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HR Strategies for Managing Change at Gym shark: Digital Transformation and Flexible Work

   1. Introduction
   Gym shark, a leading UK-based fitness apparel brand headquartered in Solihull, is currently undergoing a major business transformation as it transitions from a digital-only e-commerce model to an omnichannel retail enterprise. The company’s strategy now centres on opening physical stores, expanding globally, and adopting advanced digital technologies to enhance operational efficiency and customer experience (Gym shark Annual Report, 2024).
While this transformation presents exciting opportunities, it has also resulted in an increase in employee grievances. These stem largely from communication gaps, increased workload, lack of clarity in changing roles, and the complexities associated with hybrid and flexible working arrangements. Such challenges are common during organisational transformation, particularly when rapid digitalisation and restructuring create uncertainty, resistance, and role ambiguity among employees (Kotter, 1995; Beer & Nohria, 2000).
To manage this transition successfully, Gym shark’s HR department must implement effective strategies that balance innovation with employee wellbeing. This report explores the key factors driving change—specifically digital transformation and flexible working—and evaluates contemporary HR practices that can mitigate grievances and strengthen engagement. It also assesses how departmental managers can ensure these practices are implemented consistently and with urgency. Drawing on established HR frameworks, such as Ulrich’s (1997) HR business partner model, Armstrong and Taylor’s (2020) strategic HRM principles, and CIPD (2024) guidelines on employee relations, this report concludes with recommendations designed to build leadership capability, enhance communication, and sustain a people-centred organisational culture.





   2. Factors Driving Gym shark’s Transformation
   2.1 Business Transformation Factors
   Gym shark’s transformation is primarily driven by its ambition for strategic growth and operational agility, shifting from an online-only business to an omnichannel retailer (BBC Business, 2025). This shift requires significant organisational restructuring, cultural adaptation, and the development of new leadership competencies. The introduction of roles such as Chief Retail Officer, Store Operations Manager, and Change Manager highlights the growing need for leadership skills in project management, communication, and cross-functional coordination (CIPD, 2024).
In addition to structural change, Gym shark faces a process of cultural transformation. Employees accustomed to digital workflows must now adapt to physical retail environments that prioritise customer interaction and team collaboration. This shift challenges existing norms and requires HR to reinforce values of teamwork, adaptability, and continuous learning. Moreover, talent reallocation remains a central challenge. As roles evolve, redundancies and redeployments may occur, often creating anxiety and uncertainty. Effective HR planning, open communication, and strong change management frameworks are therefore essential to maintaining trust and morale throughout this period of transition (Kotter, 1995).

   2.2 Digital Technology Trends
   Digitalisation is now central to Gym shark’s operations, influencing HR, marketing, and retail processes through technologies such as AI analytics, cloud-based systems, and digital collaboration tools (PwC, 2023). While these tools enhance decision-making and streamline workflows, they also create new challenges in employee relations. The introduction of Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) and automated performance tracking tools, for example, can lead employees to feel constantly monitored, increasing stress and perceived inequity (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020).
AI-driven recruitment and employee communication platforms improve efficiency but raise ethical questions regarding data protection and fairness (SHRM, 2023). Furthermore, Gym shark’s use of e-learning platforms for employee training has made upskilling more accessible but may disadvantage employees with limited digital literacy. This creates a “digital divide” within the workforce, often correlated with age, role type, or experience level. Without targeted support, such disparities can foster disengagement and a sense of exclusion (Rees & Smith, 2021). Therefore, HR plays a pivotal role in ensuring that digital transformation initiatives are implemented inclusively and ethically.

   2.3 Flexible Working Arrangements
   Gym shark has also implemented hybrid working for office-based teams, allowing greater flexibility, while retail and logistics employees continue to operate on fixed shifts. This unequal access to flexibility can create perceptions of unfairness and reduce morale (CIPD, 2024). Remote working supports autonomy but may weaken collaboration, while compressed hours improve work–life balance yet reduce coordination. In retail roles, flexible shifts provide control but complicate scheduling and accountability.
Moreover, inconsistent communication about hybrid work expectations and digital monitoring systems has led to confusion and, in some cases, formal grievances. Without transparent policies and fair managerial oversight, flexible work practices can undermine both performance and organisational trust (Kelliher & Anderson, 2010). Consequently, HR intervention is required to ensure fairness, maintain cohesion, and align flexible working with business needs.

   3. Contemporary HR Practices to Support Transformation
   3.1 Managing Organisational Change
   During large-scale transformation, HR practices must reinforce communication, engagement, and leadership visibility. Implementing structured change management frameworks, such as Kotter’s (1995) Eight-Step Model, ensures that change is communicated effectively, that leaders remain visible and engaged, and that employees understand both the purpose and benefits of transformation. Alongside this, employee engagement initiatives—such as regular town halls, pulse surveys, and recognition schemes—help sustain morale and psychological commitment (CIPD, 2024).
Additionally, role clarity and targeted training ensure employees understand new expectations and possess the competencies required to perform effectively (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020). To enhance employee involvement, Gym shark should establish a Change Champion Network comprising influential staff who act as ambassadors of change across departments. This participatory approach fosters transparency, reduces resistance, and strengthens communication (Beer & Nohria, 2000).

   3.2 Managing Digital Transformation
As Gym shark continues its digital evolution, HR must focus on building digital literacy and ensuring responsible technology use. Continuous learning and upskilling programmes, delivered through a Learning Management System (LMS), can equip employees with the digital competencies required to navigate new systems confidently. Simultaneously, HR should develop ethical AI policies to promote fairness in algorithmic decision-making and protect employee data (SHRM, 2023).
Furthermore, the strategic use of HR analytics can provide predictive insights into engagement levels and turnover trends, allowing the organisation to address grievances before they escalate (Rees & Smith, 2021). Finally, promoting digital wellbeing policies—such as limiting after-hours communication and encouraging healthy online boundaries—can prevent burnout and help sustain motivation (CIPD, 2023). These initiatives must be implemented holistically, ensuring digital innovation enhances, rather than erodes, employee experience.

   3.3 Managing Flexible Working
   To ensure fairness and inclusion in flexible work arrangements, Gym shark must adopt a hybrid work policy framework that sets clear expectations around communication, availability, and performance standards. The implementation of right-to-disconnect policies will protect employees from overwork and help maintain wellbeing. At the same time, introducing output-based performance management allows managers to assess outcomes rather than physical presence, reinforcing trust and accountability (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020).
Regular inclusion audits can help ensure equitable treatment of remote and in-person workers in career development, recognition, and promotions (CIPD, 2024). Additionally, offering flexible benefits packages—including gym memberships, home-office allowances, or childcare support—can improve motivation and loyalty. Crucially, HR must facilitate continuous dialogue through employee consultation forums and grievance dashboards to maintain transparency and address issues promptly.


   4. Critical Evaluation: Ensuring Implementation by Departmental Managers 
   While HR teams are responsible for designing policies and frameworks to support organisational change, the ultimate success of these practices depends on the consistency and capability of departmental managers in applying them. As Ulrich (1997) argues, HR strategy only generates value when operational leaders actively engage in people-focused practices. At Gym shark, managers therefore play a crucial role in ensuring that digital transformation and flexible work policies are embedded effectively and aligned with business goals.
   4.1 Managerial Responsibilities
   Managers must act as effective communicators and role models, translating strategic transformation goals into practical behavioural expectations. Clear and empathetic communication is essential to help employees make sense of change, reducing anxiety and uncertainty (Kotter, 1995). Additionally, managers require targeted training in areas such as conflict resolution, digital tool usage, and performance conversations to ensure they can support employees in adapting to new technologies and structural changes.
Proactive monitoring and feedback systems, such as regular check-ins, wellbeing conversations, and anonymous engagement surveys, enable managers to identify early signals of disengagement and grievances. This supports a more preventative approach to employee relations rather than reactive issue-management, helping to maintain morale during transformational change.
   4.2 Barriers to Implementation
   Despite the importance of their role, managers frequently encounter practical obstacles such as workload pressures, limited HR expertise, and a lack of confidence when applying new policies. In a fast-growing organisation like Gym shark, some managers may prioritise operational targets over people-management responsibilities, which can lead to inconsistent policy enforcement and increased perceptions of unfairness (CIPD, 2024). Moreover, managers may struggle with the cultural shift required to support hybrid work if they are traditionally accustomed to monitoring visible presence rather than outcomes.
To address these barriers, Gym shark should embed clear accountability mechanisms. Managerial Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) should incorporate engagement scores, employee turnover data, and adherence to HR policies, ensuring that people-focused leadership becomes a measurable component of managerial success. Encouraging cross-departmental HR review meetings would also help managers share best practice, develop confidence, and collaborate more consistently across the business.
The introduction of a ‘Manager as Coach’ development programme would further support leaders in developing empathy, active listening, and inclusive behaviour—all of which are essential to building trust during transformation.
   4.3 Importance of Digital and Cultural Alignment
   As digital systems become embedded within Gym shark’s HR and operational functions, managers must demonstrate the competence and willingness to integrate technology into their leadership style. This includes using HR systems for performance tracking, resource planning, and wellbeing monitoring—ensuring transparency and fairness in decision-making (Beer & Nohria, 2000).
Equally important is the need for managers to protect psychological safety within hybrid teams, ensuring remote employees feel equally visible, valued, and involved in decision-making. Leadership modelling plays a direct role in shaping employee attitudes; when managers display openness to learning, resilience to change, and transparency in communications, employees are more likely to respond positively and remain committed to organisational goals (Kotter, 1995; Ulrich, 1997).
Overall, the ability of managers to embed HR practices in daily operations is the determining factor in whether Gym shark’s transformation results in sustained cultural improvement or ongoing employee resistance.
   5. Conclusion and Recommendations
   Gym shark’s transformation into an omnichannel and digitally advanced organisation represents a significant shift in its business model, one that presents both strategic opportunities and complex workforce challenges. While digital innovation and flexible working arrangements have enhanced operational performance and supported work–life balance for many employees, they have also introduced risks such as role ambiguity, inconsistent managerial practices, and perceived inequalities between different employee groups. These issues have directly contributed to an increase in employee grievances, highlighting the urgent need for HR to adopt an integrated and proactive approach that balances technological progress with a strong emphasis on employee wellbeing, communication, and fairness across the organisation.
To support this transition effectively, HR must ensure that the implementation of new systems and structures remains people-centred, with employees given the guidance, voice, and support needed to adapt positively to change. The following recommendations provide a strategic framework for strengthening HR’s role in driving successful transformation:
1. Establish a Change Champion Network to encourage transparent communication, employee participation, and shared ownership of transformation progress.
2. Implement a Digital Upskilling Strategy through tailored learning pathways to reduce digital skill gaps and promote confidence in new systems.
3. Strengthen Grievance and Feedback Mechanisms through digital dashboards and regular engagement surveys to ensure concerns are captured and resolved promptly.
4. Enhance Manager Accountability by aligning performance evaluations with employee engagement and wellbeing outcomes.
5. Formalise Hybrid Work Policies that apply consistently across departments to maintain equity and clear expectations for all employees.
6. Promote Comprehensive Wellbeing Initiatives including mental health support, flexible benefits, and workload management training to sustain employee resilience.
By embedding these HR strategies and equipping managers to lead change effectively, Gym shark can transform current tensions into opportunities for cultural renewal, sustainable workforce development, and long-term organisational success. Ensuring that employees remain informed, supported, and valued throughout the transformation process will be essential to maintaining trust and securing a committed workforce capable of driving Gym shark’s future growth.
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