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[bookmark: _Toc220963896]Introduction, Background, and Research Problem
The UK retail market is also among the highest employers in the country's economy, as it provides more than 3 million individuals with jobs and makes a big difference in the GDP (Statista.com, 2026). Nonetheless, high turnover of the workforce, inconsistent working hours, labour-intensive operations, and growing pressure to retain productivity under the impact of rising costs and shifting employee expectations are also some of the typical features of the sector. Flexible working has, in recent years, become a strategic human resource management instrument to enhance the well-being, engagement, and productivity of employees, especially in large retail organisations.
Flexible working practices are the practices that enable an employee more autonomy in working where, when, and how. These consist of flexible working hours, part-time, shortening of hours, job sharing, hybrid working, and remote working of qualified job roles (Ateeq, 2022). Whereas the flexibility is typically ascribed to the knowledge-based industries, its transferability to the retail sector has been growing steadily due to the workforce diversity, the digitalisation, and the post-pandemic changes in the working norms (Chung, 2022). M&S has also established various types of flexible working, such as flexible scheduling of shifts, corporate hybrid working, and an improved work-life balance program. Nevertheless, the retailing industry still struggles with productivity issues that are caused by absenteeism, labour weariness, and the complexity of work.
Current scholarly studies have presented contradictory results about the effect of flexible working on productivity. One of the most recognised retail brands in the UK that employs over 65,000 people in its stores, distribution centres, and corporate offices is Marks and Spencer (M&S) (Statista.com, 2026). The company has become a responsible employer, and policies regarding the workforce are aligned with the sustainability, employee welfare, and ESG objectives (Chen, 2025).
This goal leads to a specific research problem: there is a lack of sector-specific and organisation-level insight into the impact of flexible working practices on employee productivity in UK retail organisations, including Marks & Spencer. This gap is significant not only to make a contribution to the academic community but also to the managers because the retailers aim to reconcile the operational efficiency and the well-being of employees working in a highly competitive environment.
Besides academic and organisational resources, statistical information retrieved through Statista will be important in enhancing the empirical setting of this study. Statista contains dependable and highly utilised secondary data on employment patterns, workforce arrangements, and flexible working in the UK. The statistics of flexible working in the UK will be utilised to prove the increasing role of flexible work in the industry and emphasise the changes in employee demands towards the work-life balance (Statista, 2026). Moreover, the data concerning the quantity of workers in the UK retail trade will be used to underline the importance and size of the retail industry as a substantial employer, therefore supporting the topicality of studying productivity and workforce practices in the retail sector (Statista, 2026). The Statista dossier of Marks and Spencer provides the consolidated organisational information, such as the background of the company, the number of its employees, and its strategic priorities, which will be used to justify the choice of Marks and Spencer as a suitable case study (Statista, 2026). The incorporation of the Statista data increases the validity of the study as it offers objective evidence on an industry level that supports the literature and organisational reports. The possibility of using these datasets allows for obtaining a more detailed picture of how the flexible working practices at Marks and Spencer are in harmony with the UK trends associated with the retailing business, which enhances the depth of the analysis and the applicability of the context of findings.
[bookmark: _Toc220963897]Research Aim
The aim of this study is to examine the impact of flexible working practices on employee productivity at Marks & Spencer.
[bookmark: _Toc220963898]Research Objectives
· To identify the flexible working practices adopted by Marks & Spencer.
· To analyse how flexible working affects employee productivity.
· To evaluate employee perceptions of flexible working arrangements.
· To assess management challenges in implementing flexible working.
[bookmark: _Toc220963899]Research Questions
· What flexible working practices are used at Marks & Spencer?
· How does flexible working influence employee productivity?
· How do employees perceive flexible working policies?
· What challenges does M&S face when implementing flexible working?
[bookmark: _Toc220963900]Literature Review
The issue of flexible working is increasingly receiving scholarly and managerial interest as organisations strive to enhance efficiency, whilst trying to react to changing employee demands. According to Sekhar and Patwardhan (2023), flexible working structures have a positive effect on job performance with the aid of good supervisory practices. Their conclusions indicate that flexibility leads to positive productivity indirectly by providing more autonomy and supervisor trust, which points to the relevance of managerial support in gearing flexibility to performance outcomes.
Equally, Ferdous et al. (2023) reveal that flexible working yields better employee outcomes in the form of improved work-life balance, especially for younger and middle-aged employees. Taibah and Ho (2023) also note that contextual performance is reinforced by flexible working in Generation Z workers. 
 Some studies on flexible working have shown that it is positively correlated with productivity in various industries other than retail. Research conducted in the manufacturing industry indicates that flexible working hours and job rotation could minimise absenteeism and improve the production rate by matching the work schedule with the preferences and manufacturing needs of the employees. In the service industry, working flexibility and work-from-home have been associated with increased work engagement and reduced turnover. Flexible scheduling has been identified to enhance employee satisfaction, which mediates the productivity outcomes in the hospitality industry. Nevertheless, in spite of these cross-sector results, few studies examine the effects of flexible working on productivity within the UK retail sector, which is why this study is significant.
Nevertheless, there are also significant challenges, specified in the literature. Chung (2022) coined the so-called flexibility paradox and said that without adequate regulation, flexible working may become a source of self-exploitation, blurry boundaries, and work intensification. However, the former viewpoint is especially applicable to the retail setting, where the issue of staffing ratios and random demand can contribute to further stress for employees with flexible working hours. 
Organisation-wise, Chatterjee et al. (2022) discovered that flexible working can only improve organisational performance with proper policies and commitment of top management. Lack of strategic alignment can lead to inconsistency and a lack of accountability, as discussed in their article on the issue of remote working during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In the case of Marks and Spencer, Chen (2025) singles out the overall sustainability strategy of the organisation, which, in this case, focuses on the responsible approach to employment practices and long-term value creation. However, Flexible working may be considered an element of this strategy, which leads to social sustainability and employee welfare. Singh et al. (2025) also present the idea that sustainable retail practices are gradually connected with human capital management, which once again proves the strategic significance of flexible working in the process of ESG achievement.
In spite of these observations, an empirical gap in studies specifically investigating the impact of flexible working practices on productivity in larger UK retail institutions across employee and manager levels still exists. The proposed research will fill this gap by presenting a narrow case study of Marks and Spencer. 
[bookmark: _Toc220963901]Research Methodology (Ethics)
The research design that this study uses is a qualitative case study research design, which is quite appropriate in investigating complex issues in organisations in the real-life context. Case study research enables a qualitative examination of organisational practices, behaviours, and processes of management, which is why it is specifically suitable when it comes to analysing flexible working arrangements in a large retail organisation like Marks and Spencer (Durugbo and Al-Balushi, 2025). The UK retail industry is a dynamic environment that is people-based, whereby its operations are not just influenced by the system-based operational systems, but also the perceptions of the employees, the management practice, and the organisational culture. The qualitative method is thus a way to better understand these interactions in a more contextualised manner.
The study is anchored on an interpretivist research philosophy. The interpretivism method suits the survey since the analysis is aimed at comprehending the experience of flexible working practices among the employees and the managers, as perceived and not quantitatively gauged by the productivity factors. Flexible working is a phenomenon that is socially constructed and influenced by individual expectations, organisational norms, and the support of managers. Using the interpretivist position, the study recognises the fact that subjective meanings, attitudes, and social interaction in the workplace determine the outcomes of productivity. This philosophical style is familiar with management and organisational studies, where human behaviour and perceptions are in focus in the research problem.
[bookmark: _Toc220963902]Data Collection
The research will be based on secondary qualitative data because it will enable the researcher to critically analyse the available secondary data and organisational facts within the limitations of time and access. Peer-reviewed articles in academic journals and academic books discussing the concepts of flexible working practices, employee productivity, work-life balance, and organisational performance will be used to collect data on the aforementioned concepts in order to provide a solid theoretical background. Moreover, the company reports and sustainability disclosures released by Marks and Spencer will be evaluated in order to get an understanding of the organisation's flexible working policies, workforce strategies, and managerial approaches. To put the case study into perspective in the broader UK retail industry, especially in regard to the trends in employment, the number of employees, and the increased use of flexible working schedules, industry reports and workforce statistics will be obtained through Statista.com (2026). The policy documents and legislative sources on flexible working in the UK will also be assessed to put organisational practices into a larger regulatory context. The fact that secondary data has to be used to triangulate with various sources of credible data will increase the reliability and validity of the results and will also allow for a critical and mature analysis of the practices of flex working and the resulting effect on the productivity of the employees.
[bookmark: _Toc220963903]Data Analysis
The theme analysis is the method of data analysis that is utilised in the study. Thematic analysis entails recognising, examining, and understanding recurring patterns and themes in qualitative data. The approach is especially appropriate in the synthesis of the results of various secondary sources such as academic literature, organisational reports, and industry data.
Using the thematic analysis, some of the main themes that will be identified in a systematic manner will include types of flexible working practices, perceived productivity outcomes, employee attitudes, managerial challenges, and organisational constraints. The approach can be used to compare sources to bring out the issues of convergence and differences in available literature. Thematic analysis is popular in management and organisational research due to its structure, which is able to offer a qualitative interpretation that is flexible and structured.
[bookmark: _Toc220963904]Ethical Considerations
Since this study will only use secondary information, the risk of ethical risks is not very high. Nonetheless, the issue of moral standards is also an essential part of the research process. Every source would be referred to and appropriately cited in order to have transparency and academic integrity. This research will be approved by the UWTSD ethics committee, where plagiarism will be prevented by correct paraphrasing, critical use of sources, and compliance with the university rules on academic honesty.
The researcher will also critically review organisational publications, as he or she will be aware of the possibility of bias in company-related publications, especially in terms of sustainability and human resource practices. Data will also be utilised in a manner that is responsible and objective, with the conclusion being evidence-based and not promotional. In sum, the research adheres to the ethical principles in research as it respects intellectual property, is objective, and data is not used recklessly.
Risk 
The study is prone to a number of risks and limitations, mainly because of the use of secondary qualitative data. One of the risks is the unavailability of organisation-specific and current employee perceptions within Marks & Spencer. The study does not collect primary data, like interviews or surveys, so the study is not likely to capture the real-time experience of employees, attitudes, or informal issues about flexible working practices. This can limit the seminars to the aspects of how such practices directly affect employee productivity at the working level.
The other limitation is posed by the possible bias in organisational and sustainability reports because companies tend to include positive accounts of human resource policies and flexible working programs. Such reports can be biased in terms of underreporting implementation difficulties, employee dissatisfaction, or productivity trade-offs, which can impact the objectivity of the results.
Also, industry publications and statistical databases can be in the form of aggregated data that does not give any contextual information about the individual retail organisations. To reduce such risks, data triangulation will be applied, i.e., academic literature, policy documents, independent industry reports, and organisational disclosures will be compared. The critical and comparative approach will be used to increase the credibility, validity, and reliability of the research results to provide balanced and evidence-based conclusions.
Limitation 
There are a number of risks that can affect the results of the research. First, it is possible that the dependency on the secondary data will restrict access to the latest or organisation-specific employee views of Marks and Spencer. This may diminish the capacity to record the real-time employee experiences of flexible working. Second, organisational reports and sustainability reports can communicate positively, focusing on the best practices and diminishing the difficulties.
Data triangulation will be used to address these risks because it will draw on various academic, industry, and policy sources to balance the interpretation. All sources will be critically analysed, and results will be contrasted among independent studies to enhance validity and reliability.
[bookmark: _Toc220963906]Conclusion
The research methodology is an academically sound framework in the study of how flexible working practices can enhance employee productivity in the UK retail industry, by using Marks and Spencer as a case study. The qualitative and interpretivist approach used in the research and the analysis of secondary data provides an extensive contextual insight into the topic of flexible working in a mixed organisational context. The combination of scholarly texts, managerial knowledge, and industry research provided by Statista makes the theoretical and practical value of the study stronger. The results shall be helpful in developing the HR policy, management decision-making, and future research projects on flexible working practices in retail organisations. 
[bookmark: _Toc220963907]Timeline 
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