
River Island (RI); the iconic high street fashion brand known to some of our readers as Chelsea Girl and 
Concept Man is our first vanguard.  Thirty years since River Island took its name, Nebel Crowhurst 
joined as their Head of People Experience and talked to us about how this family-owned business 
(whose founder is in his 90s and still comes to work!) moved to an agile way of working so that HR 
could deliver more to the business, quicker. They now use agile principles and chatbots to transform 
even the most linear and annual of HR processes such as the dreaded performance review.

Up until recently, the nature of Nebel’s role at River Island hadn’t really existed. She wanted to 
support a people-oriented culture and so introduced the ‘People Experience’ function which is a 
collection of HR practitioners, Learning and Development, Performance Management, Reward and 
Recognition, Culture, Internal Communications, and Engagement. Their role is to inspire people to 
want to work for RI from the 7-year-old girl who comes into the shop, to progress, grow and develop 
even if they leave when they hope the cycle starts again when they have children. 

In this chapter, we explore how RI has managed to lead the AI and Agile game in the retail and fashion 
sector and how others might follow.

‘Would you rather have data that tells you
something new?’
Having spent 7 years at Virgin Holidays, Nebel
feels she really understands how HR can make a
difference to individuals’ work and lives, and to
the success of the business. When Nebel first
started off in HR, she drove an evidence-based
people practice, taking inspiration from data
science. The People Experience function has
learned to use data to get senior buy-in for
trying something new and by being brave in
questioning the current state.

The team demonstrated that performance
rating data is meaningless and lacks credibility.
‘Telling the CEO that 70% of employees have
completed their form isn’t adding ‘insight’. They
posed the question ‘Would you rather have
data that tells you something new?’ followed by
‘Can you trust us to try something new and
iterate this so you can contribute?’.

Lesson Proposed: River Island has said goodbye
to annual appraisals. How? ‘Just be brave’
Nebel chimes. Challenging the status quo is
much easier when a) you know what problems
your business is trying to solve or b) you know
what insights are needed to achieve the
business strategy.

Use this list as inspiration to think about what
insights your business needs so you can offer a
new way to find them:

• Who are our top performers and are we 
rewarding and recognising them 
appropriately? 

• Who is at risk of leaving and what can 
we do about those we want to stay?

• Which of our recruits stay the longest 
and perform well? How can we recruit 
more of them? 

• Who is at risk of stress or burnout and 
what can we do to support them? 

• Do more engaged employees correlate 
with higher sales in their stores? 

What is Agile HR?
‘Agile utilises a set of principles and a project
methodology used in software development to
deliver more to the business quicker’ says
Nebel. It describes a culture in which change is
welcome, and the customer is the focus of the
work. The key principles to consider are shown
in Figure 1 on the following page.
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weeks faster than if they had used a traditional
project approach. Another great result was
working in a sprint in the last two weeks before
opening a new store and managing to open 2
days early which had a significant financial
benefit for the business.

Lesson proposed: Whether you are running an
AI project or something less technical, try
holding daily stand ups to maintain momentum
and why not create a physical Kanban board in
your office to facilitate these meetings? The
added benefit of using a physical board instead
of managing everything online is that people
outside the project team see it and ask
questions. The RI marketing team loved HR’s
boards so much that they started doing their
own.
There are also lots of cost-effective tools to
facilitate agile ways of working such as
Microsoft Teams, Slack and Trello Boards for
virtual Kanban boards, video conferencing,
team discussions and file sharing.

So how can HR, a function who has historically
lagged behind in the deployment and adoption
of technology, start working as a software
development team?

Sprints, Kanban Boards and Stand-ups
The first example Nebel gives of using agile
principles to get better, faster results is a recent
project to become an Employee Provider for
the Apprenticeship Levy. The apprenticeship
program can either be designed inhouse or
outsourced and River Island wanted to do this
internally.
Looking at the amount of work required, Nebel
had what she calls ‘an OSM – an Oh Sh**
Moment’ when they realised how much there
was to do within hard approaching deadlines. ‘It
was a massive task which just wouldn’t work
with a traditional waterfall approach’.

So they split the project into Sprints; 2-week
windows of intense work with clear
deliverables. They used Kanban boards to
visualise a ‘to do’ list, work in progress, work
that was being tested and validated, and
completed activities. And they held 15 minute
daily stand-ups to discuss what was done
yesterday, what is planned for today, and
what’s blocking us from achieving today’s plan?

The result of these 3 interventions was RI were
up and running as an Employee Provider in time
to meet the Government deadlines and 6
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Figure 2: Example virtual Kanban board

Figure 1: Agile Principles



Retrospectives; looking back to move
forwards
Another principle of agile working that can be
applied to AI, Automation and other projects is
constantly gathering feedback from the
business about what’s working (and what’s
not). Retrospectives at the end of each sprint
help the team agree what to stop, start and
continue.

One area for improvement that was identified
early through this process at RI was the need
for more face-to-face support for managers to
use newly introduced technology and
processes. The team worked backwards after
that feedback to develop and upskill managers
in time for subsequent phases.

Lesson proposed: Most project teams struggle
to find time after Go Live to formally collect
lessons learned and reflect on what can be
improved on the next big program. Scheduling
honest and regular retrospectives as often as
every 2-4 weeks makes feedback easier to give
and receive and means positive changes can be
implemented sooner. RI also makes their
retrospectives open to anyone so that other
individuals and teams can contribute and learn
from the session.

Specialist agile roles
To facilitate two-week sprints and stand-ups
actually delivering results, there are some
requirements for the structure and skillset of
the team.

The diagram below shows the key roles, the
newest of which to learn about might be the
Scrum Master.

This is an impartial facilitator who can remove
the blockers stated in the stand-ups and
provide independent advice and feedback to
the other team members.

Lesson proposed: Hire or train a Scrum Master
to facilitate your sprints. Project managers can
attend a two-day training course to learn the
Scrum Master basics combined with speaking to
other people who have conducted successful
sprints such as our vanguard businesses and
your IT department if they are already using an
agile methodology.

Using a CoachBot to improve teamwork
Saberr is a chatbot provider we are particularly
impressed with and so are River Island. Before
meeting Nebel, we’d already met Saberr’s
founder Alistair Shepherd (an aerospace
engineer turned entrepreneur who researched
why relationships were at the heart of many
failed start-ups at Harvard University) to hear
why so many companies are using his chatbot.

CoachBot works by:

• Supporting scheduling, creating shared
agendas and taking notes in one-to-one
meetings

• Asking the team questions between
meetings to align objectives and identify
challenges to talk through in the next
meeting

• Visualising and sharing the progress of the
team to ensure transparency and movement
towards the same goals

• Providing insight into how well teams are
aligned across an organisation
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Figure 3: Role descriptions of the agile team Figure 4: Saberr Coachbot platform 

https://www.saberr.com/


4. The transformation journey (if the problem
won’t be solved overnight, what might the
roadmap look like for designing and
deploying the change in phases and what
benefits come at each stage?)

5. Evidence of this working elsewhere (other
businesses that you look up to, competitors
and thought leaders)

6. A recommended option and next steps

Performance Management as an approach not
a process
A final demonstration of how this innovative
retail and fashion brand has moved towards an
agile way of working is the eradication of
annual appraisals towards an approach where:

• Career conversations happen 2 – 3 times a
year with effective one to ones as needed

• Employees lead career development
meetings not managers

• Managers are responsible for explaining
where their team is today, where they can
be in the future and what they can do to
help you get there plus how Learning &
Development can support progression

RI also conduct pulse surveys instead of annual
engagement surveys but Nebel points out that
this requires more resource to take action on
the results so only move to pulse surveys if you
have the skills and capacity to do something
with them!

Next on the list of traditional processes to be
disrupted at River Island is the annual pay
review. This now relies on intuition over
formulas which some people say is unfair but
‘not as unfair as forced distribution’ says the
People Experience team. And actually, the
number of pay-related grievances has gone
down.

We’re seriously impressed with the agile
approach that River Island has demonstrated,
and hope that this story helps you on your
journey towards becoming more agile!

The benefits River Island and other Saberr
customers such as the NHS are seeing include;

• Movement away from individual targets 
towards more collaborative non-
hierarchical working which is actually more 
productive

• A feeling of equality rather than agendas 
being pushed from the top which leads to 
more motivated people

• Better conversations in teams resulting in 
higher engagement

• More trust between team members and 
therefore better decisions being made 

• Improved wellbeing as stress and burnout 
are prevented, identified and discussed

• Organisational agility through encouraging 
people to share tasks and take on other 
people’s activities where needed for the 
benefit of the team progressing.

Use examples of where chatbots or agile
working has been proven elsewhere
Nebel flags that Tracey Walters at Sky took
quite a different approach to move towards
agile ways of working and stopped everything
for 3 months while they made a substantial shift
whereas that approach wouldn’t have worked
for RI.

Lesson proposed: Investigate and describe the
options for implementing what you’d like to try
out so your business can see you’ve considered
a range and chosen one that you think fits the
culture, constraints, budget and objectives of
your team.

Veran encourages businesses to create a Case
for Change which might include 6 slides that tell
the story of;

1. The rationale (what problem are you trying
to solve and why does this need to be
solved now?)

2. The options (from doing nothing, to doing
something, to doing something radical)

3. The pros and cons of these options
(including cost, benefits and considerations)
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