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The rallying cry from boardrooms is 

increasingly familiar: agility, innovation 

and entrepreneurial spirit are the 

watchwords for growth. 

Businesses are alive to the pressures 

of disruption. The cycle of change 

— of new  products, new channels 

and new operating models — has 

shortened dramatically; the iPhone 8 

and iPhone X models were released 

within months of each other, for 

instance. The well-defined, yet 

sluggish, organizational model of fixed 

roles and rigid structures no longer 

works. Executives face contradictory 

impulses: to pursue a growth 

trajectory while simultaneously 

shaking up the business.

Mercer’s 2019 Global Talent Trends 

Study found executives are confident 

they are making good progress 

on agility as an organizational 

competence - 30% regard their 

company as change-agile today, 

up from 18% in 2018. Yet our 

conversations with clients reveal a 

feeling that transformations never 

feel complete in an age of continuous 

change. As learnings soak in, new 

opportunities emerge. A vision of 

agility is a business imperative — and 

HR can’t sit on the sidelines if that 

vision is to become reality. But what 

might a change-agile organization 

look like?

First of all, business units need to be 

nimble with independent budgets so 

they can get going, change direction 

or wind down — quickly. Relatively 

unbound from the corporate 

bureaucracy, these small teams 

monitor change and pivot as required. 

To support their work while remaining 

lightweight, these nimble units draw 

on a set of internal and external 

platforms, such as cloud services, 

pools of contingent workers, shared 

service centers, business partners 

and outsourcing providers. US-based 

online retailer Zappos is an example: 

Structured like a city, people and 

businesses are self-organizing and 

act like entrepreneurs.

Viewed from the top, the C-suite 

takes an investment portfolio 

approach to managing this dynamic 

structure as units plug in or unplug. 

Metrics to assess agility and 

innovation are part of executives’ 

toolkit for monitoring performance. 

They are mindful that agility is a game 

of two halves: Current organizations 

are adept at generating new ideas 

and strategies, but execution often 

gets bogged down. It is therefore 

important to put emphasis on 

execution speed and set explicit goals 

for experimentation.  

Job boundaries will blur, at least in 

part. Armed with a set of objectives, 
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fixed role descriptions give way to small team-

based roles. Within these small teams, leaders 

can redeploy people based on strategic 

priorities and market demands. The future  

of work is work, not jobs — although this may 

face fierce opposition from governments 

and labor unions. The trend toward team-

based responsibilities has already started; 

for example, China’s BAT companies (Baidu, 

Alibaba and Tencent) have shifted their talent 

focus toward multidisciplinary talent with high 

flexibility and learning agility. Many Chinese 

media and digital businesses are starting to  

do the same.

The same fluidity will apply to organizational 

boundaries. Companies will continuously 

review and shift their approach to managing 

capabilities in-house as well as through a 

web of partners, suppliers or joint ventures, 

where capabilities and outcomes matter 

more than who does the work, or where the 

work is done. A recent example from Mercer 

client experience is an Australian pensions 

and financial services firm. The company’s 

small number of in-house employees manage 

an ecosystem of more than 700 people in 

partner organizations, including financial 

planners, investment managers and fund 

administrators, as well as digital marketing and 

analytics agencies.

Finally, agility is not for everyone. Or, at least, 

not for every part of the organization. A 

dual operating model has emerged in many 

organizations under which some parts move 

rapidly to a digital business and operating 

“Current organizational development roles within  
HR teams are a start; baking that expertise into a 
suitable set of HR practices is a smart solution.”

model, whereas other areas — such as legal 

and compliance departments — transform at  

a slower pace to ensure consistency and  

risk management.

H R  AT  T H E  H E L M

HR is an important partner in reaching  

these agility goals. A fast-adapting 

organization needs HR to develop its own 

strategic capability, just as business  

leaders become well-versed in HR 

implications. Current organizational 

development roles within HR teams are a 

start; baking that expertise into a suitable  

set of HR practices is a smart solution. 

Processes such as career pathing, 

performance management and learning and 

development must all adapt to facilitate 

change at speed.

The talent profile will evolve, too. An agile 

structure requires core leaders to shift 

between stable and nimble business units, 

turning the company’s mission into action and 

working alongside specialists. Individuals will 

move around based on ambition, cultivating 

the skills necessary to take on multiple roles. 

And training and incentives come into play 

to encourage a lab mindset — one in which 

growth fueled by experimentation and where 

innovation becomes the norm. 

A culture of continuous regeneration will help 

organizations navigate uncertain waters; with 

executives keen to partner this year, HR is in 

prime position to steer the way. 
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