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1. [bookmark: _Toc116834777]Introduction

Covid-19 crisis had unprecedented global effect on every government and industry on huge proportions, and triggered extraordinary measures (Hamouche, 2021). While the long-term repercussions are yet to be observed and researched, now there is enough data to compare organisation’s behaviour during the crisis. The accent of the essay is the Human Resource Management perspective, because of its great significance in employees’ commitment, development and productivity (Ahmed, Majid and Zin, 2016). 
In March 2020 the working conditions and environment in all types of organisations have been drastically changed overnight as a result of the rapid spread of the Corona virus, gaining status of a global pandemic (Hamouche, 2021). Almost immediately every Human Resource (HR) department had to solve multiple, often contradicting issues, without any preparation or time. The issues encountered by organisations all over the world were related to multiple spheres of their operations, such as remote working, compliance with government guidelines, recruitment, selection, training, development, production, procurement, health, safety, wellbeing and many more.
This paper focuses on three groups of challenges, among many, faced by two companies from the online clothing retail sector- ASOS and Boohoo, during the Pandemic, from the Human Resources Management (HRM) perspective. Those are: 
· Challenges related to implementing change across multinational organisations,
· Health and Safety challenges,
· Employees’ wellbeing challenges.
It is important to be mentioned that this essay is not comprehensive and could not describe all the challenges and subsequent processes experienced by the reviewed organisations, but rather it outlines the major problems and events within the given scope.


2. [bookmark: _Toc116834778]Challenges related to implementing change across multinational organisations 
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)Implementing change within an organisation is a challenging process that goes through different stages, as described in the Kubler-Ross Change Curve model (Wright, 2016) and visible on image 1. The HRM must provide support and information in the beginning and on every step of the process, but also to persist in following the new guidelines, whenever there is some form of resistance during the implementation (EBA,2016). Furthermore, the HRM must be prepared to deal with escalating frustrations, before the new arrangements meet understanding, acceptance, and even confidence, by providing guidance and encouragement to the affected parties (Candy, 2016). In a scenario of global crisis in multinational organisations, when the transformation has to be cross countries, immediate, drastic, and without preparation, those stages are even more amplified, problematic and difficult to address. 
Because of the policies issued by governments to reduce the spread of Covid-19, most of the companies had to change their entire work structure, which includes remote-working, social distancing, and many other measures. That change involves heavily the HRM of an organisation, on various levels as the main body that supports the transition. Just remote working on its own is big enough challenge for the International Human Resource Management (IHRM) (Caligiuri et al, 2020). But before that comes the process of identifying the positions that could be executed remotely (Hamouche, 2020). The HRM in a multinational organisation is weighted with additional tasks such as coordination of the implementation of the new policies across the different departments and partners and creating new bodies or functions to the existing ones, for the needs of the transition, as an example- for monitoring and control. Factually, implementing changes across multinational organisations is one of the main challenges of HRM (Edwards et al., 2022).
Last, but not least, the IHRM has the uneasy job to train significant number of managers and supervisors to lead teams in a virtual environment for the first time (Caligiuri et al, 2020). 
In conclusion, the synchronisation between the expectations of the stakeholders and the institutional environment, also known as institutional fit, is carried out by the HRM (Boon et al., 2009).


3. [bookmark: _Toc116834779]Health and Safety challenges

Some of the important concerns of HRM are related to the health, safety and wellbeing of the employees, as they are directly linked to the company’s performance, liability, and stability (Lamm, Massey and Perry, 2006). In fact, the health and safety are crucial for employees’ wellbeing (Armstrong and Tylor, 2020). The HRM has the responsibility (along with the general management) to ensure that members of the staff are working in a safe environment and their health is not jeopardised (Armstrong and Tylor, 2020). In this sense, the HRM has the role of a change agent and “translator” between the general management for implementing the companies’ strategies, the government requirements, and the employees’ needs, as it is their duty to ease the process and protect them (Long, Wan Ismail and Amin, 2013). In general, implementing new health and safety policies consists of three major phases: risk assessment, to identify the potential hazards, followed by taking actions, which would be planning and implementing the new strategies, and at the end monitoring and evaluation, to ensure the policies are followed correctly and to determine their effectiveness (Armstrong, 2020). Normally those processes would be conducted by or with the involvement of HRM and/or Health and Safety specialists (Armstrong, 2020). 
It was expected that the Pandemic will have tremendous physical and psychological effects on people as they were adjusting to the new working arrangements (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). The health and safety challenges in front of the HRM are numerous, but just to mention a few: compliance with government policies by creating and implementing a variety of new protocols, providing the necessary equipment and products, rearrangement of the working spaces, monitoring and control of the new work organisation, as well as support for the management and the personnel. All that combined with the personal experience of fears, pressures, and uncertainties, caused by the pandemic and the chaos outside the organisations. That is why it is fair to say that HRM departments were significantly and disproportionally overloaded and pressured by time and numerous other factors.
4. [bookmark: _Toc116834780]Employees’ Wellbeing challenges

Lockdowns triggered uncertainty, furloughs and even layoffs in some companies (Hamouche, 2021). 
Undoubtedly, the rapid changes within organisations, the isolation, or the heightened health risks, the fear, the uncertainty, alongside many other factors, led to increased stress levels among people (Hamouche, 2021). Stress is associated with impacting the cognitive abilities (Caligiuri et al., 2020) performance, and general mental health (Hamouche, 2021). On one side, working from home arrangements have brought up questions about the disrupted work-family balance and the person-environment fit. On the other – those who could not perform their jobs remotely, were more exposed to risk, therefore more likely to experience, health issues, desperation and fear. Both to be faced by the HRM.
The HRM is the corporate body to provide general support, including emotional, as well as wellbeing activities, such as, but not limited to yoga, virtual coffee breaks or counselling (Hamouche, 2021), because employees have more than one level of attachment to their work, including emotional and psychological (Ahmed, Majid and Zin, 2016). In fact, in times of crisis the support is crucial for the employees as well as the organisation itself, because it has a direct impact on the company’s stability and operations. But one of the main challenges is providing all those services and support to the employees via digital technologies, or as it is more famous – the e-HRM (Armstrong and Tylor, 2020).
 As the Social Exchange Theory, discussed by Homan, Blau and Emerson (Cook and Rice, 2013) suggests, there is a solid corelation in direct proportionality between trust and support provided to the employees, and their motivation and commitment to their roles (Baptiste, 2008). In other words, if employees feel looked after that will result in improved performance (Baptiste, 2008).

5. [bookmark: _Toc116834781]ASOS’ behaviour overview

ASOS is an online fashion retail giant, based in the United Kingdom, with fulfilment centres in Europe, the United States and the United Kingdom, shipping worldwide (asos.com). 
In April 2020, ASOS just like any other business, had to follow the government guidelines and shift to working from home as much as possible. Still, the company owns or works with hundreds of factories and warehouses all over the world, including some in the UK, which meant that part of the operations had to continue under different regime. 
The heavy burden of ensuring all employees are informed of, protected by, engaged and compliant with the new protocols falls on the departments, dealing with HR called People Experience Team (PET) and Health and Safety Management (HSM) in this organisation. As health and safety should be priority those departments had to put extra effort to balance between company’s capabilities, goals, and responsibilities. That is why the company enhanced their connectivity and internal communication channels, allowing them to monitor the general wellbeing of their employees (McDonald, 2020).
In terms of health and safety, the fashion giant enforced measures such as reduced number of staff working on shifts, social distancing, sanitising stations, etc., and provided personal protective equipment (PPE) for all operations that could not migrate online (Wightman-Stone, 2020). They went one step further by providing digital tools for their customers to see how a product would fit them, instead of fitting instore (asosplc.com, 2020) and changed how they photoshoot the products, by having the models take pictures at their homes, to reduce potential exposure among staff (asos.com, 2020). ASOS HSM issued new Health and Safety Policy affecting its operations worldwide and aiming to protect everybody involved with the organisation (Stanley, 2020).  Furthermore, the company worked closely with its suppliers, including third party ones, to ensure the implementation of the new health and safety conditions in their factories as well (asos.com, 2020). In terms of wellbeing, ASOS stated that it understands its importance for its employees and provides support (Stanley, 2020). Additionally, ASOS Extras is a benefit program for its permanent employees and the company continues to create wellbeing initiatives, amongst which are the wellbeing champions, qualified to provide first aid on mental health issues. 
Despite that, there are media publications involving ASOS’ name in exploitation of the warehouse staff during the crisis, even though they were denied by the company and disproved by the Barnsley Council, which inspected the site in question (Olulode and Kelsey, 2020).
It is noticeable that the ASOS put serious efforts and numerous measures in place to maintain as much as possible the staff’s wellbeing. Most of those actions and initiatives were carried out successfully by the PET and HSM, via e-HRM and tools, in order to protect all the stakeholders, but mostly the employees,  which does not come without range of challenges. 

6. [bookmark: _Toc116834782]Boohoo’s behaviour overview

Boohoo is a British founded online fashion retail company, also shipping worldwide with more than a thousand factories across the globe, either owned by the company or working predominantly for it (boohoo group plc, 2020).
According to Boohoo’s own website, the organisation issued and adopted detailed program called Covid-19 Risk Assessment, which was updated regularly along with the government policies and crisis’ developments (boohoo group plc, 2020). The program outlined specific measures and subsequent actions, as well as who is responsible for carrying them out and when (boohoo group plc, 2020). The organisation has Health and Safety (H&S) team, which was involved in the process of implementation and monitoring (boohoo group plc, 2020). The document addresses the implementation of the variety of measures for health, safety and wellbeing. Part of the H&S measures are reduced staff members in every department, flexibility in the working hours, to provide social distancing, intensive cleaning, provided PPE, multiple sanitation stations, suspended of the hot desk practice, dedicated email for Covid-19 concerns and detailed and frequent guidance on symptoms and actions for potential cases.
In terms of the employees’ wellbeing Boohoo had regular communication from the Management in order to provide updates, enhance connection and encouragement. There were online learning programs, virtual games and other activities designed to fight the isolation, to continue the personal development and to cheer up the staff by providing positive emotions (boohoo group plc, 2020).

Despite its efforts Boohoo was involved in a major public scandal with a long list of accusations about modern-day slavery, underpayment, fraud and Covid spread (Levitt, 2020). It was reported that despite the government guidelines, the company was forcing employees to work on increased times during the lockdowns, in an unsanitary environment, with life-threatening fire risk, without PPE, proper sanitation and social distancing (Levitt, 2020). Furthermore, according to an independent report, they forced employees to go to work in the factories even with symptoms (Labour Behind the Label, 2020). It is believed that was only possible, because the majority of the workers are from minorities, often without documents, other skills or English literacy, and other options of employment (Labour Behind the Label, 2020). It is those workers who were disproportionally mistreated under danger of losing their jobs and even their homes (Rahman Minnie, 2020). On top of that Boohoo’s suppliers also committed furlough fraud making employees work, while taking the government support or sending them home without payment.
Boohoo appointed an independent external auditor to investigate the situation, whose report was later on published on their website as an attempt for transparency. The report was critical and proved that the management knew about the issues in the factories but ignored them knowingly, as COVID19 drastically increased their sales, and they were making far more profit (Levitt, 2020).  
It is important to be noted that all those allegations were about facilities which are not directly owned by the company but rather work entirely or predominantly for them. Even so, the company took actions, one of which is building new and modern factory, with normal conditions and according to all the requirements, including for social distancing. 

7. [bookmark: _Toc116834783]Conclusion

The Human Resource Management has a central role in driving the success of the strategies and the operations within an organisation in times of health crisis like Covid-19 (Collings et al., 2021). It is argued that HRM bears the weight of alignment of the environment of the institution with the stakeholders’ expectations (Boon et al., 2009).           
This paper focuses on three groups of issues faces by the reviewed organisations, viz. the challenges related to implementation of change across multinational organisations, the health and safety challenges, and those related to the wellbeing of the employees.  
 ASOS and Boohoo and more specifically their HR departments, experienced similar challenges due to the resemblance of their operations. Both organisations had to find ways to implement a variety of new health and safety protocols in a short period of time while ensuring the wellbeing of their employees. From appointing new responsibilities, supplying the necessary equipment and products, monitoring the execution of protocols, to providing support where it is needed, all those activities, related to the health, safety and the wellbeing of the employees and more, had to be broken down to concrete actions and organised one by one, big portion of which was carried by the HRM. Thus proving the enormous variety of time-sensitive challenges they faced during the Covid-19 global health crisis.
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