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guidance needed to move forward with confidence.
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1. Introduction

In the past few decades, data privacy laws in the European Union have transformed dramatically. What began as general
directives to protect consumer data has evolved into one of the world’s most comprehensive privacy regulations, the General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). GDPR reshaped how organizations collect, store, and use personal information, and it
doesn’t stop with customer data. It extends into internal operations, especially Human Resources.

At the heart of HR operations is the Human Resource Information System (HRIS). It manages everything from recruitment
records and payroll data to employee performance and health-related documents. These systems have brought efficiency and
centralization, but they’ve also introduced complex risks. HRIS platforms hold the employees’ sensitive personal data, making
them a prime area of focus for privacy compliance. For HR teams, GDPR is a legal checkbox that helps to earn trust. Employees
expect their personal details to be handled with care. Whether it’s processing job applications, managing leave records, or
handling disciplinary actions, every touchpoint must meet GDPR’s standards for transparency, security, and fairness.

This white paper explores how GDPR affects HRIS and how companies can align their systems and practices. As regulations
continue to evolve, the role of HR in protecting employee data is becoming very critical.

Organizations that take this seriously will have no issues with compliance and quickly gain employee’s trust.
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2. What is GDPR and why it matters to HR

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) law came

into effect in 2018 across the European Union. It was

designed to give people more control over their personal data.

Though it is focused on customer and marketing data, it also

has major implications for how companies manage employee

information.

GDPR is based on a few key principles that every HR

department must follow:

= Lawfulness and Transparency: Employees should
know what data is being collected, why it’s needed, and
how it will be used. Consent must be clear and informed,
not buried in paperwork

= Purpose Limitation: Data should only be used for
specific reasons shared with the employee. If the data
was collected for payroll, it shouldn’t be reused for
performance evaluation unless explicitly stated.

= Data Minimization: Only data necessary for a specific
task should be collected. Gathering data more than what
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is required is not compliant.

= Accuracy: Employee records must be kept up to date.

= Storage Limitation: Data shouldn’t be held longer than
needed and clear retention policies are essential.

= Integrity and Confidentiality: Security measures
should be in place to prevent unauthorized access or loss.

= Accountability: Organizations must be able to prove
they’re following these rules.

Under GDPR employee data is personal data. This includes
names, addresses, job titles, bank details, and identification
numbers. Special category data, such as health records,
disability information, or trade union membership are more
sensitive. It requires stricter handling and can only be
processed under specific conditions, such as explicit consent
or legal obligation.

Failing to follow these rules can damage employee trust.
That’s why HR’s role in GDPR compliance is a legal
responsibility, but putting it into practice is quite challenging.

Storage Limitation

Lawfulness and
Transparency

Accuracy

Maintaining up-to-date and
correct employee records.

Retaining data only as long as \ Ensuring employees are
necessary.
Q Q and usage.

Data Minimization

Collecting only necessary data
for specific tasks.

informed about data collection

Purpose Limitation

Using data only for specified
and communicated purposes.

Fig 1: Navigating GDPR Complince in HR: Key Principles and Practices

3. The GDPR Challenges for HRIS

Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) have become
a central part of modern organizations. These platforms store
everything, from hiring records and payroll data to
performance reviews and sick leave reports. While this
centralization brings efficiency, it also causes risks,
especially in the context of the General Data Protection
Regulation.

A centralized database has large volumes of sensitive
employee data. That makes HRIS a prime target for
cyberattacks and data breaches. If just one part of the system
is compromised, a vast amount of personal information could
be exposed. Under GDPR, this kind of breach doesn’t require
quick fixes. It demands transparency, mandatory reporting,
and the possibility of significant fines.

Another challenge lies in legacy systems. Many
organizations still rely on outdated HR software that wasn’t
designed with privacy in mind. These systems may lack basic
features like access logs, role-based permissions, or
automated data retention controls. Without built-in
safeguards, it’s hard for HR teams to track who accessed what
data, when, and why.

Non-compliance with GDPR is a trust issue. A breach or
violation can result in financial penalties of thousands to
millions of euros. The impact on a company’s reputation is
even more damaging. Employees expect their personal
information to be treated with care. If they feel that trust has
been broken, it can affect morale and retention.

The stakes are even higher for multinational companies.
These organizations operate across borders, and employee
information may be stored or accessed in multiple countries.
GDPR places strict rules on cross-border data transfers,
especially when the data moves outside the EU. Without
proper protection, these transfers can put a company at risk
of non-compliance.

HRIS systems must protect the stored data. HR teams must
move beyond convenience and functionality and ask a more
critical question: is our HR technology helping us stay
compliant, or putting us at risk? Answering this question is
important because GDPR influences the way an organization
handles its employee data.

4. GDPR Requirements for HRIS
HR departments handle vast amounts of employee data, from
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job applications and payroll to performance evaluations and
health-related absences. Under GDPR, every action
involving this data must meet specific legal standards. For
companies using an HRIS, understanding and applying the
following GDPR requirements is essential.

4.1 Data collection

There must be a lawful method for collecting and processing
employee information. This could include fulfilling a
contract (like processing payroll), complying with legal
obligations (like health and safety reporting), or legitimate
interests (such as internal communication). GDPR views
consent as valid only if it's freely given, which can be difficult
in an employer-employee relationship, where power is not
evenly balanced. Employers can’t always fall back on
consent as a safety net.

4.2 Control over data

One of the most important aspects of GDPR is it gives
individuals more control over their data. Employees have the
right to access their data, correct errors, restrict processing,
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and even request deletion in some cases. HRIS platforms
must be able to support and respond to these requests quickly.

4.3 Data portability

Data portability allows employees to request a copy of their
data in a readable format. 1t’1l be useful when they change
jobs. In certain HR scenarios, like recruitment or promotions,
employees must be informed of automated decision-making
(such as resume screening by Al). If used, there must be an
option to request human review.

4.4 Data retention

GDPR demands that personal data be kept only when needed.
HR teams must set clear retention periods for CVs,
disciplinary records, or medical reports, and justify them if
questioned.

Meeting these requirements means building transparency,
respecting employee rights, and creating systems that protect
privacy from the ground up. A well-designed HRIS can help
companies stay compliant if set up with these GDPR
requirements in mind.

| Characteristic ’ | Data collection 1 Control over [ Data portability } ‘ Data retention
data

Lawful method for

Description ¢
processing data

Consent must be
freely given

@3 Considerations

Individuals gain
more control of data

HRIS platforms must
respond to requests
quickly decision-making

Data is kept only
when needed

Employees can
reguest data in
readable format

Set clear retention

Employees informed perodeliondata

of automated

Fig 2: GDPR Requirements for HRIS

5. Strategies for GDPR-compliant employee data
management

To protect employee privacy and stay compliant with GDPR,
organizations must rethink how they manage data across their
HR systems. Here are seven practical strategies to help HR
teams align their HRIS with GDPR requirements.

5.1 Conducting a GDPR impact assessment (DPIA) for
HRIS

Companies should run a Data Protection Impact Assessment
before introducing or upgrading an HRIS. A DPIA helps
identify privacy risks tied to personal data and ensures
safeguards are in place before any system goes live. It’s a
proactive way to avoid problems later.

5.2 Embedding privacy by design and default in HR
software

Privacy shouldn’t be an afterthought. Human resource
systems should be designed to collect only the necessary data,
limit access, and protect information throughout its lifecycle.
“Privacy by default” means settings are strict from day one,
and employees don’t have to opt into stronger protections
because they’re already in place.

5.3 Updating employee data collection and consent
mechanisms

Forms, portals, and onboarding systems must clearly explain
what data is being collected and why. Consent should be
sought only when it’s truly voluntary and necessary. For

other use cases, HR should rely on lawful bases such as
employment contracts or legal obligations.

5.4 Strengthening access controls and role-based
permissions

Not every HR staff member needs access to all employee
information. Role-based access ensures people see only the
information relevant to their job. It also helps prevent

accidental exposure and limits internal risks.

5.5 Data encryption and secure storage protocols

Data should be encrypted both at rest and in transit. Whether
information is stored on-premise or in the cloud, strong
encryption and secure storage practices protect against
unauthorized access and data breaches.

5.6 Regular audit trails and activity logging in HRIS
HRIS platforms should track who accessed or modified
employee data and when. These audit trails provide
transparency, support internal investigations, and help
demonstrate compliance during regulatory reviews.

5.7 Data retention and deletion workflows

Companies should clearly decide how long they will keep
different types of HR data, such as applications, contracts, or
disciplinary records. Automated workflows that archive or
delete data reduce risk and support GDPR’s storage
limitation principle.
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These strategies form the foundation of secure, compliant,
and employee-friendly HR data management.

6. Integrating HR, legal, and IT teams

Managing employee information securely requires close
collaboration between HR, legal, and IT departments. Each
department offers a unique perspective and the result is
stronger data protection across the board.

A great starting point is to create a cross-functional GDPR
task force. This group should include representatives from
HR, IT, and legal and meet regularly to review policies,
address concerns, and adapt to regulatory updates. The HR
team understands what data is collected and why, the legal
team ensures it’s done in line with GDPR, and the IT team
takes care of the systems and security that support it all.

It’s essential to build internal awareness and training for HR
staff. HR teams work with sensitive data daily, but everyone
may not be aware of the finer points of GDPR, like when
consent is needed, how long data can be kept, or what to do
in case of a breach. Scenario-based training can go a long way
in helping staff understand their responsibilities and avoid
costly mistakes.

Companies that regularly handle large volumes of data
should consider appointing a Data Protection Officer (DPO).
This is a strategic move. A DPO acts as the bridge between
departments, keeps up with changing regulations, and ensures
the organization thinks about privacy. In some cases, a DPO
may be legally required.

By building a strong connection between HR, legal, and IT,
companies can create a culture of accountability and care
around employee information. In a world where privacy is
increasingly valued, that’s a competitive advantage worth
investing in.

7. Choosing your HRIS vendor

Since your HR software will handle sensitive personal data,
you need a vendor that takes GDPR seriously. A few key
steps can help you make the right choice.

Start with a GDPR-readiness checklist. A reliable HRIS
vendor should be able to show how they comply with GDPR.
This includes data encryption, access controls, audit trails,
data retention settings, and tools that support employee rights
like data access and deletion. Ask for documentation that
outlines privacy policies and technical safeguards.

When evaluating potential vendors, ask the right
questions.
= Where is the data stored?
= What measures are in place to prevent unauthorized
access?
=  Can the system support “right to be forgotten” requests?
= What happens to employee data if the contract ends?
Look closely at Service-Level Agreements (SLASs) and Data
Processing Addendums (DPAs). These legal documents set
clear expectations around how data is handled, who is
responsible for what, and what happens during a data breach.
A strong DPA should cover how the vendor will process data
and ensure they don’t use it for any purpose the organization
hasn't agreed to.
Choosing a vendor that meets GDPR standards is a long-term
investment in protecting employees’ privacy and the
company's reputation. The right HRIS partner will deliver
great tools and share the company’s commitment to keeping
data safe and compliant.
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8. Maintaining continuous
adaptation

GDPR compliance is an ongoing process. Data privacy
regulations continue to evolve, and so do the ways
organizations follow to collect, store, and use employee
information. Businesses must build regular checkpoints to
assess, improve, and adapt. They can’t afford to become
complacent. New laws are emerging, and some may overlap
with or extend GDPR principles. HR teams must stay alert,
working with legal and compliance teams to interpret these
changes and understand their impact on HR practices.
Equally important is monitoring changes in how data is
processed. Whether adopting a new recruitment tool,
expanding remote work, or launching internal employee
wellness programs, any new use of data should be evaluated
for risks. Changes can introduce gaps in privacy protection if
not reviewed properly. Quarterly or biannual audits ensure
your system supports current GDPR requirements. These
reviews make sure your system evolves with your policies.
Even the best software can't protect against human error.
Make training a part of your company culture. Ongoing
training for HR staff and system administrators can keep
teams informed and accountable. One powerful way to
support this continuous approach is by leveraging
automation. Use your HRIS to schedule automatic data
deletion, send alerts when records are due for review, or flag
access anomalies.

Automation doesn’t replace human oversight, but it does
make it easier to stay audit-ready and responsive. When a
compliance check or employee request comes in, you’re
prepared, not scrambling.

GDPR compliance is about building habits that protect
employee trust and help your organization stay ahead. A
flexible, forward-thinking approach ensures your HRIS
keeps pace with the future of privacy.

compliance through

9. The road ahead

As data privacy continues to gain attention, organizations
must prepare for regulations like GDPR. Laws such as the EU
Al Act and state-level privacy regulations are set to reshape
how personal data is collected and used, in areas like
automated decision-making and Al-driven HR tools. Being
proactive can save companies from bigger changes and risks
later.

One of the best ways to prepare is by keeping HR systems
flexible. Your HRIS should be able to adjust to new rules,
whether updating consent forms, adding audit features, or
refining data retention settings. Work closely with your HR
tech vendors to ensure your tools can scale with legal
demands.

Success lies in building a culture of privacy. Create an
environment where everyone understands the importance of
protecting personal data and respecting the people behind the
data.

That brings us to a crucial mindset shift: ethical data
handling. Legal compliance sets the minimum bar, but
responsible organizations go further. They ask, “Just because
we can collect this data, should we?”” Being thoughtful about
what data is collected, how long it's kept, and who has access
shows employees that their privacy matters.

Looking ahead, HR leaders who combine smart tools,
flexible systems, and ethical practices will stay compliant and
earn long-term trust from their workforce. Those who treat
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data with care today are best positioned for tomorrow.

10. Closing the Loop

Navigating GDPR in the context of HRIS is no small task,
but it’s essential. Businesses must take clear, practical steps
to ensure they’re compliant and respectful of their
employees’ right to privacy. This includes reviewing how
data is collected, processed, stored, and deleted. Companies
should conduct regular data protection impact assessments,
strengthen access controls, keep consent mechanisms
updated, and ensure their HR software is built with privacy
in mind.

Choosing a GDPR-ready HRIS vendor and offering
continuous training to staff helps in creating a strong
foundation for compliance. Companies that prioritize privacy
earn trust from their employees, reduce the risk of costly data
breaches, and are better prepared for future regulations. They
will be the ones leading the way in the years ahead.
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