



Executive Summary

This report presents a thorough ethical assessment of the management practices at Sports Direct, a leading retail organization, in light of recent concerns over working conditions and employee treatment. The analysis encompasses both mainstream and critical management theories, reflecting on the influence of prominent figures like Henri Fayol and Henry Mintzberg. While Sports Direct’s management structure draws from established frameworks, ethical considerations, especially in relation to working conditions and employee treatment, necessitate a critical evaluation.
A key focus of the report is an examination of Sports Direct's employment practices, as highlighted in a parliamentary report. This analysis reveals multiple challenges, including National Minimum Wage (NMW) violations and issues surrounding agency workers' treatment. The company’s practices, such as the "6 Strikes and You're Out" policy and insufficient attention to health and safety, have raised significant concerns about fairness, legal compliance, and public image. In response to these issues, Sports Direct has taken steps to improve conditions, including compensating workers for unpaid time and introducing democratically-elected worker representation.
The prevailing management theories at Sports Direct show a reliance on bureaucratic and autocratic styles, which, while ensuring efficiency and control, have raised concerns about worker exploitation and a challenging work environment. The centralized decision-making process has been critiqued for its lack of responsiveness to local and individual needs. These practices have shaped a unique but controversial corporate culture and approach to retail management. In addressing the issues faced by Sports Direct, the report emphasizes the need to transition from rigid management styles to more inclusive and participatory approaches. This includes fair compensation, reinforcing worker rights and safety, adopting sustainability initiatives, promoting power distribution and inclusiveness, and investing in continuous training and education. These recommendations are pivotal not only for enhancing employee well-being but also for cultivating a respectful workplace environment and reshaping the company's public image.
The report concludes that for Sports Direct to maintain its market position and meet contemporary ethical standards, it must rigorously reevaluate and reform its management practices. Embracing an ethically grounded approach is a strategic necessity, crucial for the organization's long-term success and sustainability. By integrating ethical considerations into every facet of operations, Sports Direct can align itself with modern business ethics and emerge as a leader in ethical retail management.
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This academic report delves into an ethical assessment of management theories and styles employed within Sports Direct, a prominent retail organization. The impetus for this investigation lies in recent concerns regarding working conditions and employee treatment, which have necessitated a comprehensive evaluation of the ethical implications of the management practices in place (Trowbridge, 2016).
The examination within this report spans across both mainstream and critical management theories. Sports Direct has traditionally aligned with mainstream management theories, incorporating elements from classic and contemporary approaches. Key figures such as Henri Fayol and Henry Mintzberg have significantly influenced these management practices. From Fayol's structured principles of management to Mintzberg's elucidation of managerial roles, Sports Direct's management structure has found its bearings in these time-tested frameworks. However, the ethical dimensions of these theories warrant scrutiny, particularly in the context of issues related to working conditions and employee treatment.

In addition to mainstream theories, this formal business report embraces critical management studies, acknowledging that a more holistic perspective is essential to address the ethical concerns raised. Central to this critical viewpoint are matters such as the distribution of wealth and wages, workers' rights and exploitation, environmental impact, the distribution of power, and inclusiveness. These facets provide a robust foundation for ethical evaluation and serve as a basis for recommendations that aim to shape a more appropriate and standardized response to the complaint in question (Prasad, 2010).
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This exposition critically analyses Sports Direct's employment practices based on a parliamentary report (House of Commons, 2016-17). Delving into these areas, the report highlights the multifaceted challenges faced by Sports Direct, emphasizing the broader implications for legal compliance and the company's public image. The scrutiny stems from recent intense parliamentary inquiry, focusing on intricate nuances of National Minimum wage (NMW) transgressions and the complex concerns related to agency workers' treatment. The report not only provides a comprehensive analysis but also proposes recommendations to address these issues, stressing the critical importance of adherence to employment laws for the preservation of the company's legal standing and reputation.
The parliamentary report uncovered instances where Sports Direct fell short of adhering to the NMW regulations. Workers were subjected to unpaid waiting time for security checks, resulting in a notable shortfall in their hourly wages. To rectify this, Sports Direct has committed to compensating affected workers, reportedly amounting to £1 million (Wheatstone, 2016).
Additionally, the company's implementation of a stringent "6 Strikes and You're Out" policy for agency workers drew criticism. Alleged reasons for issuing 'strikes,' such as "excessive chatting," "reported absences," and "long toilet breaks," raised concerns about fairness and due process as shown in a television investigation (Channel4, 2015) months before the scandal came out. The parliamentary report recommended abandoning this policy, prompting Sports Direct to offer a guaranteed minimum working week for directly employed shop workers.
The parliamentary report also brought to light issues related to sexual harassment and health and safety at Sports Direct. Disturbingly, the report cited 110 ambulance calls to the Shirebrook warehouse in just over three years. Instances of a worker reportedly giving birth in the toilets for fear of repercussions further underscored the severity of the health and safety concerns. On this matter, the chief executive Mike Ashley admits the issues related to working practices (Armstrong, 2016). In response, Sports Direct intends to implement a confidential reporting system for victims of sexual harassment and employ a full-time nurse at the warehouse.

This description outlines the troubling employment practices at Sports Direct as highlighted by the parliamentary report. The identified issues, spanning NMW violations, an oppressive 'strikes' policy, and concerns over sexual harassment and health and safety, warrant immediate attention. Addressing these concerns is imperative not only for legal compliance but also for safeguarding the company's reputation. The report refrains from providing specific conclusions, leaving room for further discussion and consideration of recommendations.
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In contemplating the prevailing management theories at Sports Direct, it becomes evident that the organization has long adhered to principles derived from both classic and contemporary management. Although Bureaucratic and autocratic management styles have been prevalent within the organization. While these styles have demonstrated their ability to ensure efficiency and control (Toole, 2023), they have also raised concerns related to employee autonomy and well-being. The ethical considerations surrounding these management styles emanate from the potential for worker exploitation and the creation of a challenging working environment (Ahmed, 2023). Sports Direct, under its distinctive management style, has demonstrated operational sufficiency and stringent control mechanisms. The company's approach, particularly at its lower echelons, is marked by a rigid adherence to bottom-line results, underscored by strict rules and protocols that govern employee conduct and performance metrics. This focus on efficiency and profitability, while effective in driving certain business outcomes, often came at the cost of flexibility and responsiveness at the individual employee level (Menon, 2017). Moreover, the decision-making process within Sports Direct has been predominantly autocratic, characterized by top-down directives that appear increasingly detached from the realities of its peripheral sites. Such a centralized decision-making structure, while ensuring uniformity and consistency in implementing company policies, has often been critiqued for its lack of consideration for local contexts and the individual needs of diverse store locations. This management style, combining operational efficiency with rigid control and centralized authority, has shaped the company's corporate culture and operational ethos, reflecting a distinctive, albeit controversial, approach to retail management (Mullins, 2005).
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The vestiges of Fayol's 14 principles of management are discernible within the hierarchical structure of Sports Direct. These principles, including division of work, authority, and discipline, have historically lent a sense of order and direction to the organization (Edwards, 2018). However, the rigid adherence to these principles sometimes inadvertently gravitates toward autocratic decision-making, giving rise to concerns about employee well-being and ethical considerations (Parker, 2005). On the other hand, Mintzberg's delineation of managerial roles underscores the complexity and versatility of a manager's responsibilities, highlighting how these roles intersect and overlap in the dynamic environment of business leadership. His framework breaks down managerial roles into three primary categories: interpersonal, informational, and decisional. The interpersonal roles, encompassing figurehead, leader, and liaison, emphasize the importance of human interaction, from ceremonial duties to team leadership and network building (Mintzerg, 1983). Within Sports Direct, managers undertake various roles, encompassing the interpersonal, informational, and decisional spheres. However, it is paramount to acknowledge that the ethical implications of these roles are contingent on how they are executed. For instance, the decisional roles can either foster inclusivity and fairness or inadvertently contribute to power imbalances and unethical practices (Mintzberg, 2020).
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In response to the ethical concerns that have come to the fore at Sports Direct, a critical management perspective becomes indispensable in addressing issues related to working conditions and employee treatment. Mainstream Theories, such as the classical and human relations approaches, typically focuses on scientific management techniques, advocating for specialization, hierarchy, and efficiency. While Improving productivity they generally accept the status quo of the corporate structure and aim to optimize within it.
On the other hand, Critical management theories challenge the assumptions of mainstream theories, questioning power dynamics, inequality, and the broader societal impacts of management practices. They are more likely to critique the capitalist system and advocate for more radical changes in the way organizations are structured and managed (Akella, 2008).
Critical management theories stand in stark contrast to mainstream approaches, as they fundamentally challenge the underlying assumptions of traditional management practices. These theories scrutinize and question the prevailing power dynamics, inequalities, and broader societal impacts that emanate from conventional management methods. Rather than accepting the status quo, critical theories delve into how organizational structures and practices reinforce power imbalances and perpetuate social inequalities (Adler, 2008). Often critiquing the capitalist framework, these theories advocate for radical changes in organizational management, proposing alternative structures that emphasize democratic decision-making, social equity, and ethical considerations beyond profit maximization (Rendtorff, 2022). By doing so, critical management theories offer a more holistic and socially conscious perspective, highlighting the need for management practices that are not only efficient but also socially responsible and equitable (Alvesson, 2009).
Overall, each management theory has its ethical implications, which need to be considered in the context of their application in various areas of an organization. Mainstream theories tend to focus on operational efficiency and worker satisfaction within existing systems, while critical theories challenge the fundamental structures and power dynamics of organizations.
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Sports Direct faces a crucial ethical challenge in addressing income disparities, especially among its frontline and part-time workers. Implementing fair wage practices, as critical management perspective assumes, is not just a matter of ethical business conduct but a necessity for maintaining justice and equity within the organization. Fair compensation goes beyond upholding ethical standards; it significantly boosts employee morale and loyalty, which are essential for staff retention and operational efficiency (Shuja Iqbal, 2017). Recognizing and acting on this issue will not only improve the internal work environment but also enhance Sports Direct's reputation in the market, demonstrating a firm commitment to treating all employees fairly, regardless of their role in the company. An example of this behaviour highlights H&M Group's Fair Living Wage Strategy, implemented from 2013 to 2018, significantly surpassed its ethical and operational goals (hmgroup.com, 2023). The strategy's focus on improved Wage Management Systems and democratically elected worker representation led to substantial progress in factories, enhancing the working conditions for a large number of workers. Additionally, the achievement of these goals was recognized by the majority of their business partners, who regard H&M as a fair business partner.                 This approach not only improved worker welfare but also strengthened H&M's relationships with partners and bolstered its reputation for corporate responsibility (Sabita Banerji, 2018).
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To address the myriad of ethical concerns highlighted at Sports Direct, it is essential to undertake a comprehensive review and reformation of management styles, particularly shifting from the prevalent bureaucratic and autocratic models towards more inclusive and participatory approaches. This change is crucial not only for enhancing employee well-being but also for cultivating a more engaging and respectful workplace environment. Integral to this transformation is the issue of fair compensation; the company must commit to eliminating wage disparities by implementing a structured compensation policy that acknowledges the diverse roles and contributions of all employees (Dinkin, 2020). Furthermore, reinforcing worker rights and safety is imperative. This includes ensuring a safe working environment, appropriately managing working hours, and implementing robust measures to prevent any form of employee exploitation.

In today's environmentally conscious business landscape, Sports Direct should also embark on sustainability initiatives. This involves adopting practices that reduce waste, promote energy efficiency, and minimize the overall environmental impact. Such initiatives are not only ethically imperative but also serve as a strategic avenue for public relations improvement, helping to reshape the company's image considering the past management issues and effect that these manoeuvres have on the general public (Butler, 2018). The aspect of power distribution within the organization calls for immediate attention, advocating for a culture that supports shared decision-making and transparency (Merlo, 2018). This shift is vital for mitigating power imbalances and involves actively involving employees in decisions that affect their roles and work conditions, in such a way to foster a sense of ownership and responsibility across all levels of the organization.
In addition, the promotion of inclusiveness and ensuring that employees have a voice are critical. Sports Direct must create channels through which employees can freely express their concerns and suggestions, thereby nurturing a culture where diversity and inclusivity are not just accepted but celebrated. This approach is not merely about creating a welcoming workplace but also about leveraging the diverse perspectives that employees bring to the table, which can lead to more innovative and effective business solutions (Hives.co, 2023).
Lastly, an investment in continuous training and education is fundamental. This training should focus on ethical leadership, inclusiveness, and social responsibility, equipping managers and employees alike with the necessary skills and knowledge to implement these principles effectively. By doing so, Sports Direct can expect to not only improve its internal operations and employee satisfaction but also to repair and enhance its public image, which is crucial given the past management issues (Corsey, 2021). Such a holistic and ethically grounded approach to management will not only align Sports Direct with contemporary business ethics but also position it as a forward-thinking leader in retail, committed to the welfare of its employees, society, and the environment.



[bookmark: _Toc151494442]Conclusion

In this report, we have undertaken an in-depth ethical assessment of the management practices at Sports Direct, analysing them through the lenses of both mainstream and critical management theories. The findings underscore the urgent need for a shift from traditional bureaucratic and autocratic approaches to a more inclusive and participatory management style. This transition is essential for addressing ethical issues, particularly those related to income disparities, workers' rights, and safety concerns. The company's adherence to classical management principles has resulted in a focus on operational efficiency and control. However, this has led to ethical challenges, including unfair wage practices and a lack of consideration for individual employee needs. The critical management perspective highlights the necessity for Sports Direct to reevaluate its approach, advocating for fair compensation, equitable power distribution, and a commitment to environmental sustainability. The case study of Sports Direct’s employment practices, as examined in the parliamentary report, reveals the significant impact of management theories on employee treatment and legal compliance. It points to the need for the company to rectify issues such as non-compliance with minimum wage laws and oppressive workplace policies, which are crucial not only for legal adherence but also for maintaining its public image and employee morale. The roles of managers, drawing on the theories of Fayol and Mintzberg, are central to addressing these ethical issues. While Fayol provides a structured approach, Mintzberg emphasizes the complexity of management roles, suggesting the need for a balance between organizational objectives and employee welfare.
Conclusively, the report advocates for a holistic and ethically grounded approach to management at Sports Direct. Integrating ethical considerations into every aspect of operations, including wage practices, worker rights, environmental responsibility, and inclusive decision-making, is not merely a moral imperative but also a strategic necessity for the company's long-term success. Embracing this approach will not only align Sports Direct with contemporary ethical standards but also position it as a leader in ethical retail management.
References
Adler, L. C. F. H. W., 2008. University of Southern California. 1 ed. s.l.:The academy of management annals.
Ahmed, S. S. A., 2023. Autocratic Leadership and Abuse, s.l.: Springer, Cham.
Akella, D., 2008. A reflection on critical management studies.. Journal of management and organisation, 14(1), pp. 100-110.
Alvesson, M. T. B. a. H. W., 2009. The Oxford Handbook of Critical Management Studies. s.l.:Oxford University Press.
Armstrong, A., 2016. Mike Ashley admits Sports Direct has 'outgrown me'. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/06/07/mike-ashley-admits-sports-direct-has-outgrown-me/
[Accessed 13 November 2023].
Butler, A., 2018. Do Customers Really Care About Your Environmental Impact?. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesnycouncil/2018/11/21/do-customers-really-care-about-your-environmental-impact/
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
Channel4, 2015. Sports Direct - investigation reveals harsh working conditions. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.channel4.com/press/news/sports-direct-investigation-reveals-harsh-working-conditions
[Accessed 12 November 2023].
Corsey, M., 2021. Leadership Training Can Pay Huge Dividends for Midsize Companies. [Online] 
Available at: https://hbr.org/2021/07/leadership-training-can-pay-huge-dividends-for-midsize-companies
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
Dinkin, E., 2020. Adapting your compensation strategy to keep up with today's worker expectations. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.benefitspro.com/2020/03/03/adapting-your-compensation-strategy-to-keep-up-with-todays-worker-expectations/?slreturn=20231021150632
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
Edwards, R., 2018. An Elaboration of the Administrative Theory of the 14 Principles of Management by Henri Fayol, s.l.: International Journal for Empirical Education and Research.
Hives.co, 2023. Embracing the Power of Diverse Perspectives. [Online] 
Available at: https://hives.co/en/blog/embracing-the-power-of-diverse-perspectives#:~:text=By%20creating%20an%20environment%20that,their%20teams%20and%20drive%20innovation.&text=Embracing%20the%20power%20of%20diverse%20perspectives%20is%20not%20only%20the,individuals%2
[Accessed 15 November 2023].
hmgroup.com, 2023. The Fair Living Wage Strategy: Key Impacts and Learnings. [Online] 
Available at: https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/fair-and-equal/wages/key-impacts-and-learnings/
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
House of Commons, 2016-17. House of Commons Business, Innovation and Skills Committee Employment practices at Sports Direct Third Report of Session , London: House of Commons.
Menon, A., 2017. theHRdirector. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.thehrdirector.com/features/hr-in-business/success-scandal-curious-case-mike-ashley/
[Accessed 16 november 2023].
Merlo, A. E. S. A. J. L., 2018. The benefits and implementation of performance transparency: The why and how of letting your customers ‘see through’ your business, s.l.: Business Horizons.
Mintzberg, H. B. A. J. B., 2020. Strategy Safari: The complete guide through the wilds of strategic management. s.l.:Pearson UK.
Mintzerg, H., 1983. Structure in Fives: Designing Effective Organizations. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.
Mullins, L. J., 2005. Management and Organizational Behavior. London: FT Pitman.
Parker, L. D. P. A. R., 2005. Revisiting Fayol: Anticipating Contemporary Management. British journal of Management, 16(3), pp. 175-194.
Prasad, A. M. A., 2010. Critical Management Studies and Business Ethics: A Synthesis and Three Research Trajectories for the Coming Decade.. Journal of business ethics, Issue 94, pp. 227-237.
Rendtorff, J., 2022. Managing for the Common Good: Rethinking the Business Corporation Beyond Profit-Maximization.. Langergaard: Springer, Cham.
Sabita Banerji, K. E. P. M., 2018. Review of H&M's group Roadmap to fair living wage. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/ETI-HM%20FLWR%20Review_0.pdf
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
Shuja Iqbal, L. G. S. A., 2017. Effects of Job Organizational Culture, Benefits, Salary on Job Satisfaction, Zhenjiang: School of Management, Jiangsu University - Review of Public Administration.
Toole, K., 2023. The Authoritarian or Autocratic Leader. [Online] 
Available at: https://study.com/learn/lesson/autocratic-leadership-overview-examples.html
[Accessed 21 November 2023].
Trowbridge, P., 2016. Sports Direct Working Conditions 'Appalling'. [Online] 
Available at: https://news.sky.com/story/sports-direct-working-conditions-appalling-10508933
[Accessed 10 November 2023].
Wheatstone, R., 2016. Sports Direct workers to receive £1million back payments after firm admitted not paying minimum wage. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/sports-direct-workers-receive-1million-8635543
[Accessed 11 November 2023].


2

