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1. Introduction
Human Resource Management (HRM) has evolved into a strategic function that directly influences organisational performance, competitiveness, and long-term sustainability. In the UK retail sector, organisations such as Marks & Spencer plc (M&S) operate in a dynamic environment shaped by technological change, labour market pressures, and shifting societal expectations. Consequently, HR practices must be flexible, strategic, and evidence-based.
The introduction of automation and digital systems has significantly reshaped job roles, requiring continuous upskilling to ensure employees can operate effectively and adapt to the evolving workforce (CIPD, 2025). At the same time, talent management has become more complex due to skills shortages and increased competition for qualified employees (CIPD, 2024). In addition, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) has emerged as a key priority, driven by legal, ethical, and performance-related factors.
Building on earlier analysis of recruitment and learning and development practices within M&S, including structured recruitment and key learning theories, this study examines three main HR challenges: technological advancement, talent acquisition and retention, and DEI.
The discussion is organised into three sections. First, it explores the factors influencing these challenges. Second, it evaluates contemporary HR practices for addressing them. Third, it critically assesses the role of departmental managers in ensuring effective implementation. Overall, the analysis combines theoretical and practical perspectives to provide a critical discussion aligned with best practices in HRM.
2. Factors Affecting HR Challenges
2.1 Technological Advancement
In the retail sector, the increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) and data-driven systems has transformed key functions such as demand forecasting, stock management, and workforce planning, leading to improved efficiency and more strategic decision-making (Davenport and Ronanki, 2018). This shift has had a direct impact on HRM practices within M&S.
A key issue linked to this shift is the increasing demand for digital and analytical skills. Employees are expected to use advanced systems, yet rapid technological adoption has created a skills gap, as many lack the required capabilities (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2017). This is particularly challenging in retail, where frontline staff must adapt quickly while maintaining customer service standards.
Technology has also reshaped job roles, reducing routine tasks and increasing the need for problem-solving and adaptability. This requires HR to redesign roles and provide targeted training, although such changes may create uncertainty and resistance among employees (Autor, 2015).
In addition, HR analytics supports data-driven decision-making, enabling organisations to monitor performance and predict workforce trends (Marler and Boudreau, 2017). However, it raises ethical concerns around privacy and data use.
Overall, while digital technologies improve efficiency and competitiveness, their success depends on effective reskilling and managing the human impact of change.
2.2 Talent Acquisition and Retention
Talent acquisition and retention remain significant challenges for organisations across the United Kingdom, particularly in competitive sectors such as retail. Skills shortages and increasing labour market competition mean organisations must compete for a limited pool of candidates, especially those with digital and leadership capabilities. This is particularly relevant for organisations such as M&S, where ongoing digital transformation has increased demand for technologically skilled employees.
In addition, changing employee expectations have reshaped both recruitment and retention strategies. Modern employees increasingly value flexibility, career progression, and work–life balance. This aligns with the concept of Agile Working, which emphasises flexibility, autonomy, and employee empowerment. Organisations that fail to offer such conditions risk losing talent to competitors that better meet these expectations.
From a theoretical perspective, Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps explain employee motivation, suggesting that individuals seek not only financial security but also psychological fulfilment, belonging, and self-actualisation. This highlights why organisations must go beyond pay to retain employees.
Furthermore, job design plays a critical role in retention. The Hackman and Oldham Job Characteristics Model (1974) emphasises factors such as skill variety, autonomy, and task significance as key drivers of motivation and job satisfaction. Roles that are meaningful and engaging are more likely to retain employees, whereas repetitive or poorly designed jobs can increase turnover.
Additionally, organisational culture and leadership remain central to retention outcomes. Supportive leadership, recognition, and development opportunities enhance employee commitment, while poor management practices can drive disengagement and turnover (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020).
Critically, retention is influenced by a combination of financial and non-financial factors. While competitive pay remains important, research shows that job satisfaction, meaningful work, and wellbeing are equally significant in shaping employee decisions to stay or leave (Costa et al., 2024).
Overall, talent acquisition and retention require a holistic approach that integrates flexible working practices, effective job design, and strong leadership to meet evolving employee expectations.
2.3 Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is widely recognised as a strategic priority for organisations, influenced by legal frameworks such as the Equality Act 2010, as well as social expectations and organisational values. However, despite the adoption of DEI policies, their effectiveness often remains limited in practice (Griffen, 2022).
A key factor affecting DEI is unconscious bias, which can influence recruitment, promotion, and performance evaluation. This highlights that policies alone are insufficient without deeper cultural and behavioural change.
Another challenge is the gap between DEI strategy and implementation, as many organisations lack clear targets and accountability, leading to symbolic rather than meaningful outcomes (Griffen, 2022).
The rise of hybrid working adds further complexity, as it can create inequalities in visibility and access to opportunities. This requires organisations to manage inclusion across different working environments actively.
Critically, DEI should not be treated only as a compliance requirement. While diversity can enhance innovation, this depends on how well inclusion is embedded in organisational culture. Without this, diversity may lead to disengagement rather than improved performance.
Overall, DEI requires strong leadership, cultural change, and measurable actions to achieve sustainable impact.

3. Contemporary HR Practices
3.1 Addressing Technological Advancement
A key contemporary HR practice for addressing technological change is digital learning and development (L&D). E-learning platforms offer scalable, flexible, and cost-effective training solutions, particularly for compliance and technical skills (Noe, 2020). However, approaches based purely on behaviourist principles, such as repetition and reinforcement, may be limited in their ability to develop higher-order cognitive and problem-solving skills required in digitally advanced environments.
To address this limitation, many organisations are adopting blended learning approaches, which combine behaviourist, cognitivist, and experiential learning theories. This integrated approach enables employees not only to acquire technical knowledge but also to develop critical thinking and adaptability. For example, experiential learning allows employees to apply knowledge in real work contexts, improving both retention and performance (Kolb, 1984). This is particularly relevant in retail settings, where employees must quickly adapt to new digital systems while maintaining service quality.
Another important practice is the use of HR analytics and data-driven decision-making. These tools allow organisations to identify skill gaps, forecast workforce needs, and support strategic planning. However, an over-reliance on quantitative data may overlook qualitative factors such as employee well-being, motivation, and organisational culture, which are equally important for long-term performance.
Critically, while these practices improve efficiency and organisational capability, their success depends on employee engagement and organisational readiness. Without a supportive culture and continuous investment in development, technological initiatives may fail to deliver sustainable outcomes.

3.2 Addressing Talent Acquisition and Retention
Contemporary HR practices in talent acquisition increasingly emphasise structured and evidence-based recruitment. Techniques such as job analysis, clear person specifications, and competency-based interviews improve the quality and consistency of hiring decisions (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020). These methods help ensure alignment between organisational needs and candidate capabilities.
However, traditional recruitment approaches can unintentionally restrict diversity and innovation by focusing heavily on formal qualifications and previous experience. As a result, organisations are increasingly adopting skills-based hiring, which prioritises competencies and potential over credentials, thereby expanding the available talent pool and supporting more inclusive recruitment practices (Bone et al., 2023).
In terms of retention, organisations are implementing employee engagement strategies, including flexible working arrangements, career development opportunities, and wellbeing initiatives. Flexible or agile working practices have become particularly important in responding to changing employee expectations and improving retention outcomes.
Nevertheless, a critical limitation of many retention strategies is their lack of personalisation. Employees have diverse needs and motivations, meaning that a standardised approach is unlikely to be effective. The application of theories such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs highlights that individuals are motivated by different factors beyond financial rewards, including belonging, recognition, and self-development.
Overall, while contemporary HR practices have improved recruitment and retention outcomes, their effectiveness depends on how well they are tailored to individual needs and supported by organisational culture.
3.3 Addressing Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
To address DEI challenges, organisations have adopted a range of HR practices aimed at promoting fairness and inclusion. One key approach is inclusive recruitment, including anonymised CV screening, which helps reduce bias in early selection stages. However, such practices do not fully eliminate deeper structural inequalities within organisations.
Another widely used practice is DEI training, which aims to increase awareness of unconscious bias and encourage inclusive behaviours. Nevertheless, evidence suggests that training alone has a limited long-term impact unless supported by broader organisational change, including leadership commitment and accountability (Hebl and King, 2024).
Organisations are therefore increasingly focusing on inclusive leadership development, ensuring that managers have the skills to support diverse teams and foster inclusive environments. Leadership behaviour is critical in translating DEI policies into everyday practice.
Critically, many organisations adopt DEI initiatives as symbolic actions rather than implementing meaningful change. Effective DEI requires measurable targets, transparent reporting, and continuous evaluation, ensuring accountability at all levels (Hebl and King, 2024).
Overall, contemporary DEI practices highlight the need to move beyond compliance towards genuine cultural transformation, where inclusion is embedded in everyday organisational behaviour.
4. Managerial Implementation
Departmental managers play a key role in implementing HR practices, as they translate organisational strategies into everyday operations. Their actions directly influence employee behaviour, engagement, and performance.
Firstly, managers must demonstrate inclusive leadership, particularly in relation to DEI, by modelling fair behaviour and addressing bias. However, without adequate training and organisational support, their ability to implement DEI effectively may be limited.
Secondly, managers are responsible for managing technological change. This requires clear communication, guidance, and ongoing support to help employees adapt to new systems. Effective change implementation depends on how well knowledge is shared and understood within the organisation, highlighting the importance of knowledge management in supporting successful transitions (Imran et al., 2016).
Despite their importance, managers often face time pressures and competing priorities, which can reduce their focus on HR responsibilities and lead to inconsistent implementation across departments.
There is also a risk of implementation gaps, where well-designed HR policies are not effectively applied. This may result from a lack of skills, motivation, or accountability among managers, as well as poor communication of organisational objectives.
To address these challenges, organisations should invest in leadership development programmes and integrate HR-related objectives into performance management systems, ensuring managers are both capable and accountable.
Overall, effective implementation depends on alignment between HR strategy, leadership behaviour, and organisational culture. Without this alignment, HR practices are unlikely to achieve their intended outcomes.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations
This analysis has demonstrated that technological advancement, talent acquisition and retention, and diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) are interconnected challenges for organisations such as M&S. These challenges are driven by digital transformation, evolving workforce expectations, and increasing organisational and societal pressures.
While contemporary HR practices such as blended learning, skills-based recruitment, and inclusive initiatives provide effective solutions, their success ultimately depends on consistent and effective implementation. Departmental managers play a critical role in translating HR strategies into practice and ensuring organisational outcomes are achieved. From a theoretical perspective, Equity Theory highlights that employees are motivated by perceptions of fairness, meaning that unequal treatment in areas such as pay, recognition, or opportunities may lead to dissatisfaction and reduced performance. Critically, organisations must therefore move beyond isolated HR practices and adopt an integrated approach that aligns HR systems, leadership behaviour, and organisational culture to ensure long-term effectiveness.
To address these challenges, organisations should invest in continuous digital upskilling to support employees in adapting to technological change, while also implementing personalised retention strategies that reflect diverse employee needs and expectations. In addition, DEI initiatives should be strengthened through measurable targets, clear accountability, and regular evaluation to ensure meaningful impact. Drawing on Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory, it is evident that while hygiene factors such as pay and working conditions minimise dissatisfaction, true motivation depends on intrinsic factors such as recognition, development, and meaningful work. Therefore, aligning HR strategy with organisational culture is essential to ensure that HR practices are consistently applied and contribute to sustainable organisational performance.  
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