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Covid-19 Pandemic-Impact on the Business and Individuals
Over the last two years and a half the world has confronted considerable challenges as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. Even those individuals that were not affected directly by the virus itself found themselves hugely affected in the way they’ve been forced to live their lives or even at home. The impact the Covid-19 pandemic had on economics was immediate and governments all over the world put in place unprecedented measures in order to support businesses and individuals. The UK government spent ‘’hundreds of billions to support people’s jobs, businesses and public services across the UK’’ (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Stategy, 2021)
 Looking further than the initial response, there is a need to ensure that every step taken is to confront the longer-term challenges of economic recovery. There is a worldwide approach to flexible working and there is an ambition to ‘’ build back better, ensuring that our flexible labour market is primed for the opportunities and challenges of the postCovid-19 economy. This means focussing on all forms of flexibility – when you work as well as where you work – freeing employers and employees alike from the default 9-to-5 model in order to recruit and retain the talent’’ (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Stategy, 2021)
A new study from ACAS shows that half of the employers in Great Britain expect an increase in demand for flexible term of working from employees after the country comes out of the COVID-19 pandemic. (ACAS, 2021)
This report is focused on evaluating the impact of flexible working on the retail sector- John Lewis- in relation to diversity and inclusion at work and also will present an analysis of the role the Human Resources department have when promoting this. 
The Changing Context of Work
According to The Future of Work Institute the context in which work takes place is changing rapidly and this brings us new challenges and opportunities.  There are four forces that shape the business setting and create a substantial need for more ways of flexible work. The view of work is defined more than ever by the new technologies, new social values, changing demographics and rapid globalization. (Institute for the Future of Work, 2022)
Work is becoming more and more complex and dependent by new technologies ensuring ways and forms of virtual working. This increases collaborations trough the new technology platforms as well as a disruption in hierarchical structures because these platforms encourage flexible working in forms of remote working instead of the traditional 9-5.
There are also new societal values that create an increased desire for employees to grow meaningful skills and to feel empowered in their working relationships.
The changing demographics means there is increased longevity, and this requires businesses to accommodate up to five generations to operate withing the company as well as a better understanding of their needs and aspirations. 
The Rapid Globalisation factor forces us to take into consideration the customer expectations along with a growing market that allows us with new opportunities. Considering that John Lewis has become international means that in order to capture these opportunities there is a need to develop a 24/7 culture so that customer demands are meet.
Flexible working arrangements
Flexible working represents working arrangements that allow the employee to vary the amount, timing and location of their work for both the benefit of the individual as well as the organisation. (CIPD, 2018)
There are different ways of working flexibly approved in UK according to UK Government, such as:
1. Job Sharing-two people doing a job and splitting the hours.
2. Working from home- doing some or all of the work from home.
3. Part time-working less than full-time hours or fewer days.
4. Compressed hours-working full-time hours but over fewer days.
5. Flexitime- the employee chooses then to start and end work within agreed limits.
6. Annualised hours- the employee have some flexibility about when they work but have to work a certain number of hours over the year.
7. Staggered hours- the employee has a different start, finish and break time from other workers.
8. Phased retirement- older workers can choose when they want to retire which means they can reduce their hours and work part time. (UK Government, 2022)
The CIPD report on Flexible working: lessons from the pandemic shows how flexible working arrangements relate job satisfaction, productivity and also a work-life balance. ’’Today, more than half (51%) of employees say they have flexible working arrangements in their current role, and this number looks set to grow. In the last six months, more than a third of organisations (37%) have seen an increase in requests for flexible working’’ (CIPD, 2022)
The CIPD chief executive, Peter, Cheese, recommends employers to be resourcefully where they can provide flexibility particularly for those that need to actually be in the workplace and to make sure ‘’everyone has fairness of opportunity’’. Employers must do more to address flexible working inequality. (CIPD, 2022)
A downsize to not offering flexible working arrangements is going to be retention of people. Considering that during the Covis-19 pandemic people have experienced another way of living and doing things, more and more organizations are begging to offer flexible working. As most of employees are also looking for a schedule to accommodate their needs, not offering flexible working could be equal to sending our employees straight into the arms of our competition.
Benefits of Flexible working arrangements
Studies show that because of the fact that very few jobs are advertised as suitable for flexible working the employers have a restricted talent pool from which they can recruit. Having the possibility to offer a job on a flexible working arrangement increases the talent pool, retains staff and also decreases the sickness absence. (CIPD, 2018)
Also supported by CIPD is the fact that embracing flexible working the organization will have a series of benefits such as:
Retention and Recruitment-the organization will be able to attract a much larger portion of candidates that otherwise won’t apply for a traditional 9-5 job. The company will be able to retain employee skills which is going to lead to a competitive benefit.
Employee engagement and loyalty- flexible working will improve mobility within the organization and will enable talented people to apply for promotions.
Enhanced work performance- having a larger talent pool to recruit from will help the organization to build the best teams as well as optimizing performance and productivity. The employees will be able to better organize and manage their workload.
Diversity, Inclusion and the gender pay gap-hiring and embracing the flexible working arrangement manages to solve many of these issues because workforce will be more diverse and inclusive of people from different backgrounds. ‘’Gender diverse leadership teams also deliver an 18% return on equity premium, and McKinsey have calculated that improving diversity could add £150 billion a year to the UK economy by 2025’’ (Chartered Management Institute, 2017)
Workforce in line with the needs of the organization-the company will have the opportunity to balance the workforce and to have it in line with its needs. In this way we sidestep being over-staffed. (Institute for Employment Studies & The Work Foundation, 2018)
More popularity for the organization-implementing a flexible working campaign and promoting it can create a buzz for the brand, increasing its reputability when it comes to hiring.

Reduced absenteeism and improved wellbeing- Studies shown that flexible work reduces absence rates allowing the employees to make arrangements according to their flexible timetable. Parents and carers are less affected by stress when working on a flexible work arrangement and tend to have an increased wellbeing. (Timewise, 2018)
In term of diversity and inclusion there are huge boundaries that could be overcome trough flexible working offers. One of them is the inclusion of people with disabilities because having the restriction of physical workplaces removed, they can become a part of this environment and their limitations will no longer matter and the business no longer has to be preoccupied with the fact that they do not offer the required conditions. (Brennan, 2021)
Another issue that would be resolved by embracing the flexible working is that of struggling parents that can not adapt to a full-time job. The working parents that work in the organization can combine their responsibilities and develop a schedule that would accommodate their needs.
Surveys did within the company that collected data from retail stores as well as headquarters show that there is a need for flexible working, many of the employees would prefer not being limited to a 9-5 schedule and having the opportunity to manage their schedule. The results are based on a study did on 200 employees that answered questions that elicited views on work-life balance, comfort, commitment, diversity and inclusion.
Based on the results more than 75% of the employees consider flexible working arrangement essential or very important and would like the opportunity of hybrid working-working both in the workplace as well as at home. 






When it comes to the importance of flexible working over 85% of the parent respondents consider it to be essential or very important and over 50% of the non-parent respondents consider flexible working essential or very important.
 Another important factor to considerate as a benefit when it comes to flexible working is the reduced cost of office/desk space. Adopting a hybrid work model could mean asking two employees to share one desk there by reducing the cost for the organization.
The Human Resources department’s role is going to be an extensive one and there needs to be an equal amount of dedication in all levels of the organization in order to truly be able to embrace flexible working and they way the company recruits.
Every department and employee need to be included in the process so that the more inclusive and diverse environment to become permanent.

Flexible working and work inequality

A case against flexible working arrangements can be made when it comes to overcoming work inequalities. Flexibility in working hours is one so the reasons people choose to work in the retail sector. But retails is not as flexible as it seems and when it comes to store management flexible options are thin. In result to that, employees often tend to become dissatisfied with the fact that they are not able to progress their career.  The HR department needs to think creatively and come with a solution that can allow them to find the missing step of the ladder and find a way for them to be able to progress as well as maintain their flexible working schedule

Another case that could be made is that of communication difficulties. The organization needs to create opportunities for audio and video capabilities.
Also, there are concerns when it comes to the socioeconomic inequality between who is able to work from home and who is not. It comes down to a number of things such as internet access or even the personality factors. Some of us are introverts and prefer to work from home especially when working on a solo project while others are extroverts that only thrive around other people.
Obviously, it is not a “one size fits all” model and it needs to be adapted or even tested in order to find out what fits both the company as well as the individual employee.







Conclusion
With more and more organizations promoting diversity and inclusion, the expectations for companies to grow and develop their diversity goals are higher than ever. The COVID-19 pandemic gave us experiences that have shown us that things can be done differently in the workplace and that there are mutual benefits when it comes to greater flexibility for both employees as well as employers.
Looking into the future, we nee to make sure to build on what we have learned from past experiences so that we can manage to face both the long term challenges as well as the economic recovery. Many of the current flexible work arrangements are derived as a response to the specific requirements we were required to face due to the Covid-19 pandemic and not all of them are sustainable. But these situations have opened our eyes to what could be possible, and we now have the chance to seize the moment and to make flexible working part of the business. 
Flexible working arrangements are an opportunity both for the employees as well for the organizations and we can free ourselves and resolve many of our issues by embracing it.
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Annex 1.                                  Flexible work Survey
1. Is flexible working a thing you have considered or would have preferred?
            Yes                               No
2. If given the opportunity I would choose
a. A flexible working arrangement
b. A promotion
c. I wouldn’t change anything

3. Do you consider that diverse type of people are able to work well together in the company?
Yes                                 No
4. If given the opportunity, would you prefer to:
a. Work from home 
b. Continue in the same arrangement
c. Hybrid work- both from the workplace as well as at home?

5. How important is flexible working to you?
a. Essential
b. Very important
c. Somewhat important
d. Not so important
e. Flexible work does not interest me

6. How does flexible working benefit you personally and professionally
a. It helps me maintain a good work life balance
b. It is important to know that if I have an emergency, I can manage my schedule
c. Flexible working helps me reduce stress
d. Flexible working does not interest me 

7. Are you a parent?
Yes                No
8. Please indicate your age
a. 18-25yo
b. 26-45yo
c. 46-60yo
d. Over 60yo


Flexible work	Essential	Very Important	Somewhat important	Not so important	Flexible working does not interest me	0.34179999999999999	0.40799999999999997	0.184	0.04	2.53E-2	
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