pain point and focus forward on the long-term 
benefits of using a more flexible, agile and internally owned approach 
to capturing feedback,” he says�

Growing confidence together
Jennifer Lord, Executive Manager of People Experience at VicSuper 
has over a decade’s experience as an executive HR practitioner� 
She took a slightly different path to come to the same realisation� 
She recalls two consultants presenting results back to her 
organization and her senior leader not being impressed� So rather 
than the consultants taking the results to the board as intended, 
Lord presented instead� 

However, owning the feedback loop doesn’t mean doing it alone - 
there’s plenty of support available� For example, once survey results 
are in, Culture Amp works with clients on how to best present and 
contextualize the data� It’s an important part of ensuring that HR 
leaders are confident about the story they are taking back to their 
organizations�

Lord experienced this approach in action, reflecting on the 
confidence it engendered� “As we progressed, Culture Amp 
progressed too with the range of education and support tools and 
so we certainly became more comfortable,” she says� 

 “The way to help people 
grow in confidence is 
not by doing it for them. 
It’s actually being 
there as they develop 
the capability and 
supporting them along 
the way.
Dr Jason McPherson, Chief Scientist, 
Culture Amp

http://www.cultureamp.com
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An agile approach to feedback

Bringing feedback in-house is just the beginning� HR professionals 
need to seize the opportunity this offers and explore how they can 
become more agile in their approach to feedback, as well as using 
the process internally to support other agile initiatives�

We’ll look at how this can work in relation to some of the key 
tenets of the agile mindset: responsiveness, experimentation and 
validated learning and trust and collaboration�

Consultant-led feedback Agile feedback

Focus on traditional best practice Focus on ever-improving better practice

Externally led Internally owned

Long lag between survey and results Tight feedback loop

Top-down release of results Real-time data

Dependent on external expertize Empowered leaders and teams

Cost dictates cadence Cadence responds to organization’s needs

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Responsiveness 
Agile thinking is often equated with short-turnarounds and speed 
to market, and yes, this is an important aspect� But speed for the 
sake of speed achieves little� This is why we prefer to talk about 
responsiveness, which suggests speed with purpose; an action that’s 
in response to a particular business need� It’s about doing away with 
static frameworks and instead finding solutions that create value for 
the organization�

McPherson believes that a responsive approach to feedback doesn’t 
necessarily mean real time, but rather reasonable time� “It’s not 
critical to know how people responded this afternoon,” he says, “but 
if something’s happening in the organization it’s important to know 
about it within a reasonable time period�” 

And the same goes for following up or digging deeper into a 
particular issue� “When the business needs to understand more 
or measure something else, then an in-house platform is ready to 
meet that need� If you need to engage a consultant and involve 
procurement every time you want to gather feedback, you are really 
going to struggle to compete with other businesses that don’t have 
to do that,” adds McPherson�

Bringing your feedback platform in-house gives control over 
the timeframe back to the organization� Surveys can be tailored 
to respond to particular changes within the business, be it 
checking in on engagement after significant change or ramping up 
employee experience surveys during onboarding of a new cohort of 
recruits� In this way, HR not only becomes more agile in deploying 
surveys, but as results come in, in-house capability can be used to 
turn this data into agile solutions to meet the organization’s needs�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Experimentation 
An agile approach to feedback does away with the ‘set and forget’ 
mindset of best practice, of which the annual engagement survey is 
a relic� Instead, it’s about better practice and taking on the learnings 
that come from iterative exploration of solutions� 

Taking an agile approach to feedback may take the form of 
experimenting with cadence to explore, for example, what can 
be learned from monthly engagement surveys� Or it may mean 
testing how to integrate employee effectiveness feedback into the 
organization’s performance management approach�

The learnings from these experiments not only inform how to manage 
the feedback program in the future, but also provide important data 
for understanding how the organization is responding to changes, 
where successes are occurring and where improvements are needed�

The key to successful experimentation is to tell people that you are 
experimenting� Survey fatigue is real, so it’s important to help people 
understand why you are doing it, while respecting the time it takes to 
give meaningful feedback�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Validated learning 
Agile thinking is fueled by science and technology� Choosing a 
feedback platform that is transparent about the model it uses helps 
to bring credibility to the process and build the confidence of the 
respondents who give their time and effort to share their insights� 

More broadly, the way feedback has evolved now offers the opportunity 
for HR professionals to learn from their community - both providers, 
like Culture Amp, and their colleagues in the wider industry� This 
doesn’t just mean benchmarks, but also on-the-ground experiences of 
what has worked (and what hasn’t) in other organizations� 

From an internal perspective, taking a more agile approach to 
feedback offers the opportunity to gather evidence on how initiatives 
are tracking in the organization� Combined with experimentation, 
using the feedback loop in this way can provide the data you need to 
make well-founded decisions that meet the organization’s needs�

Culture Sprint
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Trust and collaboration
Collaboration and trust between leader and team are core to the 
agile way of working� In-house feedback processes enable HR to 
collaborate more closely with the business, particularly through 
sharing results with people leaders quickly and transparently� Instead 
of rolling out results from the top-down, disseminating results 
throughout the business puts the information where it needs to be – 
in the hands of people leaders� 

From an agile perspective, HR (or a consultant) is no longer telling 
people what’s right and what’s wrong in the business� Instead, teams 
across the business are enabled to analyze their own results, see what 
they’re doing well and prioritize the changes that need to be made� HR’s 
role becomes about enabling those changes to be made, collaborating 
with the business to remove blockers and make change happen�

http://www.cultureamp.com
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Future Fit at Aegon

Like many organizations, Aegon, a life insurance, pensions and asset 
management company, is focused on increasing its organizational 
flexibility and adaptability in response to today’s rapid pace of change� 
Future Fit is Aegon’s approach to meeting this challenge�

Future Fit is a global program driven by a cross-functional alliance 
between HR, strategy, internal communications and the business� 
One of the goals is to create an agile mindset and working practice 
in the business�

Eline van der Maas is part of Aegon’s global HR team and program 
manager of Future Fit� “Embedding an agile way of working in HR 
business processes meant we needed to change some of our practices 
as well� And one of the first things we did was to change the way we 
survey employees,” she explains� “We used to do the traditional survey 
once a year with a consulting firm, and it took a very long time for 
people to get their feedback� When you want to be agile, you need to 
have instant feedback� And you must be able to react very quickly to 
the feedback that you get� So, that was one of the key criteria for a new 
survey for us�”

This led Aegon to bring its feedback process in-house� “It’s been an 
important proof point to the workforce of the implementation of Future 
Fit, as all employees experience that we are really changing and moving 
towards a more agile way of working,” says van der Maas�

“In the roll-out of the survey we tried to take an agile approach as 
well,” she says� “Piloting the system with several teams, we gathered 
the information and feedback, and shaped our approach from there� 
Currently we are piloting several ways to do pulse surveys in different 
units� Based on the results we can compare the different approaches 
and decide on the best way to implement the lessons learned� 
And that’s really agility in practice�”

http://www.cultureamp.com


Get started >

Enabling your organization 
to move faster
At Culture Amp, we have always believed in the value of 
constant learning and collaborating to create responsive 
solutions. Taking back ownership of your feedback 
loop is a critical part of this. In fact, we believe it is an 
essential condition to becoming agile. But as always, 
the devil is in the detail and HR leaders need to carefully 
consider how and where agile HR approaches will best 
support them to better serve the organization.

hello�cultureamp�com/lets-chat
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