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Introduction
Human Resource Management (HRM) plays a strategic role in enabling organisations to respond to changing business environments while maintaining employee performance and organisational competitiveness. In the UK retail sector, Marks & Spencer (M&S) operates in an increasingly complex environment characterised by rapid technological innovation, persistent skills shortages and growing expectations for diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI). These challenges require HR to move beyond traditional administrative functions and adopt strategic practices that support organisational resilience, employee engagement and long-term business sustainability.
This report critically examines three contemporary HR challenges facing M&S: adapting to technological advancements, attracting and retaining talented employees, and promoting diversity, equity and inclusion. It evaluates how contemporary HR practices, including digital HR systems, workforce analytics, employer branding, strategic workforce planning, inclusive recruitment and leadership development, can address these issues. The report also critically evaluates the role of departmental managers in implementing these practices effectively through accountable leadership, clear communication, performance monitoring and the development of an inclusive organisational  culture. Finally, practical recommendations are provided to strengthen HR effectiveness and support M&S’s long-term strategic objectives.




1. Explanation of Key Factors
Marks & Spencer (M&S) operates in a highly competitive UK retail market where customer expectations, digital innovation and workforce demographics continue to evolve. As a result, the organisation faces several interconnected human resource challenges that influence business performance, employee engagement and long-term sustainability. Three of the most significant challenges are adapting to technological advancements, attracting and retaining talented employees, and creating a diverse, equitable and inclusive workplace. Addressing these issues strategically is essential for maintaining M&S’s competitive position and supporting its long-term transformation.
One of the most significant challenges facing M&S is adapting to technological advancements. The company has invested heavily in digital transformation by expanding its online retail platform, improving supply chain technology and using data to enhance customer experience. While these developments improve operational efficiency and competitiveness, they also require employees to develop new digital skills and adapt to changing ways of working. Human Resource Management therefore plays a vital role in ensuring employees receive appropriate training, continuous learning opportunities and support throughout organisational change. According to the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2024), organisations that invest in digital capability are better positioned to improve productivity and employee performance. However, technological change may also create uncertainty among employees, particularly those who lack confidence in using new systems or fear that automation could reduce job security. From the perspective of Lewin’s Change Management Model (Lewin, 1951), successful digital transformation depends on preparing employees for change, supporting them   during implementation and reinforcing new behaviours to achieve lasting organisational improvements. Consequently, technology should be viewed not only as an operational investment but also as a people management challenge requiring effective leadership and HR support.
A second challenge is attracting and retaining talented employees in an increasingly competitive labour market. The retail sector continues to experience recruitment difficulties, high employee turnover and increasing expectations regarding career development, wellbeing and flexible working arrangements. Although M&S has strengthened its employer reputation through investment in employee development and modern working practices, retaining skilled employees remains a strategic priority because high turnover increases recruitment costs, disrupts customer service and reduces organisational knowledge. The Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991) suggests that employees represent a valuable strategic resource capable of creating sustained competitive advantage when organisations successfully develop and retain their skills. Nevertheless, competitive salaries alone are unlikely to secure long-term commitment. Recent research indicates that employees increasingly value meaningful work, opportunities for career progression, supportive leadership and recognition alongside financial rewards (CIPD, 2024). This demonstrates that talent management requires an integrated approach combining recruitment, learning and development, employee wellbeing and career planning rather than relying on isolated HR initiatives.
The third challenge concerns diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI), which has become increasingly important for organisations operating within diverse customer and employee populations. For M&S, promoting an inclusive workplace extends beyond meeting legal obligations under the Equality Act 2010; it contributes to innovation, employee engagement and stronger organisational performance. A diverse workforce introduces broader perspectives that can improve problem-solving and decision-making while enabling the organisation to better understand the needs of its diverse customer base. However, achieving meaningful inclusion requires more than increasing workforce diversity. Employees must also experience equitable access to opportunities, fair treatment and a genuine sense of belonging. Research suggests that organisations with inclusive cultures often experience higher employee engagement, stronger collaboration and improved organisational performance (Shore et al., 2022). Conversely, where inclusion is not embedded within leadership practices, diversity initiatives may be perceived as symbolic rather than meaningful, reducing employee trust and limiting their effectiveness. Therefore, HR policies should be supported by inclusive leadership behaviours and consistent managerial accountability to ensure DEI contributes to sustainable organisational success.
Overall, these three challenges are closely connected. Technological change influences the skills employees require, talent shortages affect the organisation’s ability to achieve strategic objectives, and inclusive workplaces strengthen both employee retention and organisational performance. For M&S, responding effectively to these challenges requires HR to adopt strategic and evidence-based approaches that balance operational efficiency with employee wellbeing and organisational sustainability.


 





2. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices 

To address the challenges of technological advancement, talent acquisition and retention, and diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI), Marks & Spencer (M&S) must adopt contemporary HR practices that align with its long-term business strategy. Contemporary HR practices are modern, evidence-based approaches that enable organisations to improve workforce performance, employee experience and organisational resilience. However, no single HR practice is sufficient on its own. Their effectiveness depends on how well they are integrated into organisational strategy, supported by leadership and adapted to the changing needs of employees.
One contemporary HR practice that supports technological advancement is the use of digital HR systems and workforce analytics. Digital HR systems are technology-based platforms used to manage recruitment, onboarding, training, performance management and employee records more efficiently. Workforce analytics complements these systems by analysing employee data to identify trends, predict future workforce needs and support evidence-based decision-making (CIPD, 2024). For M&S, these practices can improve workforce planning, identify digital skills gaps and enable HR professionals to make faster and more informed decisions. Compared with traditional HR administration, digital systems reduce administrative workload and provide real-time information that supports organisational agility. However, relying heavily on technology may create unintended consequences. Automated recruitment systems can unintentionally reinforce existing bias if algorithms are trained using historical recruitment data that does not reflect workforce diversity (Brougham and Haar, 2022). In addition, employees may have concerns regarding data privacy and increased workplace monitoring. Therefore, although digital HR systems enhance efficiency, they should complement rather than replace professional judgement. Combining workforce analytics with ethical oversight and transparent communication is likely to produce more balanced and sustainable outcomes.

To strengthen talent acquisition and retention, M&S can utilise employer branding alongside strategic workforce planning. Employer branding refers to the organisation’s reputation as an employer and the value it offers current and prospective employees through career development, organisational culture and employee benefits. Strategic workforce planning is the systematic process of identifying future workforce requirements and ensuring the organisation has the necessary skills to achieve its strategic objectives Armstrong and Taylor, 2023. Together, these practices enable M&S to attract high-quality candidates while preparing for future workforce demands created by technological and organisational change. Nevertheless, employer branding alone is unlikely to resolve recruitment and retention challenges. Research indicates that employees increasingly prioritise meaningful work, flexible working arrangements, wellbeing initiatives and opportunities for career progression over organisational reputation alone CIPD, 2024. Consequently, organisations that invest heavily in marketing themselves as attractive employers without improving the employee experience may struggle to retain talented staff. Strategic workforce planning offers a more proactive approach because it identifies future skills shortages before they become operational risks. However, workforce planning relies heavily on accurate forecasting, which may become less reliable during periods of economic uncertainty or rapid market change. This suggests that M&S should combine workforce planning with regular labour market analysis and continuous employee feedback to remain responsive to changing workforce expectations.

Addressing diversity, equity and inclusion require a combination of inclusive recruitment practices, DEI policies and leadership development initiatives. Inclusive recruitment involves designing recruitment and selection processes that reduce bias and encourage applications from individuals with diverse backgrounds. DEI policies establish organisational expectations regarding equality, fairness and inclusion, while leadership development equips managers with the knowledge and skills needed to promote inclusive behaviours across the organisation. These practices are particularly important for M&S because its workforce and customer base reflect the diversity of modern UK society. Inclusive recruitment can broaden the organisation’s talent pool and improve creativity by introducing a wider range of perspectives. Leadership development also increases managerial capability to recognise unconscious bias, support equitable career progression and foster psychological safety within teams. However, implementing DEI initiatives without meaningful cultural change may produce limited results. Some organisations focus primarily on diversity targets while overlooking whether employees genuinely feel respected, included and able to progress. Such approaches risk being perceived as symbolic rather than transformational. Alternative approaches that prioritise inclusive leadership, employee voice and accountability are generally more sustainable because they address the underlying organisational culture rather than relying solely on compliance-based policies Shore et al\., 2022. Therefore, the long-term success of DEI at M&S depends not only on recruitment practices but also on embedding inclusion into everyday management decisions and organisational values.
Overall, contemporary HR practices provide M&S with effective mechanisms for responding to evolving workforce challenges. Nevertheless, each practice has strengths and limitations, and their effectiveness depends on how they interact with one another. Digital HR systems improve efficiency but require ethical governance; employer branding attracts talent but must be supported by genuine employee development; and DEI initiatives are most successful when leadership behaviours reinforce organisational policies. Consequently, an integrated HR strategy that combines technology, workforce planning and inclusive leadership is likely to provide more sustainable organisational outcomes than relying on individual HR interventions in isolation.













3. Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation
The successful implementation of contemporary HR practices depends not only on HR policies but also on the commitment and capability of departmental managers. While the HR department is responsible for developing policies and providing strategic direction, managers influence how these practices are experienced by employees on a day-to-day basis. At Marks & Spencer (M&S), managers play a critical role in embedding digital transformation, strengthening talent management and promoting diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI). However, implementation should be viewed as an ongoing leadership responsibility rather than a one-off organisational initiative.
Leadership accountability is essential for ensuring HR practices achieve meaningful outcomes. Managers should be held accountable for implementing organisational objectives through measurable performance indicators such as employee engagement, staff retention, training completion and diversity outcomes. Holding leaders' accountable increases consistency and reinforces the importance of people management as a strategic priority rather than an administrative responsibility. Nevertheless, accountability based solely on numerical targets can produce unintended consequences. For example, managers may focus on achieving recruitment or diversity targets without addressing whether employees feel valued, included or supported. This may create a compliance-focused culture instead of genuine organisational improvement. Consequently, performance measures should combine quantitative indicators with qualitative evidence, including employee surveys, feedback sessions and performance discussions, to provide a more balanced assessment of managerial effectiveness.
Effective communication is equally important during organisational change. M&S continues to invest in digital technologies that alter working practices and require employees to develop new skills. Poor communication during such transitions may increase uncertainty, reduce trust and encourage resistance to change. Kotter’s Eight-Step Change Model (Kotter, 1996) emphasises that leaders should communicate a clear vision, involve employees throughout the change process and reinforce progress through visible short-term achievements. While structured communication strategies help improve transparency, communication alone is unlikely to secure employee commitment if staff are excluded from decision-making. Employees are generally more willing to support change when they have opportunities to contribute ideas, ask questions and influence implementation. Therefore, departmental managers should adopt two-way communication through team meetings, workshops and regular feedback mechanisms rather than relying solely on top-down announcements.
Monitoring and performance measurement are also fundamental to effective implementation. Contemporary HR practices such as workforce analytics enable managers to monitor recruitment outcomes, employee turnover, training participation and workforce diversity in real time. These data support evidence-based decision-making and allow managers to identify emerging workforce challenges before they affect organisational performance. However, an overreliance on quantitative data may overlook important aspects of employee experience, including wellbeing, motivation and organisational commitment. For example, a department may achieve strong productivity figures while simultaneously experiencing low morale and increasing employee burnout. Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory (Herzberg, 1968) suggests that long-term motivation depends not only on working conditions but also on opportunities for achievement, recognition and personal development. Consequently, managers should combine workforce analytics with regular employee engagement surveys, one-to-one meetings and qualitative feedback to gain a more comprehensive understanding of workforce performance.
Organisational culture significantly influences whether HR practices become embedded within everyday operations. Policies relating to inclusion, wellbeing and career development are unlikely to succeed if managers fail to demonstrate these values through their own behaviour. Inclusive leadership encourages trust, collaboration and psychological safety, enabling employees from different backgrounds to contribute confidently and perform effectively. Conversely, inconsistent leadership behaviours can undermine organisational credibility and reduce employee confidence in HR initiatives. Although developing an inclusive culture requires time and sustained investment, research suggests that organisations with supportive leadership and high levels of employee trust are more likely to achieve improved engagement, innovation and retention (CIPD, 2024). Therefore, managers should lead by example, challenge discriminatory behaviours promptly and ensure that organisational values are reflected consistently in everyday decision-making.
Despite these opportunities, several barriers may hinder implementation. Resistance to change, limited digital capability, budget constraints, competing operational priorities and inconsistent management practices can reduce the effectiveness of HR initiatives. Some managers may also perceive HR activities as secondary to commercial performance, limiting the attention given to employee development and wellbeing. Overcoming these barriers requires continuous leadership development, investment in management training and close collaboration between HR professionals and operational managers. Regular coaching, clear accountability and ongoing evaluation can strengthen managers’ confidence while ensuring HR practices remain aligned with M&S’s strategic objectives.
Overall, departmental managers are central to the successful implementation of contemporary HR practices at M&S. Although digital systems, workforce planning and DEI policies provide valuable frameworks, their effectiveness ultimately depends on accountable leadership, meaningful employee engagement, balanced performance measurement and an organisational culture that supports continuous improvement. Managers who integrate these elements into everyday practice are more likely to enhance employee engagement, improve organisational performance and contribute to the long-term sustainability of the organisation.















Recommendations
Based on the analysis presented in this report, Marks & Spencer should continue strengthening its strategic approach to human resource management by implementing the following recommendations:
First, M&S should increase investment in digital learning and continuous professional development to ensure employees possess the skills required to support ongoing technological transformation. Providing regular training, digital coaching and personalised learning pathways will help reduce resistance to change while improving employee confidence, productivity and organisational adaptability.
Second, the organisation should strengthen its talent attraction and retention strategy by integrating employer branding with strategic workforce planning, competitive reward packages and clearly defined career development opportunities. While employer branding can attract high-quality applicants, long-term retention depends on creating a positive employee experience through wellbeing initiatives, flexible working arrangements and opportunities for internal progression.
Third, M&S should continue embedding diversity, equity and inclusion into everyday management practices rather than relying solely on formal policies. Departmental managers should receive regular inclusive leadership training and be held accountable for creating equitable opportunities for recruitment, promotion and employee development. Progress should be monitored through both workforce data and employee feedback to ensure that inclusion is reflected in organisational culture rather than measured only through numerical targets.
Finally, HR and departmental managers should collaborate more closely by using workforce analytics alongside regular employee engagement surveys, performance reviews and open communication channels. Combining quantitative data with qualitative employee feedback will enable more informed decision-making, improve employee engagement and support continuous organisational improvement.









Conclusion

This report has examined three significant contemporary HR challenges affecting Marks & Spencer: adapting to technological advancements, attracting and retaining talented employees, and promoting diversity, equity and inclusion. These challenges are closely interconnected and have a direct influence on organisational performance, employee engagement and long-term sustainability. The evaluation demonstrated that contemporary HR practices, including digital HR systems, workforce analytics, strategic workforce planning, employer branding, inclusive recruitment and leadership development, can provide effective solutions when implemented as part of an integrated HR strategy rather than as isolated initiatives.
The report also highlighted that successful implementation depends largely on departmental managers, whose leadership, communication, performance monitoring and commitment to an inclusive organisational culture determine whether HR practices achieve meaningful outcomes. Although challenges such as resistance to change, resource limitations and competing operational priorities may hinder implementation, these barriers can be reduced through accountable leadership, continuous learning and evidence-based decision-making. Overall, by adopting a strategic and people-centred approach to HR management, Marks & Spencer will be better positioned to strengthen employee engagement, improve organisational performance and maintain its competitiveness within the rapidly evolving UK retail sector.
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