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[bookmark: _Toc102659280]Introduction
The specific case of the large UK retailer Marks & Spencer (MS) is analysed, as the company satisfies the conditions to be a retailer and employ more than 1,000 people. In reality, MS is one of the most popular retailers in the UK with exposure to 62 international markets and more than 1,500 stores globally (Marks and Spencer, 2022a). The brand also employs over 78,000 professionals with different job profiles and qualification (Marks and Spencer, 2022a). Therefore, it is important to analyse the role of human resource management (HRM) as a key for meeting the needs of employees and strengthening the competitive advantage of the organisation. The report explores the impact of flexible work arrangement in relation to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The critical analysis aims at evaluating the impact of flexible work arrangement and delivering recommendations for an improved HRM practice in the specific case of MS.
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The concept of diversity and inclusion is purposefully analysed in this report given its growing importance and positive role for business organisations. Diversity in the workplace is associated with heterogeneity of workforce (Armstrong, 2020). This means recruiting and selecting professionals with diverse ethic, gender, racial, age, religious and other background (Armstrong, 2020). Typically, diverse organisations are able to demonstrate resilience and resourcefulness in solving many challenges, as diverse workforce is able to produce a wider range of ideas for improvement (Armstrong, 2020). 
Inclusion in the workplace is also an important concept, as it eliminates practices of discrimination and contributes to the development of a vibrant and coherent work environment (Armstrong, 2020). As a result, organisations improve performance on the basis of improved teamwork and communication among its members. The culture of inclusion also supports the sense of belonging which is an important group of needs of employees according to the Maslow’s Two-Factor model (Torrington, 2017). Considering this, inclusion is also a main factor for improved motivation and engagement in the workplace which in turn strengthens performance and retention of employees (Torrington, 2017). 
These benefits are recognised by MS, since the company delivers extensive policies in the field. These include a diversification of the recruitment process by including 50% female professionals and at least 15% representatives of ethnic minorities (MS, 2022b). There are also intensions to attract 10,000 Black interns (MS, 2022b). The retailer also provides sponsorship, mentoring and training initiatives, as well as stimulates the functioning of thematic support groups for veterans, LGBT members, old-age, as well as employees with disabilities (MS, 2022b). The company also celebrates multi-faith and multi-cultural diversity and implements “zero tolerance” policy on racism, homophobic and other types of non-inclusive behaviours (MS, 2022b). 
[bookmark: _Toc102659283]Positive effects of flexible working 
Considering the importance of diversity and inclusion at work, it is also relevant to analyse the impact of flexible working. By definition, flexible working includes several elements which may be presented at a given organisation to a different extent (UK Government, 2022a). Recently, the pandemic has made remote working a popular form for flexible working; however, the term also includes job sharing, part-time working, flexitime, annualised hours, phased retirement and others (UK Government, 2022a). It is important to analyse the impact of these main forms of flexible working on diversity and inclusion. 
Phased retirement is a form of flexible working which eliminates default retirement age. Instead, old people, who would otherwise retire, may choose to the time of their retirement and delay it in the future depending on individual preferences (UK Government, 2022a). As a result of the policy, old employees could continue working under a part-time basis which is a key of being included in the labour market (UK Government, 2022a). MS is one of the first major retailers to recognise the importance of the phased retirement policy. The company implemented phased retirement in 2006 by allowing people of age to receive their pension benefits and continue working, if they wish to do so (UK Government, 2022b). The policy has been largely successful given the fact that the majority of old employees continued working after achieving the age of retirement. As of 2010, 85% of employees taking pension continued working at MS (UK Government, 2022b). Moreover, the share of employees, who are above the age of 65, more than doubled after the adoption of the flexible approach to retirement (UK Government, 2022b). This is clear example of how flexible working forms have contributed to the better inclusion of employees regardless of their age. In addition, the evidence shows that the majority of employees, who have benefitted from phased retirement, are female employees (UK Government, 2022b). Considering this fact, the phased retirement policy has contributed to the age diversity of female employees of MS. 
Another key form of flexible working refers to part-time working (UK Government, 2022a). The requirement for a full-time employment has been a major barrier to some particular types of employee groups, especially women who take care of children. In 2003, MS was among the pioneers in introducing flexible working on a broad scale by allowing the option to all groups of employees without discriminating some groups from others (UK Government, 2022b). As a result of the policy, every employee could choose whether to continue working of a full-time basis, or alternatively, to work on a part-time one. Such decision aimed to eliminating the barriers to some employee groups, who could not previously work at a full-time basis, and stimulate inclusion and equality of opportunity. The evidence shows that the flexible working arrangement has been disproportionally adopted by employee groups. More specifically, 83% of all employees above the age of 50 are engaged in part-time employment (UK Government, 2022b). Among female employees, this flexible work arrangement is applied by 73% of representatives (UK Government, 2022b). These performance numbers clearly demonstrate the benefits of flexible working to the strengthening of diversity and inclusion in the workplace. The intended positive effects are visible among female employees and those of age; thereby, improving the diversity and inclusion in the workplace. More importantly, the inclusion of more female professionals at part-time basis also expands the pool of potential female employees applying for managerial and senior positions in the company (UK Government, 2022b). 
Considering this, the flexible working arrangements have been beneficial not only in expanding the pool of female professionals, but also in eliminating the disproportionate presentation of male professionals at high managerial and senior positions in the case of MS. As a result, MS has been able to strengthen its senior management team with progressive and dedicated female professionals who otherwise may have not become members of the company at the first place under the conventional full-time working policies (UK Government, 2022b). 


The role of remote working is also quite relevant given the pandemic and its impact on the working process. By definition, remote working eliminates the need for physical presence at offices and other conventional work premises (UK Government, 2022a). During the pandemic, more than 3,000 MS employees were required to leave their conventional workplaces and engage in a remote working mode in compliance with the imposed nationwide social distancing requirements (TATA Consultancy Services, 2022). The nature of the MS’s business prevented the full implementation of remote working; however, considering the large share of remotely working employees, this form of flexible working remains of relevance for the company. 
Subramanian and Washington (2022) discuss the benefits of remote working on diversity and inclusion. The scholars suggest that the elimination of physical presence in working delivers psychological relief to minority employees. The latter are no longer required to comply with specific behavioural codes imposed by the dominant majority in the workplace (Subramanian and Washington, 2022). Thus, the practice of “code switching” minimises the risk of so called “microagressions” at work; thereby contributing to a more tolerant working culture where cultural clashes are less likely (Subramanian and Washington, 2022). In this relation, it is not surprising that minority employees, such as Blacks and mothers with children, prefer distant forms of working as they feel more relaxed, flexible and productive in the work process (Subramanian and Washington, 2022). These explanations clearly show the existence of another mechanism for improved diversity and inclusion on the basis of flexible working arrangements. 
The findings so far indicate the beneficial role of phased retirement, part-time and remote working in strengthening diversity and inclusion in the workplace by also presenting examples from MS.
[bookmark: _Toc102659284]A case against flexible working 
Flexible working; however, is not a general panacea solving all problems in terms of diversity and inclusion. Instead, flexible working may lead to inequality which could be a major problem for business organisations. There are several key points summarising the concerns in the field. 
The first argument against refers to the excessive use of part-time working which is already common in the case of MS (UK Government, 2022b). While part-time arrangement prevent the exclusion of women from the labour market, they are likely to deliver some meaningful unintended consequences worth being discussed. Chung et al. (2021) explain that part-time working has become a norm for many female professionals. While this is a reflection of personal choice and circumstances, part-time working generally worsens the prospects of female professionals for long-term career progression (Chung et al., 2021). This is the case, as most of the promotional and career progression opportunities are naturally delivered to committed full-time employees who spend long working hours and deliver the best performance results (Chung et al., 2021). Thus, being a part-time employee puts women in a disadvantaged position by restricting their career growth prospects. 
Moreover, part-time employees tend to receive a lower financial compensation for the efforts in the workplace and this should be considered as a major factor for the existing gender pay gap in the UK (Chung et al., 2021). In fact, the gender-based gap in the UK continues to be one of the widest among all advanced economies by exceeding 15% (Asda, 2022). In this relation, the popularity of part-time working mode among female professionals could be seen as a major contributing factor for such inequality in terms of received financial compensation.  
There are also concerns related to the application of remote working. According to Berdahl et al. (2018), there are specific cultural norms in the UK emphasising the masculine ideal working norm. Such culture is suggested to appreciate commitment, performance, as well as long working hours as main indications for productive performance in the workplace (Cheng et al., 2021). In such a cultural environment, work process appears to be a male-dominated contest. Respectively, working from home or at a part-time basis could be considered as a sign of lack of dedication at work. Employees, who have shorter working hours and/or not physically present at the office, are likely to be perceived as not deserving the rewards and career growth opportunities of the rest (Cheng et al., 2021). These cultural specifics also mean that flexible working form erode the prospects for career development; thereby, delivering unequal treatment to those who engage in flexible working (primarily women). 
In addition to all, Lott and Chung (2016) argue against flexible working and especially remote working forms. They suggest that such flexibility eliminates the boundary between work and home (Lott and Chung, 2016). This in turn may lead to lower productivity and stress among employees due to the fact that working process often takes place all the time and everywhere (Lott and Chung, 2016). Such negative effects on performance tend to undermine the growth prospects of employees, who are engaged in remote working; thereby contributing to inequality in the workplace. 
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Research evidence delivers a set of recommendations for improvement which may be quite relevant in the case of MS. They are discussed in more details in this part of the report. 
The first idea is to continuously develop the culture of diversity and inclusion. In this relation, the traditional male dominated culture should be weaken by MS, as it creates stereotypes and puts some employee groups in a disadvantaged position. Performance in the workplace should be more objectively assessed, so that the specifics of flexible working are reflected accordingly. Hence, working hours and commitment should continue being admired; however, this should not be done at the expense of part-time employees who work less. It could be a reasonable strategy to adopt certain quotas for female, minority and other minority groups of professionals in terms of rewards and promotional opportunities. The evidence from MS already demonstrates such intentions; however, consistency of efforts and fair performance appraisal process should be consistently demonstrated. 
Second, MS may also analyse the use of flexible working forms on a case per case basis. It is important to understand the specific motivational factors for every employee to engage in part-time or remote working. Such in-depth information, which could be acquired from interviews and focus groups, would be of value in objectively understanding the context of every employee and individual motivators for a certain form of behaving in the workplace (Saunders et al., 2012). In some cases, MS may encourage employees to engage in a traditional full-time form of employment when flexible working is no longer of value. 
Given the previous recommendation, personalisation of employee management is also a key trend worth being considered in the context of flexible working application. The outlined personalised mentoring and career progression advising should be delivered given the unique specifics of every employee. The idea is to guide employees appropriately, so that they maximise their career growth potential. Flexible working will continue to be used; however, its dose may be partially reduced, if some employees decide to commit more efforts at work in alignment with the best practices and counseling delivered by MS. Establishing personalised support and career progression mentoring is also a key of boosting employee motivation, as it could contribute to a stronger relationship between MS and its workforce members (Armstrong, 2014). 
MS is also advised to continue improving its remote working communication forms and performance appraisal mechanisms. This is necessary to prevent a detachment of some employees from the rest of the organisation. Moreover, such improvements are expected to contribute to the better management of the workforce as a whole. 
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To sum up, the general results from the research process deliver contrasting evidence regarding the role of flexible working modes on diversity and inclusion. The arguments in favour of flexible working prevail; however, MS should be careful in the application of the process. It is important for the retailer to monitor a set of extensive performance indicators in order to evaluate whether flexible working actually delivers the intended outcomes in respect to diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Considering this, the HRM process should be evidence-based and flexible enough to promote or eliminate practices depending on the actual outcomes for the specific organisation and its context. There is not a single solution which best fits all companies and this motivates the adaptation of the discussed flexible working modes depending on the unique specifics of MS and changing circumstances. 
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