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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the UK’s leading retailers, employing approximately 65,000 people across its operations. This report analyses three key contemporary HR challenges facing the organisation: adapting to rapid technological change, attracting and retaining talent in a competitive market, and advancing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI).
The analysis finds that while these challenges are distinct, they are interconnected and directly impact organisational performance, employee engagement, and long-term sustainability. M&S has introduced relevant practices including digital HR systems, employer branding, and inclusive policies; however, their effectiveness depends on consistent implementation, leadership accountability, and cultural alignment.
The report concludes that successful management of these issues requires line managers to take ownership of people practices, supported by clear communication, monitoring, and development. Recommendations include expanding accessible training, improving career pathways, embedding DEI into leadership objectives, and strengthening people management capabilities across the business.

1.0 Introduction
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the United Kingdom’s most established and recognisable retail organisations, founded in 1884. It operates over 1,000 stores across the UK and international markets, supported by a rapidly expanding digital and e-commerce infrastructure. As of 2026, the company employs approximately 65,000 people, making its workforce central to delivering high-quality customer service, maintaining brand reputation, and driving sustainable growth.
In today’s dynamic business environment, Human Resource (HR) departments face growing pressures arising from rapid technological evolution, an increasingly competitive labour market, and rising expectations regarding Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI). These factors do not exist in isolation; they directly influence organisational performance, employee engagement, and long-term viability.
The purpose of this report is to analyse three key contemporary HR challenges facing Marks & Spencer: adapting to technological advancements, talent acquisition and retention, and the advancement of DEI. It will evaluate relevant HR practices, critically assess how line managers can implement these effectively, and provide evidence-based recommendations. The analysis draws upon academic theory, professional research from the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD), and public disclosures from the organisation itself.
2.0 Explanation of Key Factors 3.0 Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices
2.1 Adapting to Technological Advancements
The retail sector has experienced a profound digital transformation, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic and shifting consumer expectations for convenience and speed. For M&S, this transformation involves the integration of advanced inventory systems, artificial intelligence (AI) for demand forecasting, self-service checkout technology, and sophisticated online retail platforms. According to Stone and Deadrick (2020), technological change presents a dual-edged challenge: while it improves operational efficiency, it also alters job roles and requires employees to acquire new competencies.
At M&S, the introduction of handheld digital devices for stock management and cloud-based HR Information Systems (HRIS) has streamlined administrative tasks. However, this shift creates significant HR challenges. Existing employees may lack sufficient digital literacy, leading to skill gaps that can reduce productivity and increase work-related anxiety. If these changes are not managed appropriately, the organisation risks lower employee confidence, slower service delivery, and reduced competitiveness. Conversely, successful adaptation allows staff to focus on higher-value customer interactions, reduces operational costs, and strengthens the company’s ability to respond to market changes—thereby supporting long-term sustainability and performance.
2.2 Talent Acquisition and Retention
The UK labour market has become increasingly competitive, with the retail sector consistently facing higher turnover rates than other industries. CIPD (2025) reports that factors such as wage competition, unsociable shift patterns, and limited perceived career progression contribute to difficulties in attracting and keeping staff. For M&S, this challenge is amplified by the need for two distinct types of talent: frontline operational employees and skilled professionals in digital technology, logistics, and sustainability.
Research by Boxall and Purcell (2023) demonstrates that high staff turnover imposes significant costs through recruitment, induction, and training expenses, while also disrupting team cohesion and customer relationships. When employees perceive limited opportunities for development or feel undervalued, their engagement levels decline, directly impacting productivity and service quality. Therefore, M&S’s ability to secure and retain the right talent is not merely an administrative concern; it is a strategic requirement that underpins financial stability and the protection of its brand reputation.
2.3 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)
DEI has evolved from a corporate social responsibility initiative into a core strategic business priority. Roberson (2019) asserts that diverse and inclusive organisations benefit from greater innovation, improved problem-solving capabilities, and a deeper understanding of varied customer demographics. In the UK, the Equality Act 2010 also imposes legal obligations to eliminate discrimination and foster fair treatment across all protected characteristics.
While M&S serves a diverse customer base and employs a workforce from varied backgrounds, internal analysis indicates gaps in representation—particularly at senior management levels, where women and ethnic minority groups remain underrepresented. There are also ongoing challenges regarding disability accessibility, flexible working provisions, and pay equity. Failure to address these issues can lead to higher employee grievances, reputational damage, and reduced engagement. Conversely, a robust DEI culture expands the available talent pool, enhances employee commitment, and ensures the organisation remains relevant and appealing to its diverse customer base, supporting sustainable growth.
3.0 Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices
3.1 Practices for Technological Adaptation
To manage digital transformation, contemporary HR approaches include the implementation of integrated digital HR systems, workforce analytics, and structured upskilling programmes. Boudreau and Ramstad (2021) argue that HR technology and analytics provide data-driven insights to identify skill gaps and measure training effectiveness, allowing organisations to align workforce capabilities with business needs.
M&S has invested in a centralised digital HR platform that enables employees to access training, manage personal data, and request leave independently. This reduces administrative overhead and improves transparency. However, this approach has limitations. CIPD (2024) notes that self-service systems can disadvantage employees with limited digital access or confidence, potentially creating feelings of exclusion. M&S’s “Digital Skills for All” training initiative addresses this gap, but its effectiveness depends on continuous support rather than one-off sessions. While these practices improve operational agility, their implementation requires significant financial investment and time, which may pose short-term constraints.
3.2 Practices for Talent Acquisition and Retention
Strategic workforce planning and employer branding are widely regarded as effective solutions to recruitment and retention challenges. Ulrich et al. (2022) explain that aligning workforce planning with business objectives ensures the organisation has the right skills in place for future demands. M&S uses its “Plan A” sustainability strategy as a key component of its employer brand, appealing to candidates motivated by ethical and environmental values.
Retention strategies include flexible working arrangements, structured career pathways, and recognition schemes. However, Armstrong and Taylor (2024) caution that these measures must be equitable. A notable limitation at M&S is that flexible working is often more accessible to office-based staff than to frontline retail employees, creating perceptions of inequality. Furthermore, while development frameworks exist, progression can be slow, which may deter ambitious staff. Without competitive remuneration packages, even strong branding and development opportunities may be insufficient to retain staff in a competitive labour market.
3.3 Practices for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
Effective DEI strategies rely on inclusive recruitment processes, transparent policies, and leadership accountability. Dobbin and Kalev (2022) found that passive policies alone have little impact; structural changes and visible leadership commitment are required.
M&S has introduced measures including blind recruitment screening, gender pay gap reporting, and mentoring schemes for underrepresented groups. These practices help reduce bias and widen the talent pool. However, critical evaluation shows that progress is gradual. Dobbin and Kalev (2022) also warn that unconscious bias training, while common, yields limited long-term results unless supported by accountability mechanisms and cultural change. There is a risk of tokenism if policies are not embedded into daily operations. While these practices improve legal compliance and public perception, their full benefits will only be realised if they are consistently monitored and enforced.

4.0 Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation
The successful implementation of HR strategy depends largely on line managers, who act as the interface between organisational policy and employee experience. Purcell and Hutchinson (2021) state that “line management behaviour is the most significant factor in determining how HR practices are perceived and experienced by employees.”
4.1 Leadership Accountability
For change to be effective, managers must view HR priorities as their responsibility, not just the responsibility of the central HR department. At M&S, assigning clear targets—such as reporting on digital skill development, staff turnover, and DEI representation—ensures ownership. However, a barrier exists: many managers are promoted based on operational results rather than their people management capabilities. CIPD (2025) highlights that without training in leadership and change management, managers may lack the confidence or knowledge to implement new initiatives effectively. This can be resolved by integrating people management outcomes into formal performance reviews, giving them equal weight to financial or sales targets.
4.2 Communication Strategies
Resistance to change often stems from uncertainty rather than opposition. Bratton and Gold (2022) note that effective communication must explain why changes are being introduced, how they will benefit the employee, and provide channels for feedback. When rolling out new technology or policies, regular team briefings and question-and-answer sessions reduce anxiety. However, in an organisation as large and geographically dispersed as M&S, information can become inconsistent. Using a mix of face-to-face meetings, digital updates, and written guidance ensures consistency and accessibility. Two-way communication builds trust and allows managers to address concerns before they escalate into significant barriers.
4.3 Monitoring, Measurement and Culture
To ensure practices deliver results, managers must use a balanced set of metrics. Quantitative data—such as digital competency scores, retention rates, and demographic representation—provides objective indicators of progress. However, this must be complemented by qualitative feedback from employee surveys and focus groups to understand the underlying reasons behind trends.
Organisational culture acts as either an enabler or a barrier. Schein (2020) explains that culture is defined by what leaders pay attention to, measure, and reward. If the dominant culture prioritises speed and sales over development and inclusion, new practices will be ignored. Common barriers include time constraints, resource limitations, and resistance to new ways of working. These can be overcome through phased implementation, allocating dedicated time for training, and sharing success stories across departments to demonstrate the value of change.

5.0 Conclusion and Recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
This report has analysed three key HR challenges facing Marks & Spencer: adapting to technological change, managing talent acquisition and retention, and advancing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. It is evident that these issues are interconnected; investment in skills and inclusive cultures improves retention, while stable staffing levels facilitate smoother digital transformation.
M&S has introduced relevant contemporary HR practices, including digital training, strategic workforce planning, and inclusive policies. However, their effectiveness is limited by inconsistencies in implementation, perceptions of inequality, and the time required for cultural change. Ultimately, the success of these strategies depends on strong leadership, clear communication, and consistent monitoring. When implemented well, these approaches will improve employee engagement, reduce operational costs, and support the long-term sustainability of the organisation.
5.2 Recommendations
Based on the analysis, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Technological Adaptation: Provide ongoing, personalised support and training rather than one-off sessions. Ensure all digital tools are accessible and offer alternative support channels for those with limited digital skills.
2. Talent Management: Review and clarify career progression pathways for frontline staff. Introduce fair reward structures and explore ways to extend flexible working options without compromising operational efficiency.
3. DEI: Move beyond compliance by embedding inclusion into leadership responsibilities. Audit pay and promotion data regularly to identify gaps, and replace generic training with long-term accountability measures.
4. Implementation: Provide line managers with specific training in change management and people leadership. Link HR outcomes to performance reviews and create feedback loops to adjust practices as required.
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