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1.Executive summary 
In this report, the concept of flexible working will be discussed. In the UK, the business environment post pandemic Has changed irreversibly. As working from home was the only option available to some workers, the concept has been explored into greater detail and associated with flexible working. Its multiple advantages have been experienced by both employers and employees in the UK, during the pandemic but also afterwards. As per recent survey undertaken by YouGov, it was reported that over half of respondents declared they would expect an increase in the number of employees working from home or remotely. The present report will analyse the introduction of flexible working within an organisation activating in the retail industry. The present report will look into how an organisation activating in the retail industry will implement the flexible working programme, by giving pro and cons arguments to this. the report will also analyse the role of human resources in promoting diversity and inclusion with the help of flexible working but also how the Human Resource Management department is addressing any concerns arising from implementing the concept of flexible working. The report will end with suitable recommendations based on the findings.
2.Introduction 
As defined by the Government’s website, the concept of flexible working means “a way of working that suits an employee’s needs, for example having flexible start and finish times, or working from home.” (Anon, 2022)
In the UK, the government provides guidance to both employers and employees with regards to flexible working. As such, all employees have the right to make an application requesting flexible working, regardless of whether they are parents or carers. the only condition is they must have worked for a minimum of 26 weeks for the same employer in order to be eligible to apply for this. After receiving these applications, employers must deal with them in a reasonable manner, such as assessing advantages and disadvantages presented in the application or providing the option of an appeal. Employees who are not satisfied with the decision given by their employers with regards to flexible working can take them to an employment tribunal. 
2.1 Flexible hours – discussion and analysis 
The COVID 19 pandemic had an irreversible impact of the working life of people in the UK.
The concept of flexible working was born before the existence of COVID-19 but its popularity increased exponentially after the beginning of the pandemic, as working from home was the only option available to several workers. Discussions around potential benefits of working from home have increased in number during the pandemic as well as afterwards.
Flexible working also known under the name of hybrid working can bring different advantages to employers, such as reducing costs, increased staff productivity, as well as promoting a healthy work-life balance as part of the organisational culture. Advantages for employees include reducing the commute times, enjoying a better work life balance and improved productivity and efficiency.
In order to maximise the advantages of flexible working, the UK government in partnership with ACAS developed a comprehensive set of advice oh regarding hybrid working as well as created the Flexible Working Taskforce, which is a partnership between businesses, trade unions and government departments, aimed to provide guidance regarding best practice. (Anon, 2021)
Flexible working can bring numerous advantages to businesses and allow HR departments to promote a “family friendly” work environment. the concept needs to be introduced strategically within organisations and training must be provided for those who are making the transition between office-based roles and hybrid working. (Thompson, 2008)
As several organisations in the UK have had to introduce the option of flexible working during the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept received more interest as well as analysis in order to maintain this approach for a number of workers even post pandemic. 
Organisations introduced flexible working options for workers with the aim of remaining competitive in the nowadays business environment. This method allowed organisations to attract, a recruit as well as retain high calibre staff members for their organisations. increased rates of satisfaction have been reported for both employers and employees, such as increased rates of employee engagement, organisational commitment, higher job satisfaction, etc.
By working flexibly, the stress levels in most employees have recorded a job, and consequently the work life balance has been better represented as employees did not report anymore minor health problems such as headaches, migraines, depressive episodes, etc. the levels of wellbeing of these employees allowed to work from home have been higher. (Shagvaliyeva and Yazdanifard, 2014). 
Whilst the method was used as the only option available during the pandemic, at present many organisations recognised the benefits of flexible working and allowed their employees work from home permanently. (Wellinger, 2021)
Advantages of flexible working for employers
Several employers agreed that flexible working programmes bring the following improvements to their businesses:
1. cost effectiveness and cost efficiency, based on savings such as downtime for machinery and reducing other overheads
2. the opportunity to perform on extended operating hours
3. the option to attract highly skilled individuals to the business and a more diverse workforce
4. increased job satisfaction and higher rates of staff morale
5. reduce the levels of absenteeism and sickness-based absence
6. better levels of staff continuity, as working hours are more suitable for them
7. higher rates of customer satisfaction also result of the above
8. developing competitive advantages 
9. improved business reputation

Advantages of flexible working for employees
1. Reduced commute times
2. better work-life balance
3. experiencing lower levels of stress
4. improved productivity
5. better use of time (Anon, 2022)

As a result of positive outcomes during the pandemic, some companies already started planning a permanent transition to flexible working, a process that will reduce the need for physical spaces. In a survey published by McKinsey in August 2020, respondents 	revealed they are planning to reduce office spaces with an overall 30%. The reduction of office spaces will reduce the need for businesses serving the corporate environment, such as restaurants and retail businesses. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, retail businesses experienced a boost in sales with the help of ecommerce. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the trend of flexible working in the UK as well as other countries, with a sustained tendency to increase in the post-pandemic period as well. (Lund et al., 2021)
2.2Diversity and inclusion in the context of flexible working 
As stated by the CIPD, inclusion and diversity in the workplace are concepts that complement each other, and both need to be implemented as part of people management practices and strategies.
The CIPD defines inclusion as “where people’s differences are valued and used to enable everyone to thrive at work. An inclusive working environment is one in which everyone feels that they belong without having to conform, that their contribution matters, and they can perform to their full potential, no matter their background, identity, or circumstances.” (Anon, 2022)
Diversity, on the other hand, is defined as “recognising difference. It’s acknowledging the benefit of having a range of perspectives in decision-making and the workforce being representative of the organisation’s customers.” (Anon, 2022)
The same source spoke about the importance of flexible working in improving inclusion and diversity in the workplace. Recent years have seen an increase in the focus on diversity and inclusion in both private and public organisations. Together with that, research showed the importance of flexible working in creating inclusive and diverse cultures within organisations. With the help of flexible working, employees who are parents can accommodate their working hours better, reduce the gender pay gap as well as integrate employees with certain health conditions which require them to receive care. (Anon, 2022)
In a study published by the CIPD, it was established that flexible working allowed more inclusion of people with family responsibilities in the workplace. These individuals had more resources to fulfil both family responsibility as well as the requirements of their work roles with the help of flexible working arrangements. (CIPD, 2021)
2.3 Role of Human Resources in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working
The concepts of diversity and inclusion go beyond employing different types of people within an organisation. Diversity and inclusion represent a corporate responsibility and a form of reassuring employees that they will I receive a fair treatment and opportunity in their work roles. Nowadays business environment is a complex one and the concepts of diversity and inclusion need to be present in organisations of all sizes.
The HR department is responsible of ensuring effective strategies relating to diversity and inclusion are present within the organisation and the principles associated with diversity and inclusion are constantly promoted amongst the employees. This will create numerous advantages for organisations, which start from the level of employee onboarding. 
The role of the HR department in relation to diversity and inclusion starts from planning and leadership development programmes which must be considered by HR professionals. (O’Connor, 2021)
With the help of diversity and inclusion, organisations look out for new trends and offer a good representation of their workforce in front of their customers. This can motivate staff, reduce sickness-based absence, increase productivity levels as well as promote a better reputation for the organisation. hey child professionals play a key role in developing as well as maintaining a diverse culture within the organisation. In a diverse culture, employees are given the opportunity to learn, develop themselves further and bring about the contribution to the organisation through their work. 
Maintaining a diverse culture within an organisation is a complex process which needs to be constantly monitored by HR professionals. Maintaining a diverse workforce starts from positive recruitment practices, which form the starting point in the life of an employee within an organisation. HR professionals need to ensure diversity and inclusion is present also in the supply chain. (Stevenson, 2018)
3. Case in the favour of adopting flexible working hours within a retail company 
All the above information sustains the idea of introducing flexible working within a retail company. Together with numerous advantages, research shows that office workers and managerial staff involved in retail companies have already experienced flexible working, as this was permitted in their roles even before the pandemic. Being able to offer flexible working needs to be a new practise in the retail industry. A real lack of flexible roles has been recorded in retail management. this had negative impacts onto employees as well as their desire to develop strong careers in the retail industry. Lack of flexibility within the work roles has been the reason why some of retail workers changed their roles as well as employers. 
Offering flexible working arrangements is a practice that brought numerous advantages to well established the retail organisations. Making the transition between rigid working hours, such as the 9am to 5m pattern, to a more flexible way of arranging working hours is now a common practice amongst retailers, who experienced sustainable change in this way.
4.Case against adopting flexible working hours

Most business organisations activating in the retail industry operate a shift based working arrangement for their staff. This is dictated by business needs as well as customer demands. Through flexible working arrangements, employees are given more choice over their working hours. the retail industry has been immensely hit by the COVID-19 pandemic and there is a constant need for reconsideration within most business organisations activating in this industry, so that the losses suffered during the pandemic can be recouped. That means accommodating the needs of the business and customers instead of placing a focus on the needs of employees. Without sales, these business organisations would not exist. As such, a big pull is needed from all employees, which might need to work extended hours. Flexible working needs to be monitored so about the implications over business productivity are not lost from sight. Staff members might be offered more regular breaks and the option of swapping shifts amongst them rather than adopting permanently the option of flexible working. The option of flexible working means adjusting the starting and finishing times for a certain worker, which might home against customer demands and business needs.
5.Conclusion and recommendations 
The present report discussed in greater detail the concept of flexible working. This is a notion widely spread in the nowadays business environment. The lessons taught by the COVID-19 pandemic will remain and be used by businesses permanently. The need to allow social distancing, imposed by authorities because of the COVID-19 pandemic, led business is two different kinds of research into whether some work roles can permanently remain home based. Post pandemic, most businesses discovered that they could offer more flexible working arrangements to more of their staff members. The benefits of this kind of arrangements have been discussed in this report, benefits that are applicable to both employers and employees. the report also reviewed the role of HR departments in ensuring diversity and inclusion practises are well-represented within an organisation. The connection between flexible working and diversity and inclusion has also been discussed in this report. For a retail organisation, it is highly desirable that research is undertaken ahead of offering flexible working arrangements to more staff members, as this kind of arrangement can come with disadvantages for the organisation. Some roles in the retail industry are not open to the idea of flexible working and it is the responsibility of leadership to explore which roles can be flexible and which cannot.
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