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Introduction
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the UK's most established retailers, having been founded in 1884. Today, the company operates in 57 countries, with over 1,000 stores across the UK, and employs around 65,000 people across its food, clothing and home businesses. Since 2022, M&S has also placed significant emphasis on digital transformation, investing approximately £480 million in areas such as digital technology and the modernisation of its supply chain.
Like many organisations in the retail industry, M&S faces increasing HR challenges linked to technological development, attracting and retaining talented employees, and creating a diverse and inclusive workforce. Effective people management has a direct impact on organisational performance (Marchington and Wilkinson, 2002), and as a large and long-established retailer, M&S provides a useful example of how these issues can affect HR strategy. From the perspective of an HR Practitioner, this report will examine the main challenges M&S faces in these areas, consider HR practices that could help overcome them, and critically assess how managers can implement these approaches effectively.
1. Explanation of Key Factors
Technology
Technology presents an important challenge for HR at M&S. The company's investment of approximately £480 million in digital systems since 2022 has introduced new technology across areas such as stores, supply chains and customer services. As a result, employees at different levels of the organisation need to develop the digital skills required to work effectively with these new systems. This relates to the concept of Digital HRM, which refers to the use of technology, data and automated systems to improve the way HR activities are managed (Armstrong, 2020).
Digital transformation can have both positive and negative effects on employees. When introduced effectively, new technology can improve productivity, simplify tasks and give employees greater independence through more flexible ways of working, an approach reflected in the concept of smart working, which combines flexibility, autonomy and collaboration (McEwan, 2013). However, poorly managed technological change can also create uncertainty about job security and leave employees feeling overwhelmed if they have not received sufficient training. This can negatively affect employee engagement and motivation. For an organisation such as M&S, with a large workforce made up of employees with different levels of experience and digital ability, HR must ensure that staff are properly supported and trained. This will help prevent employees from being excluded from the company's wider digital transformation.
Talent Acquisition and Retention
Attracting and retaining capable employees remains an important issue for retailers such as M&S, particularly within store-based roles where employee turnover can be relatively high. Atkinson's (1984) Flexible Firm model provides one way of understanding how organisations manage their workforce. The model separates employees into a core workforce of permanent staff who may carry out a range of responsibilities and a peripheral workforce made up of temporary, part-time or contract workers who provide greater flexibility. M&S uses a combination of these types of employees, although relying on a flexible workforce can create challenges because peripheral workers may feel less connected or committed to the organisation, potentially increasing staff turnover.
Effective talent management therefore involves more than recruiting new employees. It also requires organisations to develop existing staff and create conditions that encourage them to remain with the business. M&S must compete with other retailers, as well as employers in other industries, for employees with valuable skills, particularly those working in digital, technology and transformation-related positions. Retaining these employees is important because when experienced or skilled workers leave, the organisation loses not only the cost of recruiting replacements but also valuable knowledge, experience and skills that may be needed to support its ongoing transformation strategy.
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) is another important consideration for HR at M&S because of the size and variety of its workforce. M&S employs people from different backgrounds, ages, cultures and experiences, so HR needs to ensure that employees are treated fairly and have equal opportunities within the organisation, in line with the requirements of the Equality Act 2010. Diversity focuses on having a workforce made up of people with different characteristics and backgrounds, while equity is about making sure individuals receive fair opportunities and support, a concept closely linked to Adams' (1963) equity theory, which explains how employees' perceptions of fairness directly influence their motivation and engagement at work. Inclusion means creating a workplace where employees feel respected, valued and able to contribute.
For M&S, effective DEI practices can support employee engagement and help the organisation attract and retain a wider range of talent. This can include fair recruitment processes, equal opportunities for promotion, appropriate training for managers and creating an environment where employees feel comfortable expressing their views. However, having a diverse workforce does not automatically mean that an organisation is inclusive. HR and managers must actively ensure that policies and workplace practices do not disadvantage particular groups. This makes DEI an ongoing responsibility rather than simply a recruitment target. If managed effectively, DEI can help M&S build a stronger workforce while also improving employee experience and supporting the company's reputation as a responsible employer.
2. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices
Technology
To manage the challenges created by new technology, M&S could use digital HR platforms and workforce data more effectively. These systems allow HR to monitor areas such as employee performance, training requirements and staff turnover. Using this information can help HR identify potential issues earlier rather than relying only on assumptions. For example, data could highlight particular teams that are finding it difficult to use a new digital system, allowing additional support or training to be provided.
Providing employees with suitable training when new technology is introduced is also an important HR practice. Staff should not be expected to adapt to new systems without guidance or support. This links to the module's discussion of smart and agile working, where technology should help employees work more effectively while still providing the support they need.
However, there are some disadvantages to relying on digital HR practices. Implementing and maintaining these systems can be costly, and employees across different stores may respond to technological changes differently. HR also needs to avoid depending too heavily on data, as statistics cannot always explain how employees feel about changes. Therefore, M&S should combine digital tools with regular communication and personal support to achieve the best results.
Talent Acquisition and Retention
M&S could use employer branding as an effective way of attracting and retaining employees. Employer branding involves creating a positive reputation as an organisation to work for by offering fair rewards, opportunities for development and a workplace that employees want to be part of. M&S's long history, established reputation and current investment in digital transformation could provide the company with a strong message when competing for new employees (Taylor, 2005).
Strategic workforce planning could also support M&S by helping HR identify the skills and number of employees the organisation is likely to need in the future. Instead of waiting until vacancies appear, the business can prepare in advance by developing existing employees and creating a stronger talent pipeline. This could be particularly useful for roles involving technology and digital transformation.
However, these approaches require long-term commitment and financial investment. Building a positive employer reputation takes time, while workforce planning will only be effective if managers regularly review and act on it. There is also a risk that too much attention is placed on recruiting new employees while existing staff are overlooked. Retaining experienced employees can often be more cost-effective because the organisation keeps their knowledge and reduces recruitment and training costs.
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
M&S can strengthen its approach to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion by making its recruitment processes more inclusive. This could involve checking job descriptions for language that may discourage certain applicants, ensuring interview panels include different perspectives and reviewing whether unnecessary qualifications or requirements could prevent suitable candidates from applying. Structured, objective recruitment tools such as Rodger's (1952) Seven Point Plan can also help reduce the influence of unconscious bias by focusing selection decisions on clearly defined, job-relevant criteria.
Training managers and developing effective DEI policies are also important. Having a policy alone does not guarantee that employees will experience fairness in the workplace. Managers need to understand how to apply these policies when making decisions about recruitment, promotion, development and performance. This is particularly important because unconscious bias can influence decisions even when there is no deliberate intention to discriminate.
However, DEI initiatives may have limited impact if they are treated as a formal requirement rather than something that influences everyday behaviour. M&S could have strong policies in place but still fail to create meaningful change if managers do not consistently follow them. Measuring progress and holding managers accountable can therefore help ensure that DEI becomes part of the organisation's culture. For M&S, long-term commitment and consistent implementation are more likely to produce genuine improvements than policies that exist only on paper.
3. Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation
The success of HR practices at M&S depends not only on having effective policies but also on how well managers apply them in the workplace. Departmental and store managers have an important role in turning HR strategies into actions and ensuring they are implemented consistently.
Leadership accountability is particularly important. Senior leaders need to take responsibility for making sure changes involving technology, talent management and DEI are properly introduced. If managers are not held accountable, HR initiatives may be viewed as optional and gradually lose importance. Setting clear responsibilities and measuring areas such as staff training, employee turnover and DEI progress can encourage managers to take implementation more seriously.
Effective communication is another key factor. Employees are more likely to respond positively to change when managers explain what is changing, why it is necessary and how it will affect them. This is especially important when introducing new technology or workplace policies. If information is unclear or changes are introduced without sufficient notice, employees may become worried or resistant, making implementation more difficult.
Monitoring and measuring performance can help M&S determine whether its HR practices are producing the intended results. Regular reviews allow managers to identify problems and make adjustments before they become more serious. This links with the performance management cycle discussed in the module, where objectives are planned, progress is monitored and performance is reviewed (Armstrong, 2022). Regular monitoring is more useful than waiting until an annual review to identify problems.
Organisational culture can also influence how successfully HR practices are introduced. A positive culture where employees feel listened to and are encouraged to share concerns can make people more willing to accept change. In contrast, a workplace where employees distrust management or are resistant to new ideas may make even well-designed HR initiatives difficult to implement.
There are also several barriers to implementation that M&S needs to consider. Managers may already have significant responsibilities managing staff and meeting operational targets, meaning new HR activities could be given less attention. M&S's large number of stores also creates a risk of inconsistency, with different managers applying policies in different ways. Clear guidance from senior management can help address this, while still allowing managers some flexibility to respond to the needs of their individual teams.
Overall, effective implementation requires more than simply introducing HR policies. M&S managers need clear expectations, appropriate training, sufficient time and support, as well as the authority to make changes. Combining strong leadership with communication, regular monitoring and a supportive workplace culture can help ensure that HR practices are implemented consistently and produce meaningful results.
4. Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has examined the key HR challenges facing Marks & Spencer in relation to technological change, talent acquisition and retention, and diversity, equity and inclusion. Each of these factors has a direct impact on employee engagement, organisational performance, and long-term sustainability, particularly for a large, multi-site retailer undergoing significant digital transformation.
Contemporary HR practices, including digital HR systems, employer branding, strategic workforce planning, and inclusive recruitment, offer genuine ways to address these challenges, but their effectiveness depends heavily on how consistently and urgently departmental managers implement them.
Three recommendations follow: first, M&S should ensure managers are held clearly accountable for implementing HR initiatives, not just aware of them; second, communication with staff around any change, technological or policy based, should be clear and given with enough notice to reduce resistance; and third, DEI should be treated as an ongoing, measured commitment rather than a one-off policy, with managers trained and held to account for applying it consistently across all stores.
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