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The world we live in today and everything in it 
is in a constant state of change-with increasing 
market volatility and technology advancing at an 
unprecedented rate, it’s essential to move from static 
to flexible and adaptive. In this regard, agility has 
become synonymous with change and its value in 
today’s workplace cannot be overstated. Work-life 
balance has been replaced with work-life integration 
and ‘Organisational Agility’ stems from this ability 
to work quickly, seamlessly and cohesively. 

But make no mistake, if your organisation is 
planning to go agile, then you need to start with 
HR. This is because, the most vexing dilemmas and 
painful choices land on HR’s doorstep putting it at 
the centre of tough choices about layoffs, safety, 
compensation & benefits, employee engagement, and 
business continuity. HR is no longer about people 
management and managing operations, but it has 
a more strategic role that offers business value in 
terms of growth capabilities- which is why it must 
play a crucial role in this transformation. This 
demands HR to fundamentally reinvent itself so that 
the function becomes a critical driver of agility.

I believe big changes start with small steps. There 
is no common jump-start solution to enable HR 
to adapt to the new agile environment, but a new 
mindset can help HR to shift from a process-
oriented function to an empowering Lean-Agile 
people operations. This requires a shift to a 
Lean-Agile Mindset and culture throughout the 
organisation which will enable HR to work on a 
new type of organisation - right from creating 
better engagement among employees, using sprints, 
echos or other similar methods to foster rapid 
decision making and learning cycles, encouraging 

Founder’s Desk

Follow

entrepreneurial culture, investing in leadership 
to offering real-time communication and work-
management tools to support speed and flexibility-
one designed around highly nimble and responsive 
talent. 

In this edition, we connect with different industry 
stalwarts and get them talking about what it takes to 
make this mindset shift. Mr Avadhesh Dixit, CHRO 
at Acuity Knowledge Partners, gives a low-down 
on why Agility is no longer a choice but a must-
have trait for companies to survive in this crisis. We 
have also interviewed Mr Amit Das, Director - HR & 
CHRO at Bennett, Coleman Co. Ltd., and 
Ms Sonia Sahgal, University Recruitment Leader at 
Microsoft India. Sharing some wisdom nuggets with 
us in this edition we also have interesting columns 
by Ms Subhashini Panyam, Ms Rajita Singh, 
Mr Vishal Naithani, Mr Kenneth W Wheeler, 
Ms Harini Sreenivasan, Mr Subir Sinha, Mr Ankur 
Gautam, and Ms Sweta Bidwai.

Needless to say, an agile HR can help your company 
navigate through the changing workplace as well 
as meet the challenges of a volatile, uncertain 
and complex business world. You don’t have to 
do things by the book. Rather, move from ‘doing 
agile’ to ‘being agile’. This can change the face and 
significance of HR forever.
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Amazon Offers Full-Time Jobs to 
125,000 Seasonal Workers
Amazon has recently announced plans to offer permanent jobs to 125,000 
of 175,000 temporary workers it hired since March to meet demand amid 
a COVID-19-fueled surge. According to the company, it will be providing 
the opportunity for transferring 125,000 people to transition into a 
regular, full-time role beginning in June, as the pandemic-fueled push 
theoretically dies down. The rest of the 50,000 workers may choose to 
return to their previous job or stay at Amazon in seasonal or part-time 
roles. The move comes amid Amazon’s role growing in delivering goods 
for consumers facing lockdowns and restrictions around the world, 
through its e-commerce platform as well as its grocery operations. 
Amazon earlier announced to invest nearly $4 billion to keep its 
workforce safe.

(Compiled from Various Online Sources)

Infosys is undergoing a major 
restructuring at higher levels in 
order to flatten the organisation 
and expedite decision-making. As 
part of this process, the company 
will trim its workforce at job level 
(JL) 7 and above, those in the ranks 
of delivery managers, industry 
principal (the JL7 equivalent for 
consulting roles), AVPs, VPs, 
and SVPs. The effort is to break 
down a five-tiered structure into 

two. The thought is to fix larger 
responsibility and accountability 
on senior executives who are not 
billable resources. Currently, 
Infosys has over 30,000 workers in 
senior roles or what they name JL 6, 
7 and 8. Around 13,000 workers are 
in JL7 ranges and above. The plan is 
to cut back, in a staggered method, 
10%-15% of the individuals at JL7 
and above, which might affect over 
1,300 executives. 

Infosys to Eliminate Roles to Flatten 
Organisation
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StanChart Medical Extends Benefits 
to LGBT+ Partners of Employees in 
India
British lender Standard Chartered Bank recently said that LGBT partners 
of its employees will now be able to avail medical cover under the Bank’s 
medical reimbursement policy. The declared partner will also get covered 
under the domestic relocation policy. The Bank has been taking successive 
steps in ensuring an inclusive, safe and open environment for all LGBT+ 
employees in the bank over the past year, starting with the launch of its 
Employee Resource Group (ERG) for LGBT+ & Allies called GLAD (Gay, 
Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Allies and Advocates). The Bank also 
participated in the first LGBT+ job fair in Mumbai held last year and the 
Mumbai Pride this year. 
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Government Reduces EPF 
Contribution for Next 3 Months
The Ministry of Labour & Employment has implemented the decision 
to reduce employees’ provident fund (EPF) contributions to 10% from 
12%, for three months till July. This move will help increase the take-
home pay of employees. The government says that this move will 
provide relief to 6.5 lakh establishments and give Rs 6,750 crore worth 
of liquidity over the next three months. This will be applicable to 
all establishments except for those eligible for relief under Pradhan 
Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY) and state-owned enterprises 
and organisations. The government is contributing employers and 
employees contributions of 24 percent of basic wages for those 
establishments that have up to 100 employees and 90 percent of whom 
earn under Rs 15,000 monthly wage since March.

According to the ‘Rebooting 
2020: A Story of COVID-19, and 
Shifting Perceptions’ survey by The 
Mavericks India, 61% Indians are 
experiencing mental health-related 
issues because of the uncertainty 
and looming financial crisis during 
the lockdown. According to the 
study, Gen-Z and millennials have 
been impacted the most with 27 
percent of Gen-Z and 19 percent 
of millennials expressing that the 

61% of Indians Suffering from Mental 
Health Issues during Lockdown: Report

IN
D

U
STRY N

EW
S

Accenture Gives Bonuses, 
Promotions Despite Lockdown & 
Coronavirus
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crisis has taken a significant toll on 
their mental health. Baby boomers 
are least impacted or perhaps better 
experienced and prepared to handle 
the crisis. Furthermore, women 
are struggling more than men 
as their workload has increased 
significantly with them carrying 
multiple responsibilities without 
any assistance from domestic 
helpers, the survey added. 

In times when most companies and industries have deferred or suspended 

pay hikes and promotions, Accenture has paid bonuses and given 

promotions to a large section of its employees. Since the last few weeks, 

the company has been paying out bonuses to more than half its 2,00,000 

employees in India, working across various domains, like technology, and 

business management centres. The company has also been honouring all 

the job offers made, while associated benefits are effective from the date of 

joining. Accenture is among the largest employers in the IT sector in India. 

It recorded hiring of about 2,500 people every month in the country, as of 

last year, on an average. The company has currently about 200,000 people 

in India.
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InterContinental Hotels Group 
Appoints New Head - HR
Vinay Jaswal has been appointed by 
InterContinental Hotels Group as its new 
Head - HR, South West Asia. An alumnus 
of the National Defense Academy, Jaswal 
comes with a rich experience of 25+ 
years in business building and culture 
transformation.

Altimetrik Appoints Krishna 
Muniramaiah as Head of HR
Altimetrik has appointed Krishna 
Muniramaiah as Head of HR for Asia 
Pacific region. He will be responsible 
for leading the firm’s human resource 
operations and strategic direction to 
boost talent engagement and retention. 
Krishna joined Altimetrik in May and 
was inducted through a virtual walk-
through. Krishna holds over 21 years of 
experience in the IT industry.

EORTV Media Gets Nishkal Vaidya as 
Its New Head - HR
Mumbai based, LGBTQ-focused OTT 
media platform, EORTV has appointed 
Nishkal Vaidya as the new Head - HR. 
Prior to this appointment, he was 
actively working with media company 
Exchange4media as the Senior Manager-
HR for the last three years. An alumnus 
of Narsee Monjee College of Commerce 
& Economics, Vaidya comes with over 15 
years of experience in HR.

Tupperware Brand Announces New 
CHRO
Tupperware Brand announces the 
appointment of Beatriz Díaz de la Fuente 
as the CHRO following successful careers 
in human resources at multinational 
companies including GE and Herbalife 
Nutrition. At Tupperware, Díaz will 
oversee the company’s complete human 
resources strategy, including talent 
management, leadership development 
and compensation and benefits. 

Welspun India Ropes in New CHRO
Welspun India has announced the 
appointment of Rajendra Mehta as its 
new President and CHRO. In his new role, 
Mehta will be leading the HR function of 
the Company, as well as its subsidiaries. 
He comes with over 25 years of experience 
in developing and executing the strategic 
HR agenda of organisations. 

Prione Business Services Names 
Shilpa Vaid as Head - HR
Prione has appointed Shilpa Vaid as its 
new Head-HR. Vaid brings with her two 
decades of experience across segments, 
such as consulting, insurance and retail. 
An experienced business leader, who has 
served in global roles, Vaid’s specialties 
include talent and performance 
management, organisational design and 
change management.

Visa APAC Brings on Board Pawan 
Setty as Head - HR
Visa has appointed Pawan Setty as the 
Head - HR, for APAC, to oversee the 
technology side of the business. Prior to 
this role, Setty worked at AirAsia. With 
an experience of almost two decades, 
Setty comes with a wide range of 
industrial exposure, across sectors such 
as IT, financial information services, and 
aviation.

Bajaj Allianz Appoints Santanu 
Banerjee as New CHRO
Santanu Banerjee has been appointed 
as the new CHRO of Bajaj Allianz Life 
Insurance, effective May 2020. Prior 
to this, he was working as Executive 
VP & CHRO at Star Union Dai-ichi Life 
Insurance Co. Ltd. He comes with over 
18 years of experience. His role has been 
instrumental in building winning teams 
and establishing differentiated cultures.

( Compiled from Various Online Sources )
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(R)Evolution of HR in 
Agile Transformation

I
n today’s dynamic business 
landscape, agility is no 
longer a new concept. On the 
contrary, it is a global best 
practice that is transforming 

how organisations hire, develop, 
and manage their people. 
Interestingly, the five largest 
organisations on the planet- Google, 
Apple, Facebook, Amazon and 
Microsoft- are recognizably agile. 
Instead most firms around the 
globe want to be Agile: In a Deloitte 
survey of over 10,000 organisational 
and human resources leaders in 
140 countries, a staggering 94% of 
respondents said that ‘agility and 
collaboration’ are critical to their 
organisation’s success.”

Agile has its roots in the software 
development world-was the 
brainchild of software engineers in 
the 70s and 80s and was founded 
on the principles of collaboration 
and iteration. However, the 
mindset and principles of agile are 
increasingly being tested out in 
the world of human resources. A 
Harvard Business Review article 
says that HR is going “agile lite” 
by moving toward a simpler, faster 
model that encourages feedback 
from participants. Collaborative 
and adaptive by design, the 
Agile method puts a premium on 
collaboration and responsiveness-
it means more collaboration, less 
linear planning, shorter work 
cycles, and more innovation which 
enables HR function to be nimbler 
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and help create an organisational 
culture that’s more responsive to 
the needs of customers. ‘Agile HR 
Manifesto’ outlines a set of HR-
focused guidelines.

Principles of Agile HR:

• Collaborative networks over 
hierarchical structures 

• Transparency over secrecy
• Adaptability over 

prescriptiveness 
• Inspiration and engagement 

over management and 
retention

• Intrinsic motivation over 
extrinsic rewards

• Ambition over obligation

In many ways, the evolving nature 
of the traditional business structure 
and the evolution of HR’s role is 
the driver behind the introduction 
of Agile HR. The traditional HR 
strategies, tactics, policies, and 
practices are outdated and since 
HR function is traditionally not 
designed to directly bring value to 
the customer, it is often criticized 
for its inability to take swift 
actions. As a result, it is imperative 
for organisations to encourage 
HR and give it an opportunity to 
become truly strategic through 
investigating, understanding, and 
implementing an Agile approach 
to stay competitive and attract top 
talent. The Human Resources (HR) 
department isn’t just about people 
management and implementing 

controls and standards, but rather 
to facilitate programs and strategies 
that improve organisational 
agility, innovation, collaboration, 
and enhance decision-making. 
Agile HR requires changing HR 
functions to support a responsive 
and adaptive department that 
offers business value in terms of 
growth capabilities, efficiency 
gains, and cost savings-all of which 
are important factors for an agile 
organisation. Let’s explore how 
HR departments can apply Agile to 
HR and begin to move away from 
traditional HR approaches.

Embracing the Mindset: 
Agile HR is an evolution in the 
mindset rather than just a method 
of working- it is all about what 
we’re delivering to the business 
and why we’re doing it. The agile 
mindset has the power to transform 
traditional, hierarchical and 
bureaucratic business structures 
into a conversation led horizontal 
organisations. Instead of using 
the traditional Waterfall project 
management approach, HR can 
boost a mindset shift where 
existing operating models and 
organisational structures transform 
alongside the new methods of 
working.

Identify Internal 
Experience: When discussing 
the potential of Agile HR with key 
stakeholders, try creating Agile 
competence and capability in the 
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organisation through attracting 
and retaining qualified Agilists. 
Some people in your organisation 
may already be well-versed in Agile 
project management-development 
teams, in particular, could be key 
allies.

Creating a Learning 
Culture: Moving from being 
on the fringes of change and 
transformation to crafting and 
driving a learning culture is 
an important part of an agile 
organisation. Embedding company 
values and tapping into the 
intrinsic motivation of people has 
never been more important. Agile 
understands the power of bringing 
intrinsically motivated people 
together and keeping them deeply 
engaged in the enterprise’s purpose 
is a great way to demonstrate 
agility. Also, in a culture of agile 
learning, there is a free flow of 
information and employees more 
openly approach their peers, 
managers, and even juniors with 
learning problems. This makes 
problem-solving much faster and 
ensures that employees retain 
knowledge for a longer time.

People over Processes and 
Tools: Technology, demographic 
shifts, augmented workforce, and 
artificial intelligence are changing 
the workplace drastically. With 
these changes happening, HR 
needs to understand that the 
“one-size-fits-all” approach doesn’t 
work anymore. It is necessary 
to customize jobs, performance 
practices, learning, and career 
paths. This way HR can build a 
brand-new value proposition to 
acquire-and retain-the best talent. 

Co-creating Employee 
Experience: Co-creating 
employee experience is perhaps the 
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most powerful element of Agile HR. 
Co-creation invites your people to 
experiment with you, and test what 
works and what doesn’t. It draws on 
techniques used in design thinking, 
such as persona, experience 
mapping, and prototyping. 

Leverage Technology: 
The modern workforce is digital, 
so Agile HR requires the use of 
responsive technology, and this 
includes automation and artificial 
intelligence. As HR gains autonomy 
and handles end-to-end processes 
using analytics and new technology, 
it will result in speedy and efficient 
decision-making processes.

To Sum It Up
For a company to go the agile route, 
beginning with HR function-where 
it is empowered and galvanized 
to become an important cog in 
the organisational mechanism-
is the most logical step. When 

HR incorporates the values of 
organisational agility, it becomes 
capable of helping organisations 
transform and meet the challenges 
of a volatile, uncertain and 
complex business world. Agile HR 
has the potential to revolutionize 
traditional HR and co-create the 
future of work. The HR function, 
thus, needs to be mindful of 
the fact that more iterative and 
collaborative work fosters a 
culture of continuous feedback 
and improvement which results in 
faster growth and an overall future-
proof way to ensure corporate 
success. Remember, bringing agility 
into the HR function should be a 
leadership prerogative. Start small. 
Treat it as an experiment, in which 
you might fail at times but will 
definitely learn from. Needless to 
say, Agile HR is the stepping stone 
that will guide your HR into the 21st 
Century.
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SPOTLIGHT

is the Chief Human Resources Officer at Acuity 
Knowledge Partners. A global HR Leader with 
20+ years of extensive exposure in diverse 
industries and organisations, Avadhesh has 
led HR functions in the USA, Europe, Latin 
America, Middle East. He is a proficient 
catalyst and an enabler in handling multiple 
HR domains including Change Management, 
HR Due Diligence, Merger and Acquisition 
(M&A), HR Integration, Employee Relations, 
Talent Acquisition, Talent Management, etc. 
He is also skilled in building diverse teams 
across various lines of business and regions. 
Before this, Avadesh was heading the Human 
Resources function at Moody’s Corporation 
for the India region. In the past, he has held 
various leadership positions at GE Capital 
(India), CMC Ltd, and Tata Consultancy 
Services (TCS). Avadhesh is an alumnus of 
Delhi School of Economics where he completed 
his Masters in Business Administration.

Avadhesh Dixit
In this exclusive 
interview with 
Avadhesh Dixit, 
CHRO Acuity 
Knowledge Partner, 
we discuss the 
crucial topic of 
corporate agility. 
He gives a low-down 
on why Agility is 
no longer a choice 
but a must-have 
trait for companies 
to survive in this 
crisis. He also talks 
about how the 
COVID-19 crisis will 
transform HR’s role 
and how the current 
crisis will become 
the accelerator 
for one of the 
greatest workplace 
transformations.

ALL THINGS TALENT JUNE 202014
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“There are only two critical things that can 

almost guarantee success in any part of personal 

or professional life. It’s hard work combined 

with right values. Even people with moderate 

intelligence can be successful if they work hard 

and stay grounded in the right values.”

The Agility Mindset: A Must 
Do - No Longer Just a ‘Nice to 
Have’
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JOURNEY
     With your rich experience 
of over two decades across 
multiple industries and 
countries and having worked for 
globally dynamic organisations, 
how has been this journey so 
far? What has been your one key 
to success?

  The last 20 years of my career 
have been really exciting. I have 
fully enjoyed and learnt a lot from 
my HR career so far. I have been 
fortunate to work in India as well 
as outside India. It is interesting 
to look at various aspects of Local 
HR and International HR as part of 
global organisations. Apart from 
multiple geographies, even cross-
industry HR challenges are quite 
different and it has been a great 

learning experience managing 
HR teams from across the world 
representing different kinds of 
organisations.

To my mind, there are only two 
critical things that can almost 
guarantee success in any part of 
personal or professional life. It’s 

“This redefinition of the workplace has implications 
for all parts of the organisation including renting 
of commercial real estate, IT and Information 
security, HR, compliance and almost all other 
functions. The offline and online world will blend, 
co-exist and thrive together in times to come. The 
workplace is not going to be the same.”

hard work combined with right 
kind values. Even people with 
moderate intelligence can be super 
successful if they work hard and 
stay grounded in the right values. 
Some values to chase and practice 
relentlessly include ethical conduct, 
discipline and being transparent 
and fair to all.
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FUTURE OF WORK
     The idea of working 
remotely is nothing new, but 
after COVID-19 it’s likely to 
become more mainstream 
than ever. With COVID-19 
becoming the accelerator for 
one of the greatest workplace 
transformations, how will this 
massive transformation impact 
the workplace?

  COVID-19 is an unprecedented 
crisis in many ways. The world is 
not expected to be the same and 
many aspects of our lives are going 
to see structural and permanent 
changes. The world of work and 
jobs too is going to be affected 
and is expected to see permanent 
shifts. Many of these changes 
may be structural while some may 
accelerate the changes that were 
already initiated by the Industrial 
Revolution 4.0.

Workplace
With millions of people working 
from home for months, the classical 
definition of a workplace which 
included physical boundaries is 
bound to be under severe threat. 
Not that this definition was 
not under attack, but this time 
the impact is deeper and more 
permanent. Obviously, not all jobs 
can be done from home (example: 
farming/manufacturing), and thus, 
the workplace mentioned here is 
largely restricted to workplaces 
where work can potentially be 
done out of home or any other 
remote location. Manufacturing 
too is going to be impacted through 
accelerated automation driven by 
further need and desire to reduce 
dependence on physical labour. 
Even in manufacturing, a large 
component of work (IT-enabled 
functions) can be moved out of the 
physical premises. This redefinition 

AGILE HR
     Human Resources is at 
the front lines of employers’ 
response to the COVID-19 crisis. 
How can agility empower HR to 
become an important cog in the 
business operations and lead 
people through this crisis?

  Agility is no longer a choice if 
companies need to adapt to such 
sudden events that threaten the 
sheer survival of the company. HR 
will continue to lead the way for 
its people who drive the culture of 
the company that includes being 
agile as one of the components. 
Most enablement roles (also 
referred to as support roles) are 
also going to see a significant 

of the workplace has implications 
for all parts of the organisation 
including renting of commercial 
real estate, IT and Information 
security, HR, compliance and 
almost all other functions. The 
offline and online world will blend, 
co-exist and thrive together in times 
to come. The workplace is not going 
to be the same.

Jobs Redefined
Every structural shift in the 
economy and market place is 
accompanied by shifts in the nature 
of jobs. All such similar events 
and crises tell us that some types 
of jobs are lost while new ones are 
created. There is no doubt that this 
crisis will also accelerate certain 
types of jobs as we go forward. It is 
an easy guess that all jobs related 
to online, remote enablement 
will boom post-crisis, and these 
include (not limited to) - digital, IT 
enablement, online gaming, online 
entertainment, virtual well-being 
programs, online education, online 
counsellors, e-commerce, etc. All 
jobs related to Industry 4.0 are 
also going to get in the fast lane. 
However, there is enough research 
to suggest that jobs involving the 
application of multi-disciplinary 
skills or skills that require complex 
human interactions are tough to 

“The crisis has tested some strong assumptions 
around compliance, information security, privacy 
and confidentiality. There is no suggestion that 
some of these critical requirements will go away 
but it is surely not going to be a ‘no-discussion’ 
territory. During the crisis, many processes within 
these functions have been re-invented and they may 
remain in practice forever.”

automate. One would wonder if jobs 
that involve complex counselling, 
behavioural therapy, inspiring 
people, setting direction, etc. could 
ever be automated fully. Some of 
these jobs require the application 
of skills like emotional intelligence, 
relationship building, listening, 
language, communication, etc. One 
needs to evaluate if one’s current 
and the future job would involve 
some combination of these skills. 
Remaining relevant will require 
that one is learning and re-skilling 
all the time.
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     Furthermore, how can an 
agile HR help your company 
navigate through the changing 
workplace as well as business 
expectations? In your opinion, 
how will the COVID-19 crisis 
transform HR’s role?

  As I mentioned earlier, 
HR’s operational role will be 
to seamlessly run a virtual HR 
organisation. This will mean 
that almost 10-50 percent of the 
workforce may have to be managed 
remotely. Successfully managing 
remote organisations is a new 
dimension that will get added 
to HR’s role in the post COVID 
world. Another change that will 
happen is the focus on building an 
organisational culture that focuses 
on agility and resilience especially 
in times of crisis. HR will have to 

shift. The operational side of HR, 
Payroll, Finance, IT, compliance, 
etc. has already been tested to 
run a virtual organisation. There 
is no reason to believe that what 
worked in the times of crisis 
(modified processes) will not work 
in normal times. Further, there 
is also no reason to believe that 
some of the roles and related work 
in enablement functions will not 
go remote. The crisis has tested 
some strong assumptions around 
compliance, information security, 
privacy and confidentiality. There 
is no suggestion that some of these 
critical requirements will go away 
but it is surely not going to be ‘no-
discussion’ territory. During the 
crisis, many processes within these 
functions have been re-invented 
and they may remain in practice 
forever. These are interesting times 

for most of the HR professionals 
and their ability to navigate the 
crisis will be key to thriving in the 
post-COVID-19 world.

“HR will have to lead 
from the front when 
it comes to building 
common values that all 
employees will commit 
to. I think remote 
operational excellence 
and culture are two 
themes that will drive 
the world of HR in the 
near future.”
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lead from the front when it comes 
to building common values that all 
employees will commit to. I think 
remote operational excellence and 
culture are two themes that will 
drive the world of HR in the near 
future.

     Last, but not least, a word on 
disruptive innovation. Can you 
give our readers a few hints on 
how HR can manage volatility 
and enhance adaptability, and 
enable a company to stay agile 
in markets that change faster 
and faster?

  HR will have to clearly define 
what kind of culture will support 
adaptability and agility. This 
exercise has to be undertaken by 
the leaders under the guidance 
of HR leaders. Once the common 
values and elements of culture 
have been defined then the entire 
organisation has to be prepared 
to rally behind the same. This 
will involve the re-skilling of 
the workforce in certain cases 
and creating mass awareness on 
issues that matter for an agile and 
innovative company. The whole 
process of defining values, creating 
common goals, re-skilling the 
workforce, communication, etc has 

LEADERSHIP
     Lastly, how can this crisis 
represent an opportunity for 
leaders to create more team 
collaboration and innovation 
and rethink a leader’s role in the 
face of adversity? 

  Any crisis is a great opportunity 
for leaders to lead from the front 
and through personal examples 
and commitment. This one is no 
different. I would concede that 
a post-COVID-19 world is going 
to lead to a more distributed 

“HR will have to clearly 
define what kind of 
culture will support 
adaptability and 
agility. This exercise 
has to be undertaken 
by the leaders under 
the guidance of HR 
leaders.”

to be led by the HR organisation. 
Some of the core HR abilities to 
build talent that is crisis ready 
is going to be on the prime table 
again.

workplace that would require 
greater collaboration across 
the hybrid (online/physical) 
organisations. Managing 
teams online and offline will 
be a greater challenge. Leaders 
would have to find innovative 
ways to communicate across the 
organisation and build trust and 
transparency across teams. As the 
post-COVID-19 workplace evolves, I 
am sure that leaders will find ways 
to do some of this successfully. 
There is no doubt that adversity 
brings out the best in people, 
including great leaders. It will be 
crucial that leaders have a high 
degree of self-awareness to manage 
themselves and others in times of 
crisis.
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Sonia Sahgal
is an experienced HR professional with nearly 22 years of diverse 
experience across HR functions. She is currently serving as the 
University Recruiting Leader at Microsoft India. She has also held HR 
positions in various organisations like CDI Corporation, Google, Vimta 
Labs, Satyam, and Deloitte. She has a rich exposure to talent pools 
across geographies, visibility around multiple territory hiring setups, 
and new business opportunities. She also has extensive experience in 
establishing campus hiring programs, hiring across the globe while 
managing SLAs, and defining process guidelines. She specializes 
in - Talent Management, Talent Acquisition, Compensation and 
Benefits, College Recruiting, Central Sourcing, Diversity, and Staffing 
Marketing.
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Agile Recruitment - The 
Renaissance of Human 
Resources
In an exclusive interview with All Things Talent, Sonia Sahgal, University Recruitment 
Leader at Microsoft India explains the importance of Employee Referral Programs and 
the evolving role of Agile recruitment. She also talks about various initiatives Microsoft 
is undertaking to keep its employees productive when working from home.

JOURNEY
     Having worked as an 
HR leader for many years, 
how eventful has been your 
journey? What were some of the 
opportunities, challenges and 
important decisions that helped 
you evolve into a leader?

  With over two decades in the HR 
industry, I have had the privilege to 
work with some of the well-known 
corporates and some awesome, 
inspirational leaders who have 
helped me emerge into what I 
am today. While each experience 
was unique and elevated me as an 
HR professional; I have to admit 
that at home it was my family, 
my husband, and kids who kept 
pushing me for more. I have taken 
breaks, re-started my career, done 
different roles, and questioned 
the status quo – all of it helped me 
emerge stronger, better, and more 
efficient. During these times, there 
were some who believed in me and 
mentored me; while some wrote me 
off as well – I can only express my 
gratitude to them all for helping me 
evolve into an all-rounded human 

being with each experience. It 
was not easy to make a comeback 
after having my kids – there 
were questions on my capability, 
commitment, and efficiency – and 
it was also not seamless to make 
the transition from recruitment 
to consulting and then back to 
University Recruiting. However, 
I have learnt that every time you 
do something new – you will walk 
out richer with experiences and 
learnings and that is all that I have 
accumulated over the years as I 
continue my learning journey.
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RECRUITMENT
     Employee referral programs 
are gaining popularity 
worldwide as a means of 
reducing recruitment costs. 
How can HR design and 
manage successful Employee 
Referral Programs? Also, amid 
the COVID-19 crisis, when 
businesses are working on a 
tightened budget, how can 
employee referral programs 
become a key recruiting 
strategy?

  Employee Referral (ER) is a great 
source of recruitment as it taps on 
the existing talent potential who 
exactly knows the requirement. 
Also, a well-implemented and 
successful ER program can be a 
competitive advantage for any 
organisation as it not only attracts 
the top talent but also helps in 
reducing recruitment costs. As 
we continue to strengthen this 
source of hiring, it is crucial to 
feed intelligence to create clarity 
between references and referrals. 
Ideally, one should be able to spot 
the person who will do well in 
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the company culture considering 
they have worked there – the more 
awareness and insight we create 
around it will help the program 
to be successful. The other aspect 
to look into it is, building a robust 
communication system around the 
ER program. Most of the initiatives 
do not make it through due to the 
lack of visibility around it and 
hence various myths get bubbled 
up around it. It is hence crucial 
to let the employees know what 
is the hiring need, how can they 
contribute, and most importantly 
– what is in it for them? And what 
is not necessarily monetary benefit 
along – it can be multifold and 
effectively threaded to encourage, 
motivate, and nurture the need.

“Employee Referral (ER) is a great source of 
recruitment as it taps on the existing talent 
potential who exactly knows the requirement. 
Also, a well-implemented and successful ER 
program can be a competitive advantage for any 
organisation as it not only attracts the top talent 
but also helps in reducing recruitment costs.”

AGILE HR

     Furthermore, due to stay-
at-home policies and social 
distancing employers are 
turning towards virtual hiring 
solutions and onboarding to 
hire potential candidates. How 
is Microsoft tapping into the 
power of the online ecosystem 
to keep the recruitment funnel 
firing on all cylinders during the 
crisis?

  Microsoft has been able 
to leverage the digital online 
platform to effectively reach out, 
engage, and communicate with 
our target pool of candidates, 
future and prospective hires. In 
these unpredictable times, the 
engagement has been able to 
demystify some of the presumptions 
which have, in turn, helped 
individuals to focus effectively. The 
virtual internship program has also 
helped us bring the thought around 
the effectiveness of not an in-person 
engagement and be intentional 
about the same. The pre-onboarding 
connects, onboarding assistance 
programs and post onboarding 
learning interventions have all not 

     In this era of constant 
disruptions Agile management 
has emerged as a vast global 
phenomenon. Can you tell us 
how ‘Agile Recruitment’ can 
help in prioritizing hiring 
projects, improving visibility 
for both recruiters and hiring 
managers and carrying out an 
iterative recruiting process?

  Agile recruitment removes 
complexity in work processes—
makes it simple, adaptive, 
collaborative, and innovative—for 
teams to work and deliver results, 
and effectively respond to change. 
With roles evolving and constant 
disruptions happening, modern 
recruiters need to make changes 
to their recruitment process to 
stay agile and at a competitive 
edge. Developing an agile hiring 
process doesn’t have to be difficult. 
Agile recruitment simply focuses 
on using continuous planning, 
a predictive hiring process, and 
talent-focused design. So, instead 
of diving into the sea of a lengthy 
recruitment process, the Agile 
methodology integrates short cycles 
of work called sprints, which helps 
the hiring manager to fine-tune 

EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING
     In these unprecedented 
times, how is Microsoft India 
ensuring its employees remain 
productive when working 
from home? Also, how are 
you increasing your focus on 
supporting the wellbeing of 
your employees?

  These turbulent times have come 
wrapped in uncertainty, ambiguity 
and a constant ask to feel better. 
The importance of mental health 
cannot be stressed enough in these 
challenging times and hence as 
an organisation, there is enough 
focus on it as we respond to the 
needs of our employees and their 
families. From awareness sessions 
to employee assistance programs to 
customized help interventions – we 
endeavour to better understand the 

only helped the employees but have 
also helped the team at Microsoft 
think innovatively while practising 
inclusion.

the job requirements and carry 
out tasks as efficiently as possible. 
These short cycles increase more 
opportunities for feedback, 
learning, empowering employees 
to be autonomous in the tasks they 
are assigned, collaborate efficiently, 
and adapt when faced with 
unexpected changes. Thus agile 
recruitment empowers employees, 
encourages collaboration between 
stakeholders while increasing 
flexibility and efficiency to the 
recruiting team, and visibility to 
hiring managers.
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HR TECH
     According to you, what 
important role will advances 
in digitalisation, artificial 
intelligence, automation and 
identity verification play in 
creating growth opportunities 
and urgent hiring amid 
COVID-19 pandemic?

  The COVID-19 pandemic is 
reshaping the recruitment process 
and has been revolutionizing the 
entire human resources experience. 
Predictive Analytics, Artificial 
Intelligence, and Robotic Process 
Automation have become valuable 
resources in HR functions and 
will become the new normal and 
define the pace of our growth. 
Many organisations have already 
invested in customized applicant 
tracking systems (ATS) and human 
resource information systems 
(HRIS). These resources and 

“Predictive Analytics, Artificial Intelligence and 
Robotic Process Automation have become valuable 
resources in HR functions and will become the new 
normal and define the pace of our growth.”

impact of remote work and help 
our employees adapt to this new 
working model. We understand 
that remote work can create 
challenges to maintain a healthy 
work culture and manage change, 
therefore we are ensuring that 
every Microsoft employee has 
the right technology, tools and 
resources to be productive, creative 
and secure as possible, working 
from any location. To retain a 
collaborative team environment, 
we have established team practices 
like using Teams daily for chat, 
meetings, calls, and collaboration, 
virtual lunches and coffee breaks 
etc. The leadership at Microsoft 
is frequently connecting with 
colleagues and maintaining a 
collaborative and productive 
culture to ensure everyone at 
Microsoft stays productive and best 
practices are shared. 

systems provide the necessary tools 
for their HR professionals to enable 
the quick and easy extraction 
of data, automate voluminous, 
manually intensive tasks, and 
recruit effectively, screen and 
onboard workers in a decentralized 
and distributed manner. If this 
is how the future looks like - the 

digital revolution in our process 
and practices is inevitable. In these 
times, more than ever, we have 
realized the need to make required 
advances in our virtual presence 
and intentionally work on making 
it deep-rooted and well-oiled 
machinery.
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Amit Das
is the Director - HR & CHRO, Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd. (Times 
Group). He is a seasoned and purpose-driven professional with 
over 30 years of experience of working in senior leadership roles 
at various professionally managed large MNCs & reputed Indian 
organisations across diverse business sectors, namely, Tata Motors, 
CESC Ltd, ITW Signode, Britannia Industries Ltd, Taj group of hotels, 
Vodafone, RPG Group, and Reliance Group. He has effectively built 
and led large HR teams, managing the overall responsibility of HR 
function in the context of integration of HR with business strategies 
to facilitate the simultaneous growth of Human and Business capital, 
globally. Recognized and rewarded for professional contributions by 
several organisations and management associations across the globe, 
Amit is one of the most prominent and respected global HR leaders 
across industries and sectors. He is part of the Advisory Board and 
is a Governing Council Member in several reputed corporate and 
educational institutions across the country. An alumnus of Kellogg’s 
School of Management, Chicago, he is a regular speaker at reputed 
HR forums, colleges, and management institutes.
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Going Beyond Agility 
with Antifragility: 
Practice Beyond the 
Rhetoric!
Amit Das, Director - HR & CHRO, Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd. (Times Group) in 
conversation with All Things Talent shares the disruptions observed amid COVID-19 
pandemic and how talent leaders can turn this crisis into opportunity by making agility 
an organisational necessity. He also talks about the need to leverage the technology 
ecosystem, redesign the recruitment funnel, and overhaul the organisational talent 
acquisition practices to create a future-ready workforce.

JOURNEY
     With your versatile and rich 
experience of almost 3 decades 
across different industries in 
Human Resource, how eventful 
has your journey been like? How 
did your career transition with 
the changing landscape of HR in 
these 20-30 years?

  When I reflect back, it feels like 
yesterday as I walked into my first 
job, excited and apprehensive at 
the same time. As an individual, I 
strongly believe that it is essential 
to know your ”Sense of Purpose”, 
which can always help someone 
navigate the uncharted terrain like 
a North star. It helps you find and 
do things that add meaning to your 
life. 

Over the last 3 decades, I have been 
following this belief, and I strongly 

believe that it must have helped me 
and also people around me in the 
professional world & beyond that 
as well. Let me explain this with an 
example. Imagine you are driving 
on the highway. Now this road that 
you are travelling represents your 
Mission. But what is also important 
is to ask yourself: 

1) Why are you on this journey?
2) How are you going to reach 
your destination? 

Now if you use this analogy in your 
personal or professional space, 
you will find your answers.  The 
“Why” answers your Purpose, the 
“How” which might be the Map 
that is giving you direction are your 
guiding Values, and the different 
milestones that you achieve on 
your way to your Mission are your 
Accomplishments. 

Now let me explain this in the 
context of our organisation. 
Times Group is India’s largest 
media conglomerate, but we have 
a core DNA of a 185 years old 
startup. Our endeavour as HR 
professionals has always been to 
align the heart & minds of our 
employees with the overarching 
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purpose of the organisation. With 
multi-generational workforce, 
the challenge has always been to 
ensure alignment of the varying 
“needs and priorities” of our multi-
generational workforce with the 
overall purpose of the organisation 
and also ensuring their behaviours 
& actions to achieve the successful 
deliverables are aligned with 
our DNA or core values which 
are extremely close to our heart. 
Alignment & synchronization of 
the organisation and individual 
purpose has fostered trust & 
credibility for us as an employer, 
where employees always displayed 
their discretionary effort to walk 
that extra mile beyond their call of 
duty.

For example, when we recently 
had interns joining from various 
premier business school campuses, 
our primary focus was to honour 
the organisation’s commitment 

on the offers rolled out and stick 
to their joining date, despite all 
the business disruptions due to 
COVID-19 pandemic, apart from 
providing them a meaningful 
learning stint through a virtual 
model. Having done that, the 
next focus was to curate a unique 
“Virtual Internship Program”, 
which acclimatize them with 
the company culture, values and 
purpose. As a result, these interns 
today have become our advocates, 
who will definitely help share the 
compelling value propositions of 
our Employer Brand to thousands of 
their contacts & associates. 

So when I reflect back, the HR 
journey has been from being a 
Business Support to a Business 
Partner, which transitioned into 
a Business enabler, and then to a 
Business Value Creator, in order to 
gradually move up the enterprise 
value chain. This not only provides 

me with a great sense of fulfilment 
of my own purpose, but my role as 
an HR leader has also provided me 
with an opportunity to align and 
fulfil the purpose of numerous 
human beings with the overarching 
purpose of different organisations, 
across business sectors, that I have 
served in the last 3 decades of my 
professional journey.

AGILE HR
     Never before has the nature 
of work and workplace changed 
so quickly and continuously, 
and HR is in the middle of it 
all. In your opinion, how can 
HR leverage the power of agile 
practices in dealing with crises?

  Nassim Nicholas Taleb wrote 
the book ‘Antifragile: Things 
that Gain from Disorder’, where 
he has provided many valuable 
insights that are more relevant 
in today’s unusual times. “Some 
things benefit from shocks; they 
thrive and grow when exposed to 
volatility, randomness, disorder, 
and stressors and uncertainty. Let 
us call it antifragile. Antifragility 
is beyond resilience or robustness. 
The resilient resists shocks and 
stays the same; the antifragile gets 
better”.

Being Agile is no longer an 
option, but an organisational 
necessity. Agility is all about 
proactive responsiveness by 
being flexible, nimble, resilient, 
able to adapt and change for 
the better in an innovative way. 
The journey as a CHRO is full of 
unprecedented demands, resilience, 
and adaptability in real-time while 
being at the centre of pertinent 
discussions ranging from business 
continuity, safety & well-being, 
total rewards, and engagement. 
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“So when I reflect 
back, the HR journey 
has been from being 
a Business Support to 
a Business Partner, 
which transitioned into 
a Business enabler, 
and then to a Business 
Value Creator, in order 
to gradually move up 
the enterprise value 
chain.”

The imperatives to build an 
Agile organisation involve 
creating a shared vision, seamless 
communication, sensing the 
environment, aligned collaborative 
team, ownership & accountability, 
encouraging experimentation, 
celebrating success and also 
failures that provide insights, rapid 
decision making, and consistent 
fast execution.

We adopted a three-pronged 
approach to ensure business 
continuity, employee well-being 
and boost employee morale in this 
period of crisis:

1. Tool-Set: Ensure work 
continuity by providing 
requisite support, 
infrastructure and resources 
for employees to be productive, 
especially as they adapt to the 
“new ways of remote working”. 
IT infra enablement, virtual 
working, VPN, informative 
sessions on remote working 
were all part of the plan.   
 

2. Skill-Set: Assure every 
individual, build trust and 

communicate that we are all 
in it together. We focused on 
creating a virtual learning 
& engagement ecosystem 
where one could learn, 
engage, be aware and be 
appreciated. Hence, LEAP 
(Learn, Engage, Aware, Praise) 
was launched with defined 
objectives – cross-functional 
collaboration, seamless 
communication, empower 
and engage employees 
beyond the workplace and 
more importantly, deliver a 
positive employee experience. 
We achieved this and more, 
as virtual learning and 
engagement sessions were 
segmented, designed and 
implemented. Efforts were 
made to engage the employees 
by encouraging them to share 
their “work from home” 
experiences.   
 

3. Mindset: We consciously 
decided to focus on the well-
being of every individual 
and various interventions to 
drive the wellness quotient. 
Health and fitness initiatives 
were initiated involving 
the employee and family on 
yogic practices, sessions on 
functional therapy, addressing 
and enhancing emotional 
quotient by engaging through 
quizzes, games, trivia, and 
challenges on multiple online 
platforms.    
    
Every crisis presents an 
opportunity. Increased 
connect, collaboration and 
engagement were some of 
the outcomes; however, 60% 
of the workforce and their 
families participating in one 
or more intervention was a 
highlight for us. An Employee 

handbook was released across 
the organisation to reorient 
employees with the new normal 
and provide guidelines on the 
new work arrangement which 
ensures safety for self and 
others, as well as collaborative 
workforce practices. 

 
I strongly believe that the ultimate 
measure of an individual is not 
where one stands in moments of 
comfort and convenience, but where 
one stands in times of challenge 
and adversity. The question to be 
asked by organisations that hope 
to build Antifragility must be: 
What can we do now which will 
make our employees remember 
us in the future? Employees will 
never forget the compassion and 
care demonstrated by us when 
they needed us the most; even it 
entails certain difficult measures 
undertaken in our journey. That’s 
the sure-shot way to increase the 
Antifragility quotient & vaccinate 
the organisation for any potential 
black swan event in the future.

     Can you tell us how agile 
principles help HR improve 
recruitment, increase 
business focus, efficiency and 
effectiveness?

  A Cheetah, the fastest land 
animal depends on more than just 
speed to catch its prey, since it 
also needs to slam on the brakes 
and turn quickly, while on the 
move. That’s agility! Now apply 
this learning in the case of an 
organisation and especially while 
recruiting the right talent. An 
organisation needs to interact, 
evaluate, and move quickly when 
the decision is about hiring the 
“right talent” within the right time, 
at the right cost. 
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We all know that in the last 
decade, our work, workforce 
and workplace have evolved and 
become more digital, global and 
technology savvy. At the same time, 
the business needs, turn-around 
time have evolved at a faster pace. 
This essentially means creating 
platforms, processes, and tools 
that will be efficient and provide 
significant value to the stakeholder 
and the organisation. In today’s 
scenario, as jobs and skills change, 
finding and recruiting the right 
people has become more critical 
than ever.

In this ‘War for Talent’, new 
technology-enabled talent 
aggregator platforms for getting 
a diverse workforce can help 
us get a competitive edge by 
breaking the chalice of traditional 
resourcing channels. Data-driven 
HR has started leveraging machine 
learning (ML) and natural language 
processing (NLP) to demonstrate 
significant improvement in 
the quality and speed of talent 
acquisition through the use of 
remote video interviewing modes 
and chatbot interviewers for 
screening to list a few. Social 
Recruiting involves the engagement 
of talent on easily accessible 
portals on the go, automation and 
gamification. These trends along 
with the use of predictive analytics 
and other tools like NLP and ML 
for analysing contextually relevant 
information from both structured 
and unstructured data, online skills 
testing has laid the foundation for 
objective talent screening.
HR needs to reimagine, re-
engineer and re-define talent and 
overhaul the organisational talent 
acquisition practices supported by 
the right technologies to ensure the 
impact on both business efficiency 
and effectiveness.

     Lastly, do you think 
leadership qualities can be 
developed by cultivating 
‘learning agility’? How does 
learning agility as a skill/
competency play a role while 
making hiring decisions in an 
organisation?

  Let me explain this with an 
example. Jim Kwik has been 
recognized as one of the foremost 
experts in speed-reading, memory 
improvement, brain performance, 
and accelerated learning and more 
importantly, is a sought-after 
trainer for global organisations. 
But you would be surprised to 
know that due to an accident in 
his childhood, he had difficulty 
remembering and learning and 
hence was known as “the boy 
with the broken brain.” During 
one of the “aha moments” in 
his life, he realized that he was 
taught but not taught “how to 
learn” which eventually became 
his “Purpose”. Today, he helps 
individuals understand how the 
human brain works, strategies 
one can enable to utilize potential 
and more importantly, become a 
leader by discovering true genius. 
So yes, leadership qualities can be 
developed by cultivating learning 
agility. 

In response to your second 
pertinent question, you would agree 
that in today’s VUCA (Volatile, 
Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous) 
world, ’Learning Agility’ is an 
essential aspect of an individual’s 
personality as there are constant 
changes and complexities in our 
ecosystem. It encapsulates an 
individual’s ability and passion for 
quickly studying the new problem 
and using their learning process 
to gain deep understanding before 
deciding. In unpredictable business 
environments, especially what we 

are facing currently, adaptation 
and evolution at a faster pace 
are required, the organisations 
increasingly scout for talent with 
a high degree of learning agility to 
successfully navigate and succeed 
in the complex and unpredictable 
business ecosystem with endless 
possibilities.

     The effects of COVID-19 are 
kicking in, and recruitment is 
not the same as before. How 
do you view the current talent 
acquisition landscape? In your 
opinion, how will COVID-19 
impact the recruitment funnel? 

  We are going through 
unprecedented times which have 
prompted organisations to change 
their strategies in their ways of 
working and talent acquisition is 
no exception. Virtual recruitment is 
now going to be the “new reality” 
which would require a mindset 
change, both from an interviewer 
and interviewee perspective. With 
an increased focus on hiring the 
right talent to adapt to today’s 
current scenario and ensure 
business continuity, one will also 
witness challenges in the virtual 
world. From an increased emphasis 
on active listening and remaining 
completely present in the interview 
to not being able to read the 
other person’s body language, to 
building trust towards a virtual 
organisation, are some of the 
aspects that would need attention. 
Today talent is being redefined 
as any capability which 
creates economic value for the 
organisation. So talent is not 
physically restricted to any space 
and time. Hence, the recruitment 
funnel needs to be redesigned to 
have a much wider scope across the 
talent continuum, from direct to 

TALENT ACQUISITION
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“Data-driven HR has 
started leveraging 
machine learning (ML) 
and natural language 
processing (NLP) to 
demonstrate significant 
improvement in the 
quality and speed 
of talent acquisition 
through the use 
of remote video 
interviewing modes and 
chatbot interviewers 
for screening to list a 
few.”

indirect resources, whether they are 
full time, part-time, project-based, 
or distributed talent. We need to 
constantly leverage the technology 
ecosystem & interconnectedness to 
strengthen the recruitment funnel 
to create a future-ready networked 
organisation across this redefined 
and wider continuum of talent.

Having said that, the talent market 
is exceptionally dynamic. As a 
185 years old organisation, with a 
strong legacy and mind of a start-
up, we will continue to invest in 
people and technology to ensure 
that we build resilience and further 
strengthen our employer brand. 
Recruitment funnel will adapt as 
per the needs of the organisation 
and the opportunities created in 
the business to enable strategic 
changes to business models and 
culture. 

     Given that it will not be 
business as usual for quite some 
time, the agility of organisations 
will be tested in how they keep 
their remote employees engaged 
and productive. How important 
is it at Bennett Coleman to 
help people stay focused and 
mentally healthy in the face of 
such significant change? How do 
you ensure it?

  As a safe, ethical and caring 
organisation, we strongly believe 
in the physical and emotional 
well-being of our employees not 
just at the workplace but beyond 
as well.  As mentioned earlier, 
even before the current crisis hit 
us, we had proactively initiated 
the employee connect & awareness 
primarily focussing on their 
health & safety, built trust and 
consistently communicated that 
we are all in the game together. 

HR STRATEGY

     With industry leaders, 
managers, employers and 
employees eager to get back to 
normal, what are some major 
lessons that you think will come 
out of this crisis and how do we 
make sure that we learn from 
this experience?

  The COVID-19 pandemic has 
touched every part of our lives with 
everyone’s experience being unique 
in their own ways. This has been an 
acid test for organisation leadership 
across global corporations. All the 
aspects of our work, workplace 
and workforce have been impacted 
in one way or the other. I strongly 
believe that this crisis has helped 
us rediscover our agility which will 
emerge as our unique strength 
for any such black swan event in 
future and it’s encouraging to see 
how everyone adapted to the new 

We created a virtual learning & 
engagement ecosystem, where one 
could learn, engage, be aware and 
be appreciated by launching LEAP 
(Learn, Engage, Aware, Praise) 
intervention with defined objectives 
– cross-functional collaboration, 
seamless communication, empower 
and engage employees beyond the 
workplace and more importantly, 
deliver a positive employee 
experience. The higher degree of 
adoption of technology-enabled 
social enterprise tools will continue 
to drive a collaborative workplace 
culture for a more connected and 
engaged workforce. The momentum 
and culture being established by 
this new learning and engagement 
architecture during this period 
of remote work arrangement will 
definitely be the fundamental 
plinth of our future learning and 
engagement interventions, once 
we adopt the new normal of hybrid 
work arrangement in near future. 
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normal and worked seamlessly 
despite all the challenges with 
effective and efficient use of 
technology platforms. 

Empathy, gratitude, collaboration 
and shared success – are some of 
the key learnings which everyone 
will agree to. But I also believe 
that this crisis has taught us the 
need to challenge our beliefs and 
assumptions about how we can 
change, what we can change, and 
what we can adapt in our lives.
 
The Chinese use two brush 
strokes to write the word ‘crisis’. 
One brush stroke represents 
danger while the other represents 
opportunity. I would say, in a 
crisis, be mindful of the threat but 
don’t miss the opportunity. 
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Agile Human 
Resources is the 
Need of the Hour

In the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic, crisis response has 
become a top priority for hr. 
The capability of the hr function 
with which they respond swiftly 
and effectively to ever-changing 
employee expectations, workplace 
disruptions, and business 
demands is what hr agility is 
all about. As the pandemic 
resets major work trends, agile 
can help hr leaders to rethink 
employee engagement, planning, 
performance, and experience 
strategies and deliver meaningful 
results more effectively.

Subir Sinha is a seasoned HR 
professional with over 29 years 
of comprehensive experience in a 
variety of HR functions cutting across 
Manufacturing, ITeS, Retail, Telecom and 
FMCG industries. His keen areas of interest 
include talent acquisition and retention 
strategies, performance management, 
conflict resolution, government 
regulatory oversight, companywide HR 
communication/coordination, as well as 
succession planning. He also specialises in 
recruitment and selection of management 
staff, including senior management and 
functional heads, as well as campus 
selections, international hiring and mass 
scale hiring. Currently he is a freelance 
HR Consultant based in Delhi NCR helping 
SME’s/MSME’s and Startups set up robust 
HR systems and processes.
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Going by dictionary ‘Agile’ means nimble, 
lithe, spry, supple, perceptive, and 
dexterous. In the organisational context, 

it is the ability to SENSE, ANALYSE, DECIDE 
and RESPOND to CHANGES QUICKLY and 
CONTINUOUSLY in the SHORT TERM. 

You need to be flexible to the needs of the 
situation and it is different from adaptation 
which is a long term process. Google, Amazon, 
Microsoft, Facebook, Apple and several Silicon 
Valley companies are seen as Agile Corporations 
which focus on Market/Consumer, Technology 
and Regulations very swiftly to their advantage. 
An Agile organisation is poised for improved 
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“The use of Technology 
and Artificial Intelligence 
in quickly sifting the 
database and shortlisting 
right candidates as per the 
job specifications and job 
description is something 
which Agile HR will do in 
changing times.”

profitability primarily through the faster 
decision making and higher efficiency.

In the changing times, especially, in the Corona 
and post-Corona era, Human Resource function 
also needs to be Agile. It has to be swift to quickly 
adapt to the changes required and precipitated 
by the environment. The focus of HR has to be on 
its internal customers i.e. employees, different 
functions and stakeholders; and quickly and 
continuously meet their changing expectations 
as per the need of the hour.

Cross-Functional Teams with 
Defined OKRs

The first step is to start working in small teams 
and collectively working on projects based 
on short timelines of three months against 
defined Objectives and Key Results (OKR). HR 
needs to take up projects and quickly constitute 
teams of specialists and cross-functional 
representatives who understand the employees’ 
requirements and work together to solve the 
issue and complete the tasks in three months’ 
time maximum. A good example of this would 
be working on a Career Progression System for 
high potential employees in the organisation. 
The entire gamut of identifying high potential 
employees and designing, developing and 
implementing their progression and retention 
strategies should be done in three months by 
the organisation. Working in a Small Cross-
Functional Team towards an agreed time-bound 
deliverable is Agility.

Leveraging Technology is the Key 

In the Talent Acquisition department of the 
Human Resources function, agility can be seen 
through how quickly it leverages Technology, 
Artificial Intelligence, Market Dynamics and 
facilitates the availability of right and desired 
talent to various departments with good 
employee recruitment & selection methods and 
on-boarding experience. The use of Technology 
and Artificial Intelligence in quickly sifting the 
database and shortlisting right candidates as 

per the job specifications and job description 
is something that Agile HR will do in changing 
times. 

Fresh Ideas Foster Agility

Agile organisations need newness in ideas, 
thoughts, perspectives, etc. on an ongoing basis. 
Human Resources have a critical role to play in 
this. They will need to infuse fresh and young 
talents across all functions in the organisation; 
design, develop and implement a structured 
Management Trainee Programme. When 
young Management Trainees from different 
colleges, institutes join an organisation, they 
bring in vibrancy in the organisation. They are 
bubbling with energy, fresh ideas, concepts 
and start questioning the assumptions in 
their work areas and add value to improve 
and change them for better efficiencies. Agile 
Human Resource function should also focus 
on hiring Summer Trainees for short project-
based assignments and harness the best out of 
them. Promoting new ideas is the hallmark of 
Agile organisations and HR facilitates this.

Innovation and Flexibility 
Should Be in the DNA of Agile 
Organisations  

Agile organisations drive innovation in all 
aspects of their work while HR needs to 
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facilitate and drive innovation and flexibility. 
A great example of this is the current scenario 
where the COVID-19 pandemic engulfs the 
world. Work from home which was only done 
by the IT Companies has now become the norm. 
Human Resource Function along with the IT 
function of the organisation has facilitated this 
very seamlessly in most of the organisations 
including manufacturing, services, banking 
(BFSI) etc. After the lockdown was announced 
by the government, within a week we saw 
people working from home and this is a clear 
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example of agility which we have seen recently. 
HR and IT functions were agile and quickly 
responded to business requirements as work 
had to go on. 

Customized Compensation and 
Benefit Programs

Human Resources agility can be seen in the 
Compensation and Benefits area. We see various 
organisations structuring compensation 
and benefits as per the employees’ needs and 
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“An agile Human Resource 
function needs to use new-
age software like Scrum 
and JIRA as these are being 
used in Project Management. 
They can be effectively 
used in Talent Management, 
Compensation modelling etc. 
These software will help HR to 
start and close projects in a 
logical manner.”            

expectations. It is no more one size fits all. 
Human Resources have been agile in designing 
compensation for employees in innovative 
ways. For senior management, it is customized 
to wealth creation with ESOPs, Variable 
Bonuses, Loan program, etc. On the other hand, 
it is designed for more cash in hand for junior 
and middle management along with statutory 
benefits and medical insurance plans. It’s One 
On One (OOO) Compensation: an Agility is 
driven by market reality.

Learning & Development

The Learning and Development function of 
Human Resource also needs to be Agile. The 
changing needs of the market, technology, 
desire for learning new skills by employees, 
all call for Agile Learning and Development 
methodologies in the organisation.  The L&D 
function plays a critical role in an organisation 
as it helps and facilitates employees to acquire 
new skills and competencies to be able to 
do their jobs successfully. Again, the recent 
pandemic has seen a surge in online learning. 
Human Resource function has demonstrated 
its agility in quickly offering need-based 

online courses to employees. Agile Learning 
can be seen by short videos on our hand-held 
smartphones. This has developed because the 
span of attention of employees has shortened 
and these videos allow them to learn on the go. 
Learning and Development function has also 
transformed and HR’s agility can be seen here 
clearly.

Facilities Management

Last but not the least, even the Facilities 
Management function of Human Resources 
needs to be agile. We have seen it during this 
pandemic. When work from home became a 
norm the Facilities Management Team quickly 
got into action to amend rules and provide 
Wi-Fi connectivity to employees, transport 
desktops and laptops to employees’ homes, 
etc. All efforts were taken to help set up office 
infrastructure at homes to ensure productivity.

Use of Contemporary Software

An agile Human Resource function needs to use 
new-age software like Scrum and JIRA as these 
are being used in Project Management. They 
can be effectively used in Talent Management, 
Compensation modelling, etc. These software 
will help HR to start and close projects in a 
logical manner.  

In the end, I would say that all functions in the 
organisation need to be Agile and be focused to 
the requirements of their internal and external 
customers. The swiftness with which they 
respond to their ever-changing requirements 
is what Agility is all about. 

An Agile Human Resource Function has to keep 
its eyes and ears on employees, understand 
their needs and requirements and facilitate and 
provide all support in minimal time to ensure 
enhanced employee engagement, experience 
and productivity. 
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HR Agility in the Times 
of Crisis

I
t’s 2020… where are the 
flying cars, why are the books 
not dead and how did AI 
not overtake and endgame 
for HR? We heard all this 

and believed that 2020 will be a 
year of dreamers, a futuristic year 
with vision 2020 driving us there, 
instead, it turned out to be a year of 
crises that no one ever envisaged. 
However, it did bring a realization 
to us that our paths are filled with 
surprises and disruptions, and we 
have to be ever ready. 

So how do we do that, be ever 
ready? It’s simple, as human 
resources we have to be agile - 
both externally and internally. It’s 
just not about systems or policies 
rewritten overnight to address the 
needs, HR here has to be agile on 
how they connect in a special way 
to business, how they connect to 

employees and be focused on what 
they want to achieve. 

We all agree that the current crisis 
is new to all, it is a problem and 
how to solve this is also a problem 
as nobody has prior experience. 
So breaking this systematically to 
achieve results that are measurable 
and correctable during their 
course is imperative to success. It 
is key to not think about a goal but 
rather a right direction. The rule 
remains that what works for one 
organisation may not really work 
for another, hence a lift and shift 
may not be really relevant and 
thinking plus action will have to be 
very personal to the organisational 
vision, business and impact. 
Currently, what is important for 
us as a function is, if we can look 
ahead of the bend and make this a 
palatable experience.

Subhashini is currently working with Hitachi Vantara as Country 
Director for Talent Acquisition – India and Vietnam. She is playing 
a pivotal role in redesigning the DNA of the organisation amongst 
the transformation journey that the organisation is undergoing. She 
has diversified experience within HR and prior to Hitachi, she was 
associated with organisations like Computer Science Corporation, 
ADP / Broadridge. Subha specializes in thought leadership, 
technology driven solutions and business driven models. A well- 
rounded expert in envisioning, strategizing, leading and managing 
a robust ecosystem. Believes in achieving business results through 
people. By Education is a Bachelor of Engineering and has done 
executive course from IIM Calcutta in HR Management.
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Subhashini Panyam

This crisis has created disruption 
at every level – employee, 
organisation, business and 
customers. HR now has to 
play a key role in driving this 
disruption more than ever. Things 
have changed overnight for all. 
Operations had to be shifted 
from the workplace to virtual 
workplaces. For companies that 
did not believe in work from home, 
imagine the agility displayed to 
run the business from homes 
with zero deviation. Employees 
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As Coronavirus strengthens 
its grip on business and 
societies around the world, 
HR professionals are facing 
unprecedented demands for 
crisis management, resilience, 
and adaptability in real-
time. Although there are no 
easy answers or precedents 
in this pandemic, it is worth 
considering how crucial agile 
working is when it comes to 
effective-crisis management. 
Since HR is at the forefront 
of the crisis they will have to 
be ready to ‘live agile’ and 
help employees, customers, 
businesses navigate 
COVID-19 and prepare their 
organisations for a resilient 
future.

suddenly woke up to running their 
household and doing office work 
at the same time from their new 
zones of confusion, in all likelihood 
they had never planned to have an 
office set up at home and running 
this from their living rooms or 
bedrooms. They are trying to make 
things work for themselves, for the 
company and for their customers, 
they are displaying great agility 
too. Business and customers have 
no answers or solutions, they are 
looking at HR to provide solutions 
like never before. They are all 
carrying a lot of emotional loads, so 
how will HR make them more agile 
while being agile?  

Most of them are looking at how 
the crisis can turn out, frankly, 
no one knows! HR needs to look 
at it from short-term, mid-term 
and a long-term perspective and 
with that in mind, find solutions 
or experiences that will allow the 
business to run as usual and how 
well can they be prepared from a 
best-case scenario to a worst-case 
scenario. HR should ensure that 
communication flows at multiple 
levels, personally connecting at the 
leadership level and employee level 
to ensure mental wellbeing during 
these testing times. 

While business is taken care of, 
how do you get your talent to stick 
for a longer-term? It’s true that 
far and few are looking for a new 
job but once the market opens 
up, we don’t want our top talent 
to become active. So how do we 
ensure they stick to the employer? 
I just heard of a company where 
the managing director personally 
called his employees to wish them 
on their service anniversary. The 
wow feeling that he created, I don’t 
think will leave the employees for a 
long time. This is a good example of 
inner agility.

Another view for HR is to zoom 
in and zoom out - not just look 
at the region but look globally 
as an organisation, connect with 
core teams and war teams that 
are formed to address the need 
and shift the powerhouse to least 
impacted locations. Growth at 
go-to-market locations is maybe a 
choice now for us to make it into a 
reality, by moving it from strategy 
discussions to an implementation 
level. 

Let’s look around at some possible 
outcomes of agility and how HR 
can learn from them? Did we ever 
imagine and believe that fitness 
would be possible without hitting 
gyms, yoga centers or equivalent. 
The same gyms and yoga centers 
have come home to us virtually and 
people are working out from their 

home locations at their comfort. 
This disruption may become a new 
normal, people will still prefer 
online classes of their favourite 
gyms and centers and will continue 
to enjoy the benefits at their own 
convenience. Similarly, work from 
home with new norms may become 
a way of life for us.

People have turned to home 
gardening, to grow their own herbs 
and veggies. Maybe we will do the 
same, we will look at harvesting 
our own talent internally for our 
survival and be ready to take on any 
such crisis next.  

On cost, we don’t want to spend in 
excess, we are being conservative, 
buying essentials in a way that 
would be just enough. 

The same applies to our cost 
optimization at the organisation. 
We are under slow down, maybe 
we will continue to practice that - 
not over-hire, not buffer for more 
than what’s required, be agile and 
satisfied with what we can and look 
at innovative ways of sustainability 
and advancement. 

Let’s remember, HR agility should 
not be temporary like a disclaimer 
- applied when in an emergency. 
It should be evergreen and be 
continuous. 

As a summation, we are a family 
now, we are in it together, everyone 
– HR, business, employees, 
customers and their customers. The 
crisis has got most of us to stick to 
a unique cause unlike never before, 
this is such a powerful union, 
and such power can only create 
solutions. No doubt, this can be a 
game-changer for HR and if not 
flying cars, we will come out with 
flying colours!
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Why Agile HR is a 
Mindset and Not Just a 
Methodology

T
he word Agile is now 
not new to us. We 
have been hearing it 
for a long time. Agile 
methodology was the 

brainchild of software engineers 
in the 70s and 80s, developed as a 
way to speed up their development 
projects. 

Agile simply means “able to 
move quickly and easily”. In my 
experience, to a larger extent, it is 
the mindset with a concrete action 
plan.

Today, we have agile projects which 
continue to work on “sprints” – 
These sprints generally last for a 
defined predetermined duration 
and then the progress is reviewed 
and revisions are identified. This 

entire approach brings in quick and 
easy collaboration within the teams 
working together. This also negates 
the surprise factor which was 
the case in the traditional project 
deliveries. 

Sweta is the Director – People & Operations for Saltside 
Technologies India Private Limited. She has been helping 
corporations build teams from ground up for over 11 years. She has 
worked with multi-industry as well as highly-focused organisations 
as a key influencer for culture, responsible for driving performance 
of the team. Her passion and deep understanding of organisational 
behaviour have helped her identify and develop talent to make 
teams that solve real-world problems at scale. And when she is not 
strategizing for productivity growth, she practices Yoga to keep a 
perfect balance.
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Sweta Bidwai

In the traditional approach, the 
entire project had a timeline and 
the review happened only at the 
end or when the project was near 
completion. Whereas in the Agile 
methodology approach we break 
these long-term projects into 
shorter sprints, check the progress 
really fast so that we can re-route 
as per the dynamic need of today’s 
requirement.

This method invokes a culture 
of continuous feedback and 
improvement, allowing teams to 
react quickly to change, and avoid 
any large-scale mistakes being 
discovered at the end of a long and 
expensive project.

Having said that, HR has always 
been Agile. In fact, it was meant 
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Agile in HR is an exciting 
topic and it’s transforming 
how HR hires, develops, 
and manages its people. 
As organisations strive to 
become more responsive, 
transparent, digitalized 
and collaborative, we 
not only need to quickly 
understand what Agile 
means in order to carry 
out wider organisational 
transformation, but also 
adopt the Agile mindset that 
empowers our HR team and 
revolutionizes traditional 
ways of working.

“Agile is all about the 
value we deliver to 
our customers and 
our business. In HR 
we talk a lot about the 
need to ‘add value’ 
but often struggle 
to clearly quantify 
and define what this 
value is. We need to 
work in smaller teams 
with collaboration. 
Collaboration is the key 
to Agile functioning.” 

to be agile. HR was always meant 
to be agile. The only missing part 
was the need and its application 
and implementation. Even today 
the implementation of Agile 
methodology in HR is a challenge.

Today, the way the business world 
has evolved, HR is getting all the 
support it needs to lead from the 
front and take actions rather than 
just suggesting mere measures of 
action to be taken.

The question is where do we start 
from? What should we do to ensure 
its adoption and implementation 
is successful? While the basic 
principle looks very easy to 
start and adapt, but it’s deeper 
techniques, terminologies are quite 
complex. 



ALL THINGS TALENT JUNE 202038

Agile for HR has the potential to 
reinvent our operational model and 
help us modernize as a profession. 
You don’t even need to work in an 
Agile organisation to make your HR 
processes agile. You can realize the 
benefits very quickly by applying 
a few basic steps in your everyday 
work.

In my experience, below are some 
simple steps which would help in 
the adoption and implementation 
of Agile right into the roots of the 
organisation culture :

1. Mindset: No More HR 
Silos: Agile is all about 
the value we deliver to our 
customers and our business. 
In HR we talk a lot about the 
need to ‘add value’ but often 
struggle to clearly quantify 
and define what this value is. 
We need to work in smaller 
teams with collaboration. 
Collaboration is the key to 
Agile functioning. For too long 
we’ve been slowed down by our 
Ulrich-inspired model of single 
point topic owners, such as 
recruitment versus talent, and 
the separation of generalists 
and specialists and so on and 
so forth. Agile HR transforms 

the HR operative model and 
starts to build a pool of multi-
skilled people able to innovate 
and design together. These 
people can also serve different 
parts of the business based on 
who is available and who has 
the skills, rather than following 
predetermined relationships or 
roles to execute a task.  
 

2. Understanding:  We 
need to develop a whole 
understanding of this 
methodology right from 
sprints, backlogs, epics, etc. 
There has to be clarity in 
knowing their relevance in a 
software development project 
and importance to the HR 
functioning. Just renaming 
your catch up meetings to 
Stand Ups will not help. Agile 
HR is more than just iterations, 
Scrum boards and a few stand-
ups. It is about stepping out 
of the tradition of following 
HR best practice and shifting 
focus from long-term strategic 
plans to quick feedback-driven 
approach. Only once HR 
embraces this mindset, only 
then it can successfully adopt 
Agile tools and practices and 
become more responsive and 
adaptive. Agile HR gives more 
meaning to those who are 
actively working on the project 
and creates a more positive 
experience for the customer, 
producing more generous 
results for the company. 
 

3. Identify Internal 
Experience: The concepts 
of experimentation is the 
highlight of Agile methods to 
be successful. One needs to 
first identify experience within 
the organisation, projects, etc. 
This would mean some teams 

use the Scrum framework 
and sprint back to back each 
week, with the aim of driving 
rapid innovation and delivery. 
Whereas others might prefer 
a Kanban board to manage a 
constant flow of daily tasks, 
often combined with activities 
like retrospectives and stand-
ups to ensure they continuously 
improve and remain dynamic. 
Whatever is the approach, the 
key is to find it through a test 
and learn cycle.   

4. Leverage Technology 
and Form Cadence: 
Having identified the agile 
model through internal 
experiences, now is the 
time to leverage the best 
technology which is capable 
of supporting our new ways 
of working. It requires careful 
research to identify the right 
tool. Traditionally, HR has 
worked with an annual cycle, 
sometimes with half-yearly or 

“HR was always meant 
to be agile. The only 
missing part was the 
need and its application 
and implementation. 
Even today the 
implementation of Agile 
methodology in HR is a 
challenge.”

“Agile is all about the 
value we deliver to 
our customers and 
our business. In HR 
we talk a lot about the 
need to ‘add value’ 
but often struggle 
to clearly quantify 
and define what this 
value is. We need to 
work in smaller teams 
with collaboration. 
Collaboration is the key 
to Agile functioning.” 
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quarterly check-ins. However, 
in our modern and ever-
changing world, businesses 
can rise and fall at any time. 
Instead, Agile embraces a 
shorter time frame, and asks 
teams to check-in and replan 
at least monthly, with many 
teams working in 1 or 2-week 
cycles. What’s more important 
is, this cadence can start to 
drive continuous improvement 
throughout the organisation.  
 

5. Prioritization and 
Transparency: People 
initiatives and services are 
prioritized primarily based on 
business value. Transparency 
is one of the key values of 
Agile and central to these 
ways of working. Increasing 
transparency reduces the risk 
of producing work of poor 
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quality and is critical to the 
success of organisations. Put 
simply, without transparency, 
we cannot manage risk. 
Incorporating transparency 

and prioritizing people 
initiatives can help improve 
HR service delivery. This aids 
in bringing an important 
change which helps HR become 
accepted as another part of the 
business.     
 

More iterative and collaborative 
work fosters a culture of continuous 
feedback and improvement while 
enabling HR teams to roll out 
initiatives that aren’t out of date 
the moment they get launched. 
Adopting the Agile mindset is only 
one part, organisations also need 
the tools in place to implement it.
Indeed, Agile demands that HR 
leaders and teams are more planned 
and organised than ever before. It’s 
a fallacy that Agile means ‘no rules’ 
and do what you want! 

“Incorporating 
transparency and 
prioritizing people 
initiatives can help 
improve HR service 
delivery. This aids in 
bringing an important 
change which helps 
HR become accepted 
as another part of the 
business.”
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Humanising Layoffs: 
Restructuring and 
Preparing for Work 2.0 

The ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic has introduced 
new challenges to the 

business environment which has 
forced organisations to rethink 
their business strategy. The 
challenges are many and varied: 
on one hand, companies are 
accelerating their actions to protect 
their employees, customers, and 
suppliers and on the other, they 
are facing huge revenue losses 
resulting in financial stress. 

To prepare for recovery, companies 
are rapidly turning their attention 
to a ’New Normal’ defined by 
refined business practices, 
reimagined business models, and 
renewed brand purpose. Against 
this backdrop, leaders face the 
urgency to restructure-to identify 
new opportunities and expand 
its core products, services, and 
experiences to fit with the new 
normal. This will result in the 
creation of new job profiles/roles, 
making some of the current roles 
obsolete. This changing nature of 
the business - new work methods, 
new technologies, new investments, 
increase in remote working - call 
for imminent restructuring where 

some roles may no longer align with 
the overall business strategy, and 
employees would, unfortunately, be 
laid-off.

In the recent times, we have seen 
some companies - startups and 
enterprises alike - layoff thousands 
of employees, say bitter goodbyes. 
What is it that the employers think 
and contemplate when laying off 
their workforce? And what is it 
that the employees go through? 
And is there a way in which these 
unexpected, unfortunate job cuts 
can be managed better? We attempt 
to understand.

Resolve and Resilience: 
Addressing the Immediate 
Crisis

In these critical times, companies 
have no choice but to navigate 
uncharted waters to align 
their businesses with evolving 
demand and identifying new 
growth pathways. The COVID-19 
economic slowdown has forced 
some companies to conduct major 
business revamp, which in some 
cases has resulted in layoffs. As 
per BBC India, the recent lockdown 
rendered around 122 million people 
jobless in April alone. Out of this, 
a fairly significant number - 17.8 
million - were salaried workers. 
Karan Virwani, the CEO at WeWork 
India, said in one of his recent 
interviews to a publication that the 
company needs a major overhaul 
by streamlining its workforce 
around a more focused business 
strategy, including layoffs across 
different roles by around 20%. This 
statement gives us an insight into 
how the business world is viewing 
these unfortunate events - as an 
opportunity to restructure, pave the 
way, and set the tone, for what we 
call Work 2.0.

Khyati Sehgal, Chief Editor, ALL THINGS TALENT
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The impact on businesses won’t 
slow down anytime soon. The 
disruption of the current outbreak 
is shifting industry structures 
and is having far-reaching 
consequences on the businesses. 
And for this reason, companies are 
revisiting organisational structures 
and identifying job roles that would 
no longer serve in the new economy 
that is to emerge Post-COVID.

The Need to Restructure

In order to restructure successfully, 
organisations need to adapt to the 
changing ways of working, and 
invest in the right infrastructure 
and build structured mechanisms 
to institutionalize remote working, 
digitalize the HR function, and 
re-imagine workforce models. The 
crisis is also forcing organisations 
to take conscious decisions or even 
reconsider the ones taken earlier 

and design, develop and implement 
major restructuring to address the 
effect of the sudden curtailment 
of their revenue lines. However, it 
is worth mentioning that despite 
many staring down the barrel of 
job cuts, furloughs and layoffs, 
organisations have acted rapidly 
to protect their workers’ health 
and support them in real-time. 
The uncertainty surrounding the 
duration of the pandemic and the 
decline in economic activity is 
likely to force many more firms to 
restructure and cut down jobs to 
sustain productivity and continuity 
of business. 

While these changes might 
improve the business in some 
ways, the impact on people and 
jobs is quite significant and could 
prove detrimental to the employee 
experience and employer brand. 
Therefore, if layoffs are the last 
resort, it is important to conduct 
them right - treat the laid-off 
employees with respect and 
gratitude and let them go in the 
most humane way possible.

Managing Expectations 
and Juggling Realities of 
Layoffs

“There will be interruptions, and I don’t 
know when they will occur, and I don’t 
how deep they will occur, I do know 
they will occur from time to time, and I 
also know that we’ll come out better on 
the other end” -Warren Buffet

The global COVID-19 crisis is 
forcing many companies to make 
deep cuts to their workforces - from 
new entrants to top management 
players. As the job market has 
become more fluid, lifetime 
employment with one company 
has become increasingly scarce. 

According to Cornell University 
research, unemployment is 
increasing, job tenure is shortening, 
and layoffs are becoming not 
only prevalent but more socially 
acceptable. Having to let people 
go is a painful thing to do, but for 
many businesses, it has become 
inevitable. The research further 
states that organisations are 
increasingly viewing layoffs as 
a routine corporate practice, but 
by and large, they do not seem 
to benefit significantly from 
layoffs, in terms of subsequent 
profits or executive compensation. 
Despite the pressing urgency to 
ensure business sustainability, 
organisations should never forsake 
empathy and compassion towards 
their people, especially when the 
world is full of uncertainty and the 
stakes are higher than ever.

In the words of Richard Branson, 
“I truly believe if you take care of 
your employees, they will take care 
of your business.” Your people 
are your company’s biggest 
asset. Of course, employment 
downsizing or restructuring is 
not a new phenomenon, it is often 
implemented during economic 
downturns as a reactive, tactical 
action for cutting costs and more 
as part of a long-term strategy to 
remain competitive. Right now, 
many companies are trying to 
figure out how best to restructure 
and cut costs without jeopardizing 
the valuable human capital that 
they had built. Yet, past research 
has shown that downsizers never 
outperform the non-downsizers. 
Instead, layoffs often result in 
employees’ broken trust, tarnished 
brand image and loss of talent 
pool. While downsizing can be an 
appropriate tool in some cases, 
many of the anticipated benefits 

“The disruption of 
the current outbreak 
is shifting industry 
structures and is 
having far-reaching 
consequences on the 
businesses. And for 
this reason, companies 
are revisiting 
organisational 
structures and 
identifying job roles 
that would no longer 
serve in the new 
economy that is to 
emerge Post-COVID.”
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of employment downsizing do not 
materialize. 

Organisations should review other 
alternatives-temporarily lowering 
salaries, reducing work hours, 
cutting benefits, or unpaid leaves-
to see if they could be financially 
viable as an alternative to layoffs. 
What’s more, when you make your 
workers feel included, heard and 
involved in searching for ways to 
reduce costs, wastes and efficiency 
you’re boosting your chances of 
getting buy-in from them for any 
projects. 

When Restructuring is the 
Only Answer- And How to 
Do It Right

Restructuring shouldn’t just be 
a quick-fix tool. Layoffs should 
be managed in a way that the 
dismissed workers don’t feel 
violated and are able to leave 
with dignity, humanity, and as 
much support as you can provide 
them. Following is a list of sound 
professional practices that can 

come handy to tactfully manage the 
downsizing process -

Be Transparent and Honest: 
Employees want to hear the 
truth. Be honest in explaining 
the current condition of the 
organisation to all workers. Clearly 
and unambiguously explain to 
them that due to the difficulty 
of sustaining the employment of 
people, certain positions at the 
company have been eliminated and 
present actual facts and figures 
about the loss of revenue. Try to 
offer all the help you can, but don’t 
make any promises you can’t keep.

Treat Laid Off Employees with 
Dignity and Respect: Give 
soon-to-be-terminated employees 
plenty of advance notice and, 
conduct a face-to-face meeting to 
notify them of a potential layoff 
situation. Never lay people off via 
email or even a group call. This 
is a difficult message to deliver 
and a face to face interaction with 
each affected employee is the most 
respectful thing to do under the 
circumstances.

Income Support: Pay a separation 
allowance or create a severance 
plan that assists with the financial 

“The crisis is also 
forcing organisations 
to take conscious 
decisions or even 
reconsider the ones 
taken earlier and 
design, develop and 
implement major 
restructuring to 
address the effect of 
the sudden curtailment 
of their revenue lines.”

burden of the loss of a job and 
reflects management’s compassion 
and understanding of the impact 
of the termination. Outplacement 
services for job-hunting and 
networking can be particularly 
valuable, but make sure they are 
informed directly so that they can 
identify ways to assist and support 
terminated workers.

Fairness & Transparency in the 
Process: Use objective criteria 
for selecting workers to be laid off 
(e.g., skills, qualifications, training 
experience). A procedurally fair 
downsizing tends to file fewer 
claims of wrongful termination 
and perceptions of fairness give 
employees a sense of personal 
control by offering options, such as 
choice in actual departure date and 
outplacement assistance. 

Legal Liabilities: Retrenchments 
and layoffs must be as per the 
labour laws. It is important 
to review relevant policies, 
employment agreements, 
commitments, collective bargaining 
obligations, etc that could affect 
the selections. Such procedures 
must be followed thoroughly 
by the organisation so that 
employees are treated well and 
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compensated accordingly. Also, 
relevant information that may 
affect business operations should 
be shared with the workers or their 
representatives. 

Seek Professional Help: 
Employers can provide 
outplacement services to laid-
off employees for job-hunting 
and networking which can be 
particularly valuable. Outplacement 
firms help laid-off employees find 
work quicker, develop resumes 
and cover letters, provide job leads 
and follow-up counselling and 
advice. They also help companies to 
maintain brand image and reduce 
lawsuit claims.

Laid-Off, Not Left Out - 
Where Does Downsizing 
Leave Your Employees

“Layoffs can be one of the most 
stressful actions a leader or business 
owner has to take in their career, 
especially if they are going through it 
for the first time. The same goes for the 
employees. Albeit at the potential cost 
of short-term fear and uncertainty, 
layoffs can be managed in a way that 
supports employee mental health in the 
long term.”
—Silja Voolma, Ph.D., applied 
behavioural scientist and CEO of 
Behavioral Design Global.

Losing a job can be psychologically, 
financially, physically and 
emotionally wracking. Not 
surprisingly, laid-off employees are 
often stressed out, since it’s not just 
lost income, it’s like losing identity 
and community of colleagues, 
which can make the whole 
situation more stressful. People 
can feel a wide range of emotions 
- anxiety, shock, irritability, anger, 
frustration, sadness, fear, loss of 
self-esteem, etc. The consequences 

of losing a job aren’t limited 
to emotional distress. Physical 
symptoms like insomnia,  weight 
loss/gain, fatigue, headaches, 
nausea are common. 

Many Psychologists cite that 
being laid off often equates to the 
grief of losing a loved one. They 
have also pointed out that people 
who hold work important to both 
identity and self-worth are more 
sensitive to layoffs. “When people 
are laid off there is a sense of 
powerlessness about the situation, 
that it is out of their control, and 
that it is inherently unjust,” says 
James Laurence, a sociologist and 
research fellow at the University 
of Manchester. Elisabeth Kübler-
Ross, a well-known Swiss-American 
psychiatrist, using her DABDA 
(denial, anger, bargaining, 
depression, and acceptance) 
model explained typical emotional 
and psychological responses of 
individuals, who experience a 
significant loss or a life-changing 
event. 

Kübler DABDA emotional cycle 
focuses on five stages of grief. 
In initial stages, an individual 

experiences ‘denial’ and ‘anger’ 
where he/she believes the decision 
by the organisation is somehow 
mistaken and clings to a false, 
preferable reality making him/her 
feel frustrated. Soon afterwards, 
he/she experiences a ‘bargaining’ 
phase where the individual tries to 
avoid the grief through a type of 
negotiation. This feeling is followed 
by ‘depression’ where the individual 
might realize the ultimate realities 
of life and feel like there is nothing 
to look forward to. And finally, 
‘acceptance’ takes over the previous 
negative emotions where the 
individual re-enters reality. Here, 
he/she embraces the inevitable 
future by telling oneself: “It’s going 
to be okay.” ; “I can’t fight it; I may 
as well prepare for it.”

What’s Next for Them?

It is a difficult time for everyone, 
especially for salaried employees 
who are being laid off. They not 
only have to go through the mental 
agony but also have to face some 
financial challenges. However, one 
should keep in mind that although 
a layoff is out of control, how they 
react to it is not. After having taken 
some time to assess your current 
situation, reflect, and refocus, it is 
better to accept the truth and move 
on. 

It is important to take one step 
at a time and take care of the 
basics:
• Check on severance pay
• Collect your final paycheck
• Check on eligibility for 

employee benefits
• Ask for a letter of 

recommendation
• Make use of outplacement 

services
• Learn a new professional skill
• Get entrepreneurial

“Restructuring 
shouldn’t just be a 
quick-fix tool. Layoffs 
should be managed in a 
way that the dismissed 
workers don’t feel 
violated and are able 
to leave with dignity, 
humanity, and as much 
support as you can 
provide them”
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• Start a job search and set 
realistic job goals

• Upgrade that resume 
• Prepare for interviews
• Get up and reach out to your 

contacts and network
• Stay positive as much as 

possible and keep an optimistic 
spirit

While people deal with change 
and stress in many different 
ways, organisations can come 
forward and offer help to support 
affected employees. An employee’s 
relationship with a company 
shouldn’t end when they are laid 

“Many Psychologists 
cite that being laid 
off often equates to 
the grief of losing a 
loved one. They have 
also pointed out that 
people who hold work 
important to both 
identity and self-worth 
are more sensitive to 
layoffs.” 

off. They can help the affected 
workers to reach out to others, 
network and focus on their 
strengths.

The best companies:
• Provide time for employees 

to process, gather their 
belongings and say goodbyes

• Offer resources: employment 
counselling, employee 
assistance, written and verbal 
references, job training, 
introductions and great letters 
of recommendation so that they 

feel empowered about their 
future opportunities

• Don’t close their doors to the 
people laid off. Invite them to 
virtual happy hours or even 
video workouts and regularly 
check-in on their well-being

• Severance and extended health 
benefits

• Assistance with programs and 
services such as unemployment 
benefits and job retraining

• Investing in Outplacement 
Services and introducing laid-
off employees to people in your 

network who might be in a 
position to hire them

• Advise the retrenched workers 
to consider entrepreneurship

• Remind them of resources that 
continue to be available

• Ensure they know that they 
can be rehired in the future 
to replace attrition or address 
new priorities

The Big Takeaway

This is a difficult time for everyone 
and these are never before 
encountered circumstances, but, 
there is perhaps one silver lining, 
which is that we are not alone 
in this. Leaders will find this 
process of laying off their team 
members uncomfortable and even 
overwhelming, but remember, 
being by their side, being fair, and 
providing practical and emotional 
support is the best you can do. 
You probably can’t make amends 
for people who are losing their 
jobs, but by showing compassion, 
care, consistency, honesty, and 
transparency throughout the 
process, you can dull the pain 
of large-scale layoffs, maintain 
employee morale and minimise the 
damage caused by the pandemic. 
At the end of the day, leaders need 
to make difficult decisions but also 
need to take care of their employees 
through both good, bad, and ugly 
times. Therefore, there’s no other 
way for us but to regain optimism 
and believe - this too shall pass!
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Data Sources - BBC India, Economic 
Times, Various News Clippings 

Disclaimer - The thoughts expressed 
in the column are the author’s own 
and in no way represent the beliefs 
of the organisation/brand she is 
associated with. 



iimjobs.com | hirist.comJUNE 2020 45



ALL THINGS TALENT JUNE 202046

The Real Reason Why a 
Job Loss Hurts

T
here has been a spurt 
in Career Coaching 
requests that I receive 
as professionals are 
raring to get back to 

work now, unsurprisingly more so 
from those who have unfortunately 
lost their jobs. While career 
counselors and advisers would 
instruct individuals to get back 
to any sort of employment, most 
immersive coaching conversations 
that I have had in the past few 
months revealed the bigger picture.

While the most immediate, obvious 
pain that comes to mind from a job 
loss is financial security, however, 
there’s more to this than what 
meets the eye. If we scratch beyond 
the surface, more than the impact 
on income, it’s also about losing 

one’s only sense of identity. Job 
title, work schedule, office space, 
recognition at work, that employer 
brand flashing on your ID card, that 
sense of importance that a meeting 
offers… this is how most corporate 
avatars are defined.

Vishal Naithani is a People & Culture evangelist and a Certified 
Professional Coach with a personal vision to create Inspiring 
Workplaces and facilitate peak individual potential through self-
discovery. Post his MBA from MDI, he has a diverse experience 
of working with both, large MNCs and growth-stage startups, 
spaced with a personal entrepreneurial stint as well. His keen 
areas of interest are Workplace Culture, Leadership, Organisation 
Development & Employee Value Propositioning. In addition, the 
causes that he advocates passionately are - Thought Leadership 
in HR, Servant Leadership, Women in the Workforce & Emotional 
Intelligence at Work.

The fact, however, is that there is so 
much that we can offer the world 
and there’s even more that it gives 
back to us. We have additional 
skills that we’ve forgotten about, 
let them resurface, if not, let’s 
work on discovering new ones. 
Expand your horizons, look up, 
and realize that the paper you were 
furiously scribbling on till now 
has a blank, unexplored canvas 
on the reverse as well! Those who 
believe that they have no real 
skill besides their professional 
qualifications should read about 
Nick Vujicic. He was born with an 
extremely rare congenital disorder 
known as Phocomelia, which is 
characterized by the absence of 
legs and arms. At 21 years of age, 
he completed his degree with a 
double major in Accounting and 
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Vishal Naithani
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Job loss can have a far-
reaching impact on workers’ 
life trajectories. For many, 
losing a job not only means 
the loss of income, but also 
the loss of one’s identity. 
This short article provides 
an insight on how to separate 
one’s self-worth from one’s 
job that might help a larger 
audience in distress (whether 
one’s job is impacted or not) 
and also how to shape our 
lives and prepare for a better 
tomorrow. 

“While the most 
immediate, obvious 
pain that comes to 
mind from a job loss 
is financial security, 
however, there’s more 
to this than meets the 
eye. If we scratch 
beyond the surface, 
more than the impact 
on income, it’s also 
about losing one’s only 
sense of identity.”

Financial Planning. However, the 
career that he has carved out for 
himself is - motivational speaking 
(he has traveled the world doing 
this), writing (has authored 8 books 
till date) & philanthropy (founded 
Life without Limbs Foundation). 
Outside his work, Nick plays sports 

(including swimming, surfing and 
skydiving) and is happily settled 
with his wife and four kids. Now 
Nick might seem to be an extreme 
exception but there are scores of 
other people around us who are 
excelling at leading multi-faceted 
lives and creating not only an 
income but happiness & well-being 
for themselves and others.  

Delving deeper, the actual void 
that accompanies a job loss is not 
only because the experience itself 
is unpleasant but because we do 
not have an identity outside the 
office, which is plain sad and being 
unfair to ourselves. And thus losing 
a job is unfortunately akin to an 
absolute identity crisis! I do not 
profess this to solely safeguard 
against future job losses, but for a 
larger mind-shift to really thrive in 
life and not let a ‘job’ alone define 
your individuality. You are more 

than a job title and capable of more 
than you can imagine. Although 
it is disheartening to see that 
employment breaks are considered 
a taboo in our country and our 
workforce looks down upon people 
with career breaks (I wrote about 
it sometime back in one of the 
previous editions of the magazine). 
Hopefully, slowly and gradually 
things are changing.

For far too long we’ve let our jobs 
alone define us, maybe this is the 
time to realize that our being is 
beyond that. Celebrate friendships 
and family, explore new facets 
of life, be thankful for your 
good health and appreciate how 
privileged most of us around are. 
With this realisation will come the 
gift of ‘resilience’ and the way the 
world is shaping up, everyone needs 
to have more of that.     
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Pages From the Diary
of a CHRO

A dynamic HR leader who has a strong purpose of making a positive impact 
on people and the quality of their lives, Harini has a Master’s in Business 
Administration (Human Resources) from ICFAI. A design thinking practitioner, 
behavioral analyst, transactional analyst and innovator, she is a strong advocate 
of the concept of Happy Workplaces. Harini has been leading the HR function 
in MNCs and is a guest faculty at prominent B schools and universities. She is 
currently Affiliate Partner at SSI India and Advisor to the Board at Caere Pvt. Ltd.
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Today, more 
and more HR 
professionals realize 
that traditional 
HR processes and 
systems are outdated, 
heavily compliance-
driven, bureaucratic 
and siloed. They 
now self-identify 
as using an agile 
methodology— 
articulating 
strategies that allow 
for flexibility, speed 
and collaboration to 
help companies gain 
organisational agility 
and build a truly 
employee-centric 
organisation. This 
article will walk you 
through the diary of 
a CHRO who applied 
agile practices in 
everyday decisions 
to reinvent her 
people operations to 
become more human-
centric and drive HR 
transformation. 

A
gile HR has the 
potential to 
revolutionize 
our profession 

and help us co-create 
the future of work. It 
also equips us with the 
capability to help our 
organisations transform 
and meet the challenges 
of the business. The 
starting point is a 
mindset change and who 
other than HR would 
have the ability to define 
and lead by example? 
By embracing a test and 
learn approach, and 
incrementally developing 
solutions in partnership 

with our people, we can 
enrich their employee 
experience. 

Anamika was a dynamic 
young HR leader who 
believed that the HR 
function was never meant 
to be a siloed vertical. She 
was a strong advocate of 
taking a people-centric 
approach to creating 
user experience along 
with stakeholder value. 
Let’s look at a few pages 
from Anamika’s diary on 
how she applied Agile 
practices in HR. 
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Friday 4th Jan 2019
I walked into my office and found a flurry of emails. It was time for some introspection on how to change the 
way we work. I discussed this in the daily stand-up meeting and the team had a lot to say. Traditionally, we 
worked with half-yearly reviews of HR deliverables. But now, when changes are happening rapidly, we are 
expected to turn around and deliver to suit requirements. The team came up with a plan to review work in a 
shorter time frame. We decided to hold an HR cadence that runs monthly where planning and prioritization 
is done. I felt it is a great idea since it would help each team member to showcase the value delivered to the 
stakeholder and also gather feedback to plan the next steps better. By holding a retrospective, the team 
members decided to assess how they have worked together and also what they could do to bring in continuous 
improvement.

Wednesday 22nd May 2019
9:00 am: An important task for today was to recommend a way to improve the learning experience in our 
training programs. I knew that old tricks won’t work anymore and I needed to find out what is it that’s 
required to create an ‘experience’. I placed this as a mini-project for the ‘Eureka Lab’ and waited for the 
results. 

12 noon: Eureka lab was in progress and I found a lot of excitement among the members. Today we had a 
full house including members from the shop floor, team leaders, managers and even a few from the senior 
management teams. Collective brainstorming was on and the wall was full of sticky notes with great ideas. I 
was amazed to see that the team was using techniques so that every single idea is out there on the wall. 

1:00 pm: Eureka lab is closed for the day and I was excited to see the results. There was a pictogram on the 
wall with a prototype of the ‘new’ Learning Calendar design. I was sure this time it would work. The new 
design was, of course, co-created starting with a ‘Pilot’ launch. In the past, for driving any change like this, the 
top managers would be in the room and the HR team was expected to deliver. Even if the feedback was poor, 
the program wasn’t stopped instead, it was just tweaked and repackaged as much as possible so that it could 
still be rolled-out as scheduled.

Instead, with the new approach, we had collectively decided that we would experiment with different 
experiences first or do some discovery work on what would work and when. We would actually test the 
prototype and co-create the final version after drawing insights. 

Monday 17th June 2019
Today’s task was to draw out the HR plan and present it in the CXO huddle. I had to move away from the 
waterfall approach to deliver value incrementally. The traditional approach has been used to blueprint 
HR systems and processes upfront and release them into the business as rigid ‘policies’ and ‘procedures’. 
Something told me that the approach was not enough for path-breaking results. What I did today gave 
me awesome results. I had several meetings with different teams including my stakeholders from the 
business and we tested a hypothesis. Together we discovered what would work and what won’t. 
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Tuesday 10th September 2019
Today was a very interesting day. The team had tested a new feedback app as part of a wider project to 
redesign performance assessment and reward management. Being a technology-based company, the team’s 
expectation was that everyone would love an app-based solution. However, the business teams hated the app. 
They did not like the reminders it gave and its frequent notifications seemed to annoy them. It turned out that 
all they needed was a space free from giving ratings on a pre-designed form and rather just have a mechanism 
for more frequent feedback. The design team quickly jumped to action and changed course. 

Not only did this approach decrease the risk, but it also built the ability to change and re-plan as the business 
environment changes. It certainly saved us from the risk of committing time, money and people into 
developing a flawed idea. 

Monday 30th December 2019
Today is the end of the fiscal year and it is time for me to introspect on the transformation of HR practices. 
Here are some reflections of the year that went by.

We had inherited an outdated HR model
Most of the existing HR models were out-of-date. We were stuck with heavy compliance-driven, bureaucratic 
and siloed HR processes and systems. Ours was an HR model reflecting the legacy of top-down decision 
making, a pyramid hierarchy and a human view where workers need to be closely monitored and assessed. As 
a result, we had often heard from other parts of the business that we’ve lost the human touch, focus too much 
on form filling and even impede the delivery of business value. 

We have started to rethink the way we work
To update our HR model, we were required to move beyond cosmetic changes, such as introducing pulse-
surveys or digital peer feedback tools. What we required was a fundamental rethink, where HR would step 
into the experience of work and start to redesign it from the user’s perspective instead of HR’s perspective. We 
have now realized that HR professionals can reinvent their people operations to be more human-centric and 
deliver business value, no matter what industry or type of organisation we work in.

Constraints don’t curb innovation
Of course, the road was full of constraints and we realized that we must always be mindful of them. We learnt 
to work around and innovate within these. We understood the importance of balancing between the rights 
of our people and the compliance needs of our business. Another big learning was that if we trust our people 
to make adult decisions, we can build systems and processes based on their user experience, rather than just 
rules and regulations.  

I sign off from this diary with a feeling of having earned my worth. More promises to build AGILE practices 
as I turn on a new page in a new diary next year. I will start small and experiment. I might fail but I know it is 
better to fail early, learn and course correct. 

Agile fuels me towards progress.

Now I am a lot more certain that driving performance reviews this year is going to be a lot more 
meaningful and not something that I would dictate. The biggest learning today was that it is time for HR to 
come out of its siloed ivory tower and collaborate with peers from the business. There cannot be a better way 
to keep up with the dynamics of the environment and the business.
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Agile HR - A Mandate 
for Progressive 
Organisations!

Kenneth W Wheeler is a seasoned HR professional with 16+ years 
of rich learning experience spread across different industries. 
Awarded as 101 Top HR Minds (India) 2019 and a certified NLP 
Coach, he is a well-rounded expert in Envisioning, Strategizing,  A 
key contributor in winning the BM Munjal award for LogiNext for 2 
consecutive years for achieving business excellence through L&D 
program, Kenneth is currently the Director of Talent & Culture at 
True Fit Corporation. His obsession includes exploring multiple ways 
to build an agile learning infrastructure, governed by the use of 
new-age cutting technology (AR & VR, AI, ML, Bots). Thus, nurturing 
a culture of future fit employees by building a well-crafted blended 
learning approach in the form of gamification, mobile learning, 
experiential learning, design thinking, storytelling and contributing 
directly to companies’ bottom-line results.
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T
he near future 
increasingly belongs 
to Agile HR and Agile 
organisations - there is 
no debating this fact. 

Agile HR is a certain way of future-
proofing our talent and ensuring 
our work energy is invested in the 
most meaningful way. And as an 
HR Professional, I am excited that 
it is deservingly getting the due 
recognition and attention it should 
at a Global platform. 

If we consider the dictionary 
verbiage, Agile is termed as an 
adjective that means ‘able to 
move quickly and easily’. What 
characteristics hence must define 

a process or person as Agile? It 
would be the ability of an individual 
(person or organisation) to:

• Have swift and well-
coordinated movement to 
influence an outcome quickly 
for any unfamiliar, uncalled  
or unforeseen situation  

• Ability to improvise and adapt 
quickly - almost naturally to 
any newfound environment  

• Operate in a mindset of 
possibilities with a high 
appetite for taking calculated 
risks
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Agile working methods are 
disrupting the world of work 
and HR needs to capitalize 
on agile’s potential to help 
organisations thrive in 
a very dynamic business 
environment. To do so, HR 
coherently needs to develop 
Agility as a skill, practice and 
DNA at both individual and 
organisation level. But how 
can HR get organisations 
to accept, adapt, learn, 
grow and thrive in an Agile 
mindset? Let’s find out.

When you pause and reflect on 
these characteristics, it almost 
seems that not everyone could 
possess these traits or perhaps 
to act this way is a talent or gift 
belonging to a few. Just like some 
children happen to be swifter and 
move with greater flair over others 
who struggle and appear rather 
awkward (particularly in sports). 
Similarly, few organisations seem 
to move quicker, action-driven 
and result-oriented while others 
move slowly and are risk-averse. 
Considering this viewpoint – is 
agility a privilege with which one 
is blessed? Or can it be developed 
as a skill, practice and DNA at both 
individual and organisation level? 
Can HR get organisations to accept, 
adapt, learn, grow and thrive in an 
Agile mindset? 

The answer to such 
questions can be 
approached by welcoming 
the following perspectives:

• Recognize and appreciate that 
goals, objectives and business 
focus constantly on change and 
evolve almost instantly today  

• Strategies need innovation and 
quick improvisation to meet the 
changing business challenges, 
thus creating a more resilient 
unit  

• Be comfortable with a learn 
fast and fail fast approach 
– allow teams to take tasks 
outside of their usual scope of 
work to facilitate and develop 
new skills 
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• Agile HR is a departure from 
the rule-based approach to 
a simpler, more productive, 
results-driven model

Keeping the above in mind, 
HR must operate on some key 
fundamentals to successfully 
establish an Agile framework and 
work towards establishing a firm 
Agile foundation. 

Begin from Where It 
Matters the Most – 
Recruitment!
HR must invest in creating a 
recruitment strategy that embodies 
the agile characteristics. Re-work 
on the content of company profile, 
job description and responsibilities. 
Ensure to adopt hiring practices 
that value attitude, behaviour and 
competency tuned to identifying 
candidates that have a flair for an 
agile mindset. Gamble with hiring 
candidates that are comfortable 
with risk-taking – they would never 
be discouraged to experiment 
and bring a new perspective in an 
assertive manner. Provide training 
to your interview panel team to 
ask specific questions that help 
extract an individual’s capacity on 
agile thinking. Explore candidates’ 
experience in situations where a 
planned action did not go well, 
and a need for improvisation was 

required. How was the situation 
handled? What was done to make 
the project/task successful?

Make Agile an Integral Part 
of Your Culture
HR must cover agility components 
like continuous innovation, 
nimble planning and execution, 
encourage experimentation, 
flexibility to improvise and promote 
empowerment as an integral part of 
the organisation’s Vision & Mission 
statement. HR must proactively 
provide the necessary L&D sessions, 
tools and simulation workshops 
to a different management level 
that helps bring about a sustained 
and flourished agile mindset as a 
natural process in the organisation. 
Look at critical things such as:

• The internal reward and 
recognition program must 
support the agile components 
to allow a more seamless 
adoption  

• Celebrate every small success 
that defines an agile way of 
doing things and acts as a 
powerful motivation for all 
employees  

• All 1:1 feedback session must 
promote and discuss agile 
thinking at a monthly and 
quarterly frequency 

• Goal setting and projects 
given to both individual and 
teams must again mirror an 
opportunity to implement 
agility 

• Promotions must carry a 
good weightage of agile 
demonstration 

• Make ‘agile squad teams’ to 
work across functions with 

units helping them to operate 
in an agile way of execution 

All these multiple touchpoints 
over a period of time will make the 
organisation agile in its thinking 
and execution in the truest sense!

Influence Agile Learning 
and Behaviour
Bringing in talent that favour 
agility is a great first step. Just 
like recruitment, agile behaviour 
supported by an able learning and 
development program is equally 
necessary for a win-win situation. 
An agile HR will always set up a 
robust framework to help establish 
and facilitate different ways to 
make agile learning a very visible 
part of the organisation – one that 
employees’ value and cherish, 
understanding fully well that it is 
a perfect means to keep themselves 
future fit. Make way for:

• Online learning modules 
defined by successful case 
studies from inside and outside 
the organisation 

• Develop Agile simulation 
workshops 

• Identify Projects that operate 
on short term impact and 
delivery 

• Pick individuals from different 
functions to jointly collaborate 
on new business initiatives 

• Promote temporary lateral 
movement into a business unit 
of employee’s preference and 
interest    

Employees Must Act 
Entrepreneurially
To achieve this is a significant 
success for any Agile HR unit. One 

“Be comfortable with a 
learn fast and fail fast 
approach – allow teams 
to take tasks outside 
of their usual scope of 
work to facilitate and 
develop new skills.”
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assured way to accomplish this 
objective is to establish employee 
empowerment. When the spirit of 
intrapreneurship is acceptable as 
a normal norm by peers, managers 
and executive management alike 
– magic happens. Employees no 
more operate under the notion 
of ‘working for’ but a ‘working 
with’ mindset. Ownership is at its 
peak and HR succeeds in creating 
a psychologically safe work 
environment. Risks and failures are 
encouraged in the ever-evolving 
customer behaviour (both internal 
and external), product adaptability 
and changing new technology – 
all of which are being upgraded 
today faster than ever before. 
Agile HR must pride themselves 
as an embodiment of change 
management and strongly highlight 
and showcase to all employees 
on how they can learn and act 
entrepreneurially – a must-have 
component for long-term success 

and scalability of both employees 
and the organisation.

To Bring it All Together
Individuals and companies do 
not have to have natural agile 
DNA. However, HR by means of 
establishing an agile framework 
governed by agile principles 
covering aspects of processes, 
people and internal collaborative 
networks can successfully 
transform organisations of all sizes 
and shapes to eat, sleep and breathe 
an agile mindset. Being agile is not 
just a good to have but a must-

have component as an absolute 
business imperative. The old HR 
perspective of policing employees 
through policies/procedures that 
restrict and hinder creativity/
innovation at work is a buried 
forgotten past. Agile HR work is 
not about managing people as 
resources but collaborating and 
developing them to build shared 
value for individuals, organisations, 
customers and investors alike. An 
agile framework is the way of the 
future and being future fit with 
an ‘Agile HR’ as its moderator and 
creator!

“When the spirit of intrapreneurship is acceptable 
as a normal norm by peers, managers and 
executive management alike – magic happens. 
Employees no more operate under the notion of 
‘working for’ but a ‘working with’ mindset.”
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New Recruitment 
Recipe: Hire the 
Referral & Referral 
Will Hire for You!

H
iring or Recruitment 
is something that 
always requires 
a lot of human 
effort along with 

the technical or web tools to 
serve the purpose. Generally, to 
approach talent we have multiple 
methods like job portals, manpower 
agencies, email marketing, 
social networks, old databases, 
and employee referral systems 
(EFS). Being in the HR domain, I 
have heard many times from my 
down the line team that data has 
exhausted and we are not getting 
fresh candidates or candidates are 

not showing interest in changing 
the job. This statement can’t allow 
you to sit in your cabin as this is 
a threat to your goals and targets 
of your organisation. On-boarding 
which is extended or happens 
late requires the same amount of 
effort as required in achieving 
it within the turnaround time 
(TAT) but it snatches the feeling of 
satisfaction from the recruiter of 
completing his/her goal on time. 
So, what would be the solution 
to this problem? More fresh data 
or to tap the passive job seekers 
is the answer. Here comes in the 
concept of Freelance Referral 

Ankur is the Senior Manager - HRBP at Unicode Systems Private 
Limited. He is a seasoned human resource professional with over 
15 years of work experience in various facets of HR. He is a post-
graduate in International Business from Pondicherry University. 
His specialties include- Compensation & Rewards, HR Analytics, 
Talent Development, Talent Acquisition, HR Policies design, Change 
Management, Manpower Planning & Statutory. Previously, he has 
worked with organisations like Sahara India, Sigma Trade Wings 
and Energy & Fire Tech India Private Limited As per him, employee 
happiness can make any milestone achievable.
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Freelance referral programs 
can be a part of modern 
recruitment, where employers 
can encourage Freelance 
Referral Associates (FRAs), 
through rewards, to refer 
relevant candidates for jobs 
in their organisations. With 
these programs, employers 
can not only find top job 
candidates but can also, 
create a good brand image 
of their organisation, while 
cutting down on costs and 
timelines.

“A freelance referral 
could be a student, 
unemployed person, 
a retired employee, 
housewife, or regular 
employee of any 
organisation but willing 
to earn some extra 
money by investing a 
few hours of their day.”

Associate (FRA). Now, first of all, 
let’s understand what a freelance 
referral system is.

What if, we give the opportunity 
to anyone to become a freelance 

referral. A Freelance Referral 
Associate (FRA) can be interested 
in getting monetary benefits 
by recommending a candidate 
against the opening posted on the 
company’s website, if candidate is 
selected. The registered FRAs will 
receive job openings updates on 
their personal email or through 
some social messenger/chat or text 
message to keep them connected 
always with upcoming vacancies. 
For each hire, he/she can earn a 
fixed amount or any commission-
based payout. A freelance referral 
could be a student, an unemployed 
person, a retired employee, 
housewife, or regular employee of 
any organisation but willing to earn 
some extra earning by investing a 
few hours of their day.

Now, the question is how 
this practice is going to be 
implemented? The organisations 
which are interested in adopting 
this process will have to create an 

online registration tab on their 
career section of the website for the 
registration of freelance referral 
associates (FRA). FRA will fill a 
complete joining form which is 
created alike the candidate’s joining 
formalities to gather all required 
information along with the bank 
account details in order to transfer 
the referral fee amount. There 
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“For appreciation, we can create a wall of fame 
for introducing the best FRA of the month on 
your company portal to motivate others who are 
dithering to join or invest their time. This is not 
tough as other network marketing channels even 
organisations can arrange a webinar to educate 
them about the company’s product line and can 
provide a basic understanding to selective or all 
FRAs to do better in the future.”
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would be one section in which FRA 
can access the status of his/her 
recommended candidate against 
the opening and also the payment 
status if a candidate is through. 
Service Level Agreement (SLA) can 
be mentioned therein to avoid any 
miscommunication in the future. 

The organisation should have a 
proper and clear policy to motivate 
FRA in participating in recruitment 
activity. Like network marketing, 
an organisation can give any sort 
of benefit financially or in the form 
of gift to the recommender FRA, if 
any candidate shared by him/her 

gets selected. If we take a close view 
on this pattern, without putting 
any effort, people will start visiting 
your organisation’s website to 
participate in recruitment activity 
which will increase word of mouth 
publicity in your vicinity. This will 
create a good brand image of your 
organisation in the market because 
these FRAs will always motivate 
passive candidates of their network 
in a positive way to apply against 
the opening your organisation has. 
So technically, you are killing two 
birds with one stone - Organisation 
will get candidates and at the same 
time they will also get branding of 
their organisation, that too, free of 
cost.

For adopting this process, all we 
need is a good Applicant Tracking 
System (ATS) tool to parse the 
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“An FRA would be a new designation in the 
upcoming time in the HR industry. FRAs will not be 
required to register themselves as a company or a 
firm to work in this pattern, they can simply work 
in their free time for extra earnings. They can even 
register themselves with multiple companies. These 
FRAs will not be like regular freelancer recruiters 
or manpower agencies. Their efforts will be limited 
to referring the candidates only.”
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resumes in order to avoid duplicacy. 
In case any candidate referred by 
any FRA is active in his/her account 
for any specific period then the 
other FRA can also recommend 
the same candidate but only after 
a period of three months, or else, 
the ATS system will share the 
response to other FRA for data 
duplicacy. The parsing system 
should be strong enough to identify 
that the major keywords exist in 
the uploaded profile or not as per 
the requirements of the vacant job 
position. By implementing technical 
surveillance, we can filter those 
resumes which are not matching 
with our requirements and at the 
time of uploading such resumes the 
system-generated alert will notify 
the FRA for the same to improve his 
screening. 

For an appreciation of FRA, we 
can create a wall of fame for 
introducing the best FRA of the 
month on the company’s web 
portal to motivate others who are 
dithering to join or invest their 
time. This is not as tough as other 
network marketing channels 
even organisations can arrange a 
webinar to educate FRA about the 
company’s product line and can 
provide a basic understanding of 
opening to all FRAs to do better in 
the future.

This process will make an 
organisation’s recruitment 
system more result orientated 
by approaching these passive 
candidates who are not even 
visiting their LinkedIn account and 
job portal accounts. These passive 
candidates can be recommended 
by FRA. The major benefit of this 
practice is that we are somehow 
reducing our recruitment expenses 
too. All we need is to viral our 
process through social media 

networks or digital platforms to 
bring awareness to people about 
this new pattern of earning while 
sitting at home. All we just need 
to make a concrete policy for 
giving fair benefits to FRAs and to 
reserve the rights of candidates and 
employers.

An FRA would be a new designation 
in the upcoming time in the 
HR industry. FRAs will not be 
required to register themselves 
as a company or a firm to work 
in an environment, they can 
simply work in their free time 
for extra earnings. They can even 
register themselves with multiple 
companies. These FRAs will not be 
like regular freelancer recruiters or 
manpower agencies. Their efforts 
will be limited to referring to the 
candidates only.

This could be useful practice for 
housewives, who are especially 
management graduates or coming 
from IT backgrounds but currently 
not able to work, they can refer 
their friends and family members 
for these openings. Generally, 
candidates are so busy in their 
routine professional and personal 
life that they do not get time to 
search a job, even when they 

wish to change; therefore, such 
acquaintances can become our 
source of communication with 
them.

Due to this COVID 19 impact, 
when candidates are supposed 
to avoid traveling in the current 
pandemic situation for the job hunt 
has become now a big challenge 
especially for those candidates who 
are living away from metro cities 
or major cities, can be referred by 
these FRAs. Generally, Company 
recruiters do not get desired 
results according to their efforts 
due to passive approach of the 
potential candidate or sometimes 
candidates are not registered on 
those job portals they are using for 
job search. In this scenario, word 
of mouth networking can help 
someone to get a job referral while 
sitting at home and FRA can earn 
on candidate’s selection.

In conclusion, I wholeheartedly 
recommend that HR heads should 
work on freelance referral program 
since this would soon become a 
cost-effective and game-changing 
step in the recruitment industry.



ALL THINGS TALENT JUNE 202062

Virtual On-boarding: 
The Time is NOW

W
ho would have 
ever thought 
that they would 
be a part of 
history and 

experience a phenomenon that 
possibly occurs once in a century? 
Not knowing the magnitude of the 
pandemic, the way everyone has 
been reacting to the coronavirus 
situation is a learning in itself, 
including the governments, people, 
businesses, organisations, etc. 
Imagine an anthill in front of you, 
what happens when you throw a 
stone at it? The ants scurry out, 
similarly, this is exactly what is 
happening on the ground. There’s 
a lot of confusion at the moment-
In a pandemic characterized by 
extreme uncertainty, people are 
anxious and worried because the 
reality is no one really knows when 
will the Coronavirus go away, what 

medication will work and what 
does it take to be really safe. While 
this is just one aspect the other 
is, businesses need to continue 
and keep their operations afloat; 
shutdown will have a key impact on 
the economy, as all business sectors 
will be adversely affected which in 
turn will affect the entire business 
ecosystem. 

There is way too much uncertainty 
and subjectivity at play, with 
disruptive measures being taken 
by organisations and a major shift 
in mindsets on the business and 
personal front as well. Imagine 
in such a scenario what happens 
to the new recruits who amidst 
all the volatility are joining a new 
organisation? Are they safe? Will 
they get the required access? If the 
business does not do well will the 
organisation follow a LIFO model? 

Rajita is the Head - HR  and Marketing Communications at 
Broadridge. She is an experienced professional with two decades 
of experience in HR/Talent end to end. In her previous stints, she 
was the Recruitment Head at ADP. Her specialties include- Talent 
Engagement, Performance Management, Learning and Development, 
and Resource Management. 

Will there be a flat salary for the 
next year? Will they be welcome? 
The apprehension is a valid one 
and natural too, which is why many 
organisations who have decided to 
honour their commitments and who 
continue to hire have successfully 
implemented virtual on-boarding. 

Due to stay-at-home policies and 
social distancing, companies now 
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Amidst COVID-19 crisis, 
on-boarding new hires when 
everyone is working from 
home has special challenges. 
However, HR is coming out 
with great solutions with the 
help of the technology and 
innovative practices where 
they are driving the remote 
recruitment process end-to-
end and recommencing with 
on-boarding. Consider these 
best practices to make your 
virtual on-boarding process 
succeed.

don’t have an option but to resort 
to automated systems that offer 
virtual screening environment and 
interviewing experience. Innovative 
software, including chatbot 
engagement, online assessments, 
automated scheduling and video 
interviewing is seamlessly driving 
the remote recruitment process 
end-to-end and assisting HR in 
recommencing with all their HR 
functions such as recruitment, 
on-boarding, payrolls and even 
training and development. 
However, hiring and preparing for 
virtual on-boarding in the midst of 
such a crisis has special challenges. 
HR will have to figure out how to 
implement new practices to support 
the remote working model and 
recommence with the offer letters 
after the recruitment process while 
maintaining business continuity. 

Technology holds the pen to the 
saga and is an enabler and virtual 
on-boarding only provides a 
great experience to it. It is a great 
opportunity to enhance the C3 
model:

• Build personal Connect 
with the new joinees. In 
fact, providing bite-sized 
communication with relevant 
information based on what 
information is gathered pre-
onboarding is a plus.

• Communication should 
become much more transparent 
and to the succinct. This is 
greatly appreciated.

• Collaboration not only within 
the new joiners, but also with 
the shared services who are 
responsible for coordinating 
and ensuring that the 
experience is world-class.

• Investment in virtual reality 
and providing a virtual tour of 
the office sitting at home is a 
big win.

• Knowing what to expect not 
just as part of the on-boarding 
but also the plan for the 30-60-
90-120 days. 

• Availability, whom to connect 
with, and a bud within the 
organisation always helps.

• Provides a deeper inroad to 
the culture, leaders and the 
team. As the physical space 
constraint has been removed, 
it has collapsed the time and 
brought people closer.

• An SHRM study revealed that 
69% of new joiners stay with 
the organisation for more than 
3 years if their on-boarding 
experience has been great. 

• Leaders need to walk the 
talk and being available to 
interact with new joiners only 
exemplifies the values and 
builds trust which is imperative 
especially when someone gets 
on board. 

The man who saw the Digital 
Tsunami coming years ago - Abhijit 
Bhaduri had shared in 2011, the 
4 on-boarding pillars of a well-

designed on-boarding plan by 
authors Mark Stein and Lilith 
Christiansen as sketched out below. 
What is interesting to note is that 
in principle they still hold good, 
just that the mode of delivery has 
changed. 

“Innovative software, 
including chatbot 
engagement, online 
assessments, 
automated scheduling 
and video interviewing 
is seamlessly driving 
the remote recruitment 
process end-to-end 
and assisting HR in 
recommencing with all 
their functions.”

To be able to accomplish all of this, 
it’s critically urgent to see this 
change happen via the behaviour 
of the Shared Services, Leaders, 
Teams and the entire organisational 
ecosystem. HR needs to drive 
and power this change by way 
of innovative practices, using 
new channels of communication 
and possibly leveraging on the 
social profiles of their employees. 
Imbibing this in the organisation’s 
DNA will decide the fate of it.
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Work-from-Home vs Work-
from-Office: A Perspective 
Beyond COVID-19
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E
very office goer, at 
some point in time, 
has complained about 
the great ordeal of 
commuting to and from 

office. Or the monotony of office 
cubicles, and the many unnecessary 
round-table meetings. These 
factors at times also result in lower 
employee productivity and a lack of 
motivation.

For employers, keeping their 
employees productive and 
motivated is paramount. 
With the radical advancement of 
communication technology and 
the Internet boom, we have seen 
a rise in the work-from-home 
trend. This was a boon for many 
employees for whom travelling 5-6 
days a week was a genuine ordeal. 
For employers, it also meant lower 
overheads.

However, despite the benefits, work 
from home didn’t really gain a 
strong impetus.

But it all changed with the 
COVID-19 crisis. Even companies 
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who never thought work-from-
home was possible for them, had to 
make the shift. 

The lockdowns that followed the 
pandemic saw offices, both big and 
small, shutting their doors, and 
it pushed a big part of the global 
as well as the Indian workforce to 
work from home. 

Even when all of this ends, the 
idea of “social distancing” and the 
fear of another health hazard will 
continue to loom over the minds 
of individuals. Work-from-home is 
bound to remain a part of almost 
every organisation across the globe.
But does this mean the work-from-

A collaborative work 
culture creates a 
sense of belonging 
for a team and 
boosts team spirit. 
It is also easier 
for employees to 
absorb the company 
culture if they are 
physically present at 
the location.

office will be a thing of the past? 
Can work-from-home completely 
replace work-from-office?

Work-from-Home vs Work-
from-Office: Evaluating the 
Arguments
The debate on the viability of the 
entire organisation or some of their 
employees working from home has 
been going on for decades. 
A popular survey has found that 
nearly 65% of employees are more 
productive in their home office than 
in a traditional workplace. But we 
all know that one statistic cannot be 
the answer to all the questions and 
apprehensions.
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So, let’s start by evaluating the 
arguments for and against this 
emerging phenomenon.

Commuting
The biggest relief for employees 
working from home is not having to 
undertake long, tedious commutes. 
According to a study, on average, 
Indians spend 7% of their day 

commuting to the office. That 
equals roughly two hours on the 
road per day. That’s quite a lot of 
time and a lot of boring traffic, 
right?

All that time can essentially 
be saved by telecommuting. 
Telecommuting simply means 
working remotely or from home 

With the radical advancement of 
communication technology and the Internet 
boom, we have seen a rise in the work-
from-home trend. This was a boon for many 
employees for whom travelling 5-6 days a 
week was a genuine ordeal. For employers, it 
also meant lower overheads.

by making full use of the internet, 
email, and phone.

While there are still some people 
who enjoy the travel and want a 
separation of home and office, there 
are others who think differently. 
People would rather prefer to spend 
more time with their family or 
indulge in their hobbies than spend 
it cursing the traffic.
So, given a choice, people would like 
to escape the rush hour commute 
and settle to working from the 
comfort of their homes.

Communication
According to the 2020 State of 
Business Communication Report, 
face-to-face communication is still 
the most preferred communication 
method among employees. And 
no, this doesn’t include video 
conferencing.

This is something that one can get 
only in an office space. This also 
opens up immense opportunities 
for networking. Apart from 
business planning, human beings 
are social creatures and crave 
active conversations. Sharing a 
cup of coffee or interacting during 
lunchtime can go a long way in 
building lasting relationships.

Even for an employer, 
communicating with the employees 
may be a cause of concern. Many 
believe that a Zoom call cannot 
be as effective as a round-table 
conference. A face-to-face chat 
can often be more clarifying than 
phone calls. A widely-accepted rule 
is that communication is only 7 
percent verbal and 93 percent non-
verbal. The non-verbal component 
was made up of body language 
(55 percent) and tone of voice (38 
percent).
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A face-to-face chat can often be more 
clarifying than phone calls. A widely-
accepted rule is that communication is only 
7 percent verbal and 93 percent non-verbal. 
The non-verbal component was made up of 
body language (55 percent) and tone of voice 
(38 percent)

Communication still happens 
when you’re working remotely, 
but its nature differs. Face-to-face 
communication translates to video 
calls. Short conversations turn into 
Slack messages. Emails...well, they 
never stop piling up.

Flexibility
Working from an office is about 
following a strict office timetable. 
The dreaded alarm clock will buzz 
at the same time every day, and 
even if one is behind schedule, they 
would go to superhuman lengths to 
be at their desks before anyone else 
notices the delay.

Well, that has changed with 
working from home. If a company 
is new to this, the chances are 
that they will stick to the 9-to-5 
(or 9-to-6) schedule, but even then, 
employees will have the option to 
get an extra hour of sleep and will 
get to choose their own lunchtime. 
Moreover, employees can choose 
to work from anywhere - their 
bedroom, their living room, by 
the balcony, provided they get 
good internet connectivity in 
those places. The need for a well-
groomed, formal look round-the-
clock isn’t a necessity anymore.

As more companies adopt a remote-
first policy, working hours are 
likely to shift to fit the employee’s 
schedule. This means more 
flexibility and freedom on the part 
of the employees and for employers, 
lesser stress in managing them.
However, the downside to this 
is many employees struggle to 
disconnect when working from 
home. With the start-time being 
flexible and with the absence of 
a rigid routine, it can easily put 
employees off track and they might 
end up spending even more time in 
front of the computer.

Work Environment
The right work ambience boosts 
productivity while the wrong 
one can be harshly detrimental 
to it. When working at the office, 
employees don’t have a choice 
in their work environment or 
office setting. If they have a noisy 
coworker, they just have to bear 
with it. Or if the air conditioner is 
bothering someone, they can’t just 
get up and turn it off.

At home, one has the option to 
optimise their workspace as per 
their requirements and preferences. 
But living with a large family, 
especially with kids, can be equally 
distracting. If the neighbour is fond 
of blaring loudspeakers, one can 
hardly do anything about it. These 
only affect the focus, but can also 
cause unwanted nuisance during 
important phone calls or video 
conferences.

Productivity
In a popular survey, 47% of 
employees said they strongly agree 
that flexible work arrangements 
“would or do allow me to be more 
productive” and 31% said they 
somewhat agree. This is commonly 
attributed to fewer interruptions, 
less stress from no commute, 
minimal office politics, and a 
personalised, quiet environment. 
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Consistent research has also shown 
that remote workers usually log 
longer hours than their office-
bound counterparts.
However, one great boon of office 
life is the productive vibes from the 
coworkers. It’s always bustling with 
activity, and this can keep a person 
motivated to get through the heap 
of work. If an employee is prone to 
procrastination, then they are likely 
to have more opportunities to do so 
at home than at the office.

Management
While the employees have a lot of 
reasons to love working from home, 
the biggest debate is whether the 
management team feels the same 
way about it. With the COVID-19 
situation, many organisations 
have had to choose the work-from-
home model all of a sudden. This 
has presented a new challenge for 
managers who have never managed 
a remote workforce before.

When working from an office, 
managers have a clear view of what 
the team members are working 
on. They can easily go up to an 
employee and ask questions or 
hold short discussions or give a 
small pep talk if they find someone 
slacking. But this is not possible if 
the employees are working from 
home. 
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Shifting from office-based work 
to remote working needs essential 
shifts in the company policies. 
Maintaining communication will 
be the key. However, managers 
need not be too worried as there are 
plenty of tools to manage a remote 
workforce. We have a curated list of 
such tools over here.

Financial Costs
A key benefit for organisations 
choosing to have their employees 
work from home is that it helps 
them cut down on some otherwise 
essential costs.

Going by popular opinion, nearly 
77% of executives believe allowing 
employees to work remotely may 
lead to lower operating costs. A 
company entirely based on working 
from home won’t need to pay 
the office rent. Utility bills and 
other management costs can be 
significantly lowered as well.
For employees, too, this is a win-
win deal. They can save big on 
transport costs and the expenses 
of maintaining a formal wardrobe 
and are less likely to be tempted to 
go out and spend money on happy 
hours, or eating out frequently. 

But working from home has its 
own unavoidable expenses. There 
is an initial investment in setting 
up the right workplace and cutting 
down these will only result in 
lower productivity. Typically, 
these expenses include desks, 
chairs, network routers, and 
monitors. There is also the monthly 
broadband expense, which some 
organisations may choose to bear 
but others will not.

Employee Onboarding & 
Training
‘Out of sight, out of mind’ is a true 
saying. Despite the list of work-

47% of employees 
said they strongly 
agree that flexible 
work arrangements 
“would or do allow 
me to be more 
productive” and 
31% said they 
somewhat agree. 
This is commonly 
attributed to fewer 
interruptions, less 
stress from no 
commute, minimal 
office politics, and a 
personalised, quiet 
environment.

from-home benefits, physical 
distance adds a few of its own 
challenges. For instance, interns 
and new employees get a lot more 
value when they are sitting side by 
side with their manager, mentor, 
and peers. It effectively eases the 
learning curve,something that’s 
harder to achieve when they are all 
working from home.

Virtual onboarding can be a bit 
more complex. Logistic issues 
also show up while setting up the 
employee’s workstation with a 
laptop, access keys, etc. Getting a 
new employee acquainted with the 
team also becomes more difficult.

Team Building & Work 
Culture
An organisation, be it of 20 
employees or of 2000, is a collective 
entity. Team spirit and work 
culture are the two defining 
characteristics of every company. 
While not outright impossible, 
working remotely poses challenges 
to team building. If a company has 
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two sections of employees, some 
of them based out of the office and 
others working from home, it might 
lead to involuntary discrimination. 
Knowledge barriers can creep in 
as there is a chance that someone 
won’t get invited to a meeting, or 
someone will not receive important 
communication.

Simply speaking, brainstorming 
sessions with employees before a 
physical whiteboard is likely to be 
more productive than ‘cyber white-
boarding’ with people in remote 
locations. A collaborative work 
culture creates a sense of belonging 
for a team and boosts team spirit. 

It is also easier for employees to 
absorb the company culture if 
they are physically present at the 
location.

What does the Future Look 
Like?
Working from home is still a 
relatively new trend but a very 
promising one. 

One study by Upwork estimates 
that by 2028, 73% of all departments 
will have remote workers.
But can this new trend overwrite 
the good, old office cubicles and 
round-table conferences? Well, that 
needs to be seen.
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The global pandemic will definitely 
have its implications. In a post-
COVID world, the dynamics of 
office culture have changed. Being 
forced into work-from-home due 
to the lockdowns has helped to 
bust some myths and cleared 
many scepticisms against remote 
working.

Remote working, with all its 
benefits, though, will not be 
effective for every company. Some 
jobs require people to be at the 
office or in the field. Also, it has 
been found that older workers or 
people who live in places with lousy 
broadband access can struggle to 
work remotely. 

However, in India, 
telecommunication and 
accessibility to the internet are 
booming. This has contributed to 
the growth and spread of the work-
from-home culture.
Statistics show that 69% of 
millennials would give up other 
work benefits for a more flexible 
working space. Another survey 
has found that companies that 
allow remote work have 25% lower 
employee turnover than those that 
don’t.

So, even as the lockdowns ease 
and offices open their gates once 
again, the rules of social distancing 
are likely to stay for long. The 
employers have to now decide on 
how to best accommodate their 
employees, while also keeping the 
interests of the organisation in 
mind. A mix of work-from-home 
and work-from-office is something 
we expect to see become a new 
norm in the ‘new normal’ world.
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