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1. Introduction

In  the  contemporary  business  environment,  Human  Resource  (HR)  departments  face

unprecedented  challenges  driven  by  rapid  technological  advancements,  intense

competition for talent, and the critical necessity of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI).

This report critically analyses these challenges within the context of Marks and Spencer

(M&S),  a  prominent  UK  retailer  currently  executing  its  Reshaping  for  Growth

transformation strategy. The purpose of this report  is to explain how these key factors

impact  organisational  sustainability,  evaluate  the  effectiveness  of  contemporary  HR

practices designed to address them, and critically assess how departmental managers can

implement these practices with urgency to drive M&S's strategic objectives.

2. Explanation of Key Factors

In today's dynamic business environment, HR departments must navigate unprecedented

challenges  to  sustain  organisational  competitiveness.  For  M&S,  these  challenges  are

particularly  acute  as  the  organisation  must  modernise  its  legacy  operations  while

protecting  its  core  brand  identity  (Marks  and  Spencer,  2024).  Three  critical  factors

currently impact M&S's organisational performance, employee engagement, and long-term

sustainability:  adapting to technological  advancements,  talent  acquisition and retention,

and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI).

Adapting to Technological Advancements

The  retail  sector  is  undergoing  rapid  digitalisation,  accelerated  by  shifting  consumer

behaviours  towards  omni-channel  shopping.  For  M&S,  adapting  to  technological

advancements is  no longer  optional;  it  is  an existential  imperative.  The Reshaping for

Growth  strategy  heavily  emphasises  digital  and  technology  transformation,  aiming  to

integrate data analytics, AI, and automated supply chain systems (Marks and Spencer,

2025). However, this creates a significant HR challenge: the digital skills gap.

When  an  organisation  introduces  new  technologies,  it  inherently  disrupts  established

workflows. If the existing workforce lacks the digital literacy to operate these new systems,

operational efficiency declines, and employee frustration rises. Furthermore, the failure to

adapt  technologically  leaves  M&S vulnerable  to  more  agile,  digital-native  competitors.

Therefore,  HR  must  manage  the  psychological  impact  of  technological  change  on

employees,  mitigating  resistance  through  structured  change  management  while

simultaneously  upskilling the workforce (HRbrain,  2024).  According to  Kotter's  Change

Model  (1996),  successful  organisational  transformation  depends  on  creating  urgency,

communicating a clear vision, and empowering employees to embrace change. Therefore,
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M&S should  not  only  invest  in  technology but  also in  structured change management

processes to minimise employee resistance and maximise digital adoption.

Talent Acquisition and Retention

Closely linked to technological advancement is the fierce competition for talent. The UK

labour  market  is  currently  experiencing significant  skills  shortages,  particularly  in  high-

demand areas such as data analytics, e-commerce, and digital supply chain management

(CIPD, 2023).  For M&S, acquiring talent  with these specific  competencies is  critical  to

executing its transformation strategy.

However, talent acquisition is only half the challenge; retention is equally pressing. High

employee turnover incurs substantial financial costs, disrupts team cohesion, and drains

institutional  knowledge.  In  a  competitive  market,  top  talent  demands  more  than  just

competitive  remuneration;  they  seek  purpose,  career  progression,  and  a  positive

employee experience.  If  M&S fails  to  retain  its  top  performers,  the  momentum of  the

Reshaping  for  Growth  plan  will  stall,  directly  impacting  profitability  and  market  share.

Consequently,  HR must develop compelling employer value propositions to attract  and

retain the specific talent required for the future (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020).

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) has evolved from a compliance-driven metric into a

core strategic imperative. For a global retailer like M&S, the workforce must reflect the

diverse  customer  base  it  serves  to  remain  relevant  and  innovative.  M&S has  publicly

committed to building an inclusive culture, setting targets such as maintaining 50% female

representation in senior  leadership and reaching 20% ethnic minority  representation in

senior management by 2030 (Marks and Spencer, 2024).

The organisational impact of DEI is profound. Research consistently demonstrates that

diverse and inclusive teams are more innovative, make better decisions, and outperform

homogenous teams financially (McKinsey and Company, 2020). Although diversity targets

can improve representation, genuine inclusion depends on employees feeling respected,

valued, and able to contribute equally. Therefore, organisations should prioritise inclusive

culture alongside numerical diversity goals, ensuring that DEI becomes embedded in the

corporate DNA rather than remaining a compliance exercise.

3. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices

To address the challenges of technological advancement, talent management, and DEI,

M&S must deploy contemporary HR practices. Evaluating these practices requires moving

beyond mere description to critically assess their effectiveness, strengths, and limitations

within the context of M&S's transformation.
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Digital HR Systems and Workforce Analytics

To manage the technological  shift  and talent  retention,  implementing robust  digital  HR

systems and workforce analytics is  highly effective.  Workforce analytics involves using

data  and  statistical  modelling  to  gain  actionable  insights  into  employee  behaviour,

performance, and turnover risks (HRbrain, 2024).

Strengths: For M&S, analytics can predict flight risks among critical digital talent, allowing

HR to intervene proactively. It also enables data-driven skills gap analyses, ensuring that

training budgets are targeted precisely where digital upskilling is needed most. This shifts

HR from a reactive administrative function to a proactive strategic partner (Angrave et al.,

2016).

Limitations: The  primary  limitation  is  data  quality  and  privacy.  If  M&S's  legacy  HR

systems  contain  fragmented  or  biased  data,  the  analytics  will  yield  flawed  insights.

Although workforce analytics improves decision-making, excessive reliance on algorithmic

recommendations  may  reduce  managerial  discretion  and  unintentionally  reinforce

historical organisational bias. Consequently, HR professionals must combine data-driven

insights with ethical judgement and human oversight to ensure fair decision-making.

Strategic Employer Branding and Internal Mobility

To  combat  the  talent  acquisition  and  retention  crisis,  M&S  must  leverage  strategic

employer  branding  coupled  with  internal  mobility  programmes.  Employer  branding

communicates  the  organisation's  values,  culture,  and  transformation  journey  to  the

external  market,  while  internal  mobility  focuses  on  reskilling  and  promoting  existing

employees (Boxall and Purcell, 2016).

Strengths: A  strong  employer  brand  that  highlights  M&S's  digital  transformation  and

commitment to sustainability can attract high-calibre tech talent who want to be part of a

historic  turnaround.  Internally,  programmes  like  M&S's  RISE  (Recognising  in-Store

Experience) promote talent from within, which significantly boosts retention, morale, and

engagement by providing clear career pathways.

Limitations: However, employer branding alone cannot guarantee employee retention. If

the organisational culture does not reflect the values promoted externally, employees may

experience a breach of  the psychological  contract,  resulting in  lower  engagement  and

increased turnover (Guest, 2017). Internal mobility also requires significant investment in

training; promoting without proper upskilling sets employees up for failure.
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Inclusive Recruitment and DEI Leadership Initiatives

To  address  DEI  challenges,  M&S must  implement  inclusive  recruitment  practices  and

establish  formal  DEI  leadership  initiatives,  such  as  Colleague  Networks  and  targeted

mentoring.

Strengths: Inclusive recruitment  practices,  such as blind CV screening and structured

competency-based  interviews,  actively  mitigate  unconscious  bias,  ensuring  a  fairer

selection process. M&S's Colleague Networks (e.g., the Gender Equality Network and the

Culture and Heritage Network) provide safe spaces for minority groups and amplify their

voices to senior management. Initiatives like the 10,000 Black Interns programme directly

address systemic under-representation (Marks and Spencer, 2024).

Limitations: The  main  limitation  of  DEI  initiatives  is  the  risk  of  tokenism or  initiative

fatigue. If diversity targets are pursued merely as quotas without fostering true inclusion,

minority employees may feel undervalued. Furthermore, DEI training often fails if treated

as a one-off compliance exercise rather than an ongoing cultural shift driven by leadership

accountability (Noon, 2018).

4. Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation

The  most  sophisticated  HR  practices  are  entirely  futile  if  they  are  not  implemented

effectively at the departmental level. For M&S, the urgency of the Reshaping for Growth

strategy means that departmental managers must act as the primary conduits for change.

However,  translating  high-level  HR  policies  into  daily  operational  reality  presents

significant managerial challenges.

Leadership Accountability and Organisational Culture

Implementation begins with leadership accountability.  Departmental managers must not

view technological adoption, talent retention, and DEI as solely HR's responsibility; they

must  own these  outcomes.  To  ensure  urgency,  senior  leadership  must  tie  managerial

performance metrics and remuneration directly to these HR objectives (Boxall and Purcell,

2016). For instance, a store manager's bonus should reflect their team's retention rates

and diversity metrics, not just sales targets. Managers should also act as role models by

demonstrating commitment to continuous learning, inclusive behaviours, and transparent

communication,  reinforcing  organisational  values  through  daily  interactions  rather  than

relying solely on formal HR policies.

This accountability directly shapes organisational culture. If a manager publicly champions

a  new  digital  HR  system  but  privately  complains  about  the  administrative  burden,

employees  will  mirror  that  resistance.  Therefore,  managers  must  model  the  desired
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behaviours, fostering a culture of psychological safety where employees feel comfortable

experimenting with new technologies and discussing DEI issues without fear of reprisal.

Communication Strategies

Effective  implementation  requires  robust,  transparent  communication.  Managers  must

articulate the rationale behind contemporary HR practices. When introducing workforce

analytics or new digital  tools,  managers must clearly communicate how these systems

benefit  employees rather than allowing them to be perceived as corporate surveillance

tools. Communication regarding DEI must be particularly sensitive, with regular two-way

channels such as departmental town halls and anonymous feedback loops used to gauge

employee sentiment and adjust implementation tactics rapidly.

Monitoring, Measurement, and Overcoming Barriers

To ensure practices are implemented as a matter of urgency, managers must establish

rigorous  monitoring  and  performance  measurement  systems,  moving  beyond  annual

reviews  to  continuous  performance  management.  Managers  should  utilise  digital  HR

dashboards to track real-time metrics on employee engagement, training completion rates,

and diversity in promotion pipelines.

However, managers will  inevitably face barriers. The most prominent is change fatigue;

M&S  employees,  having  endured  years  of  restructuring,  may  resist  further  shifts.

Managers  can  overcome  this  by  breaking  down  large  HR  initiatives  into  smaller

milestones, celebrating quick wins to build momentum. Another significant barrier is the

lack  of  managerial  capability.  If  a  manager  lacks  the  emotional  intelligence  to  handle

complex  DEI  conversations  or  the  digital  literacy  to  utilise  workforce  analytics,

implementation  will  fail.  Therefore,  the  organisation  must  urgently  invest  in  leadership

development (CIPD, 2023).

5. Conclusion

This  report  has  demonstrated  that  adapting  to  technology,  retaining  top  talent,  and

embedding  DEI  are  not  isolated  HR  issues,  but  interconnected  strategic  imperatives

critical to M&S's survival and growth. While contemporary HR practices such as workforce

analytics,  strategic  employer  branding,  and inclusive recruitment  offer  robust  solutions,

their effectiveness is limited by data quality, reputational risks, and the danger of tokenism.

Without  managerial  accountability,  transparent  communication,  and  the  capability  to

overcome change fatigue, even the most sophisticated HR strategies will fail to translate

into operational reality. Ultimately, sustainable organisational success depends not only on

adopting  contemporary  HR  practices  but  also  on  creating  a  culture  in  which  people,

technology,  and  inclusive  leadership  operate  together  to  support  long-term  strategic

performance.
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6. Recommendations

Mandate  Data-Driven  Managerial  Accountability: Tie  departmental  managers'

Key  Performance  Indicators  (KPIs)  and  financial  incentives  directly  to  talent

retention  rates  and  DEI  metrics.  This  would  encourage  managers  to  treat  HR

outcomes as strategic priorities rather than administrative responsibilities, ensuring

frontline ownership of the transformation agenda.

Implement  Continuous  Leadership  Upskilling: Deploy  targeted  training

programmes for existing managers, focusing specifically on digital literacy, emotional

intelligence,  and  inclusive  leadership.  This  is  essential  because  effective

implementation of HR practices depends on managers who are equipped with the

right competencies to lead diverse and digitally evolving teams.

Enhance Internal Mobility via Predictive Analytics: Utilise predictive workforce

analytics to identify internal skills gaps and proactively offer reskilling pathways to

existing  employees.  This  approach  not  only  boosts  retention  by  demonstrating

investment in employee development, but also mitigates the external talent shortage

by building critical capabilities from within.

1. 

2. 

3. 

7



7. Reference List

Angrave, D., Charlwood, A., Kirkpatrick, I., Lawrence, M. and Stuart, M. (2016) 'HR and

analytics: why HR is set to fail the big data challenge', Human Resource Management

Journal, 26(1), pp. 1-11. 

Armstrong,  M.  and  Taylor,  S.  (2020)  Armstrong's  handbook  of  human  resource

management practice. 15th edn. London: Kogan Page. 

Boxall,  P.  and Purcell,  J.  (2016)  Strategy and human resource management.  4th edn.

London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

CIPD  (2023)  Resourcing  and  talent  planning  report  2023.  Available  at:  https://

www.cipd.org (Accessed: 15 June 2026). 

Great Britain. Parliament. (2010) Equality Act 2010. London: The Stationery Office. 

Guest, D.E. (2017) 'Human resource management and employee well-being: towards a

new analytic framework', Human Resource Management Journal, 27(1), pp. 22-38. 

HRbrain (2024)  Digital transformation in HRM: workforce analytics.  Available at: https://

hrbrain.ai/blog/digital-transformation-in-hrm-workforce-analytics/  (Accessed:  15  June

2026). 

Kotter, J.P. (1996) Leading change. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. 

Marks  and Spencer  (2024)  Annual  report  and full  year  results  2023/24:  reshaping  for

growth.  Available  at:  https://corporate.marksandspencer.com  (Accessed:  15  June

2026). 

Marks  and  Spencer  (2025)  M  and  S  Strategic  Report  2025.  Available  at:  https://

corporate.marksandspencer.com (Accessed: 15 June 2026). 

McKinsey and Company (2020) Diversity wins: how inclusion matters. Available at: https://

www.mckinsey.com (Accessed: 15 June 2026). 

Noon, M. (2018) 'Pointless diversity training: unconscious bias, new racism and agency',

Work, Employment and Society, 32(1), pp. 198-209. 

8


	1. Introduction
	2. Explanation of Key Factors
	Adapting to Technological Advancements
	Talent Acquisition and Retention
	Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)

	3. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices
	Digital HR Systems and Workforce Analytics
	Strategic Employer Branding and Internal Mobility
	Inclusive Recruitment and DEI Leadership Initiatives

	4. Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation
	Leadership Accountability and Organisational Culture
	Communication Strategies
	Monitoring, Measurement, and Overcoming Barriers

	5. Conclusion
	6. Recommendations
	7. Reference List

