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1. [bookmark: _pkw7tm14mn7v][bookmark: _Toc213338008]Background
Retail fashion business in the United Kingdom is a vibrant sector with a high rate of operation, diversified workforce and high level of customer service and brand name (Harris et al. 2021). The work environment is the social, cultural and physical states under which workers conduct their business, which affect job satisfaction, productivity and well-being (Shammout, 2021). International students refer to those people seeking higher education in other countries and through part time work, these students find it easy to cater to their livelihood and education costs. In this scenario, organisations like H&M have turned out to be large employers with their flexible work hours and easy entry-level jobs. Nevertheless, the increasing trend of international students working in UK retail has not seen much scholarly research, which examines the work experience of this group in detail (Sutherland et al. 2021). The awareness of the factors that influence their job satisfaction, communication, and cultural adaptation is necessary to promote the inclusion of workplaces and to enhance employee retention and engagement in a retail fashion industry.
2. [bookmark: _fvmxhecpln6s][bookmark: _Toc213338009]Rationale
The 2022/23 academic year saw the highest numbers of international students in the UK of 758,855, which is 12 percent higher than in the preceding year (ICEF, 2024). Of such students, approximately 27.9% also worked in England and Wales during studying in 2021 (ONS.GOV, 2021). In addition, Eastern European students showed significantly high rates of employment, including 73.9% of international students of Romanian origin who simultaneously get employed (Jones, 2023). This subject has been selected due to the fact that the retail fashion industry such as the H&M as a representative of this industry is a major employer of international students who depend on these jobs to gain financial security, skills and cultural assimilation. It is worthwhile to investigate their working site to have a clue about the interactions between flexible employment, well-being of the students and the employer practises. The insights provided by this study can be used in enhancing inclusiveness in the workplace, shaping organisational policies, and assisting the success of international students in a very dynamic labour market.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Top non-EU source countries for UK higher education institutions, 2018/29 to 2022/23
(Source: ICEF, 2024)
3. [bookmark: _65fwfl5ilx26][bookmark: _Toc213338010]Research Aim:
To examine and analyse the working environment experienced by international students in H&M as part of the UK retail fashion industry, focusing on workplace culture, challenges, opportunities, and overall job satisfaction.
4. [bookmark: _lgn7nxn21fq][bookmark: _Toc213338011]Research Objectives:
· To identify the key factors that shape the working environment in the UK retail fashion industry for international students.
· To analyse the common challenges faced by international students, such as communication barriers, workload, and cultural adaptation.
· To evaluate how working in the UK retail fashion sector influences skill development and career growth among international students.
5. [bookmark: _ezyty5ffmzpe][bookmark: _Toc213338012]Research Questions:
· What are the key factors influencing the working environment for international students in the UK retail fashion industry?
· What are the major challenges faced by international students in the UK retail fashion workplace?
· How does working in the UK retail fashion sector contribute to international students’ skill development and career progression?
6. [bookmark: _8o4194kwf37y][bookmark: _Toc213338013]Problem Statement:
In the UK, international students depend on part-time jobs to finance their living and educational costs. The retail fashion industry, in particular H&M, is one of the biggest employers of this group of students, with flexible hours and easy entry-level positions (Ronda, and De Gràcia, 2022). Nevertheless, little studies have been undertaken to get to know their real experience at the workplace, especially on cultural adjustment, communication barriers and job satisfaction (Ho et al. 2022). This knowledge of these problems is essential in enhancing inclusivity and also in assisting employers to retain motivated and diverse employees. As such, the proposed research will seek to bring evidence-based information on working experiences and conditions of international students in the UK fashion retailing sector.
7. [bookmark: _7b8c7jntns8i][bookmark: _Toc213338014]Literature Review 
[bookmark: _r38hau3vfqg6][bookmark: _Toc213338015]7.1 Overview of the UK retail fashion industry
The retail industry is a significant source of employment and economy in the UK and the overall retail sector has in recent years employed around 2.7 million people with more than 320, 000 retail businesses registered by early 2024 (Ward, 2025). In this, the fashion and textile-related industries remain the workforce-intensive industries: the industry sources approximate that in the UK no fewer than 500,000 people are employed in the industry of fashion and textiles (not only manufacturing, but also wholesale and retail). Retail sales had a slight recovery after the pandemic, retail sales are projected to increase about 3% per year in 2022 versus 2021, although the retail industry has undergone considerable structural change with online stores becoming more popular and fast-fashion sites growing (Ward, 2025). There has also been a severe labour-market turbulence in the sector: in 2024 alone the UK retailing industry experienced high rates of job destruction and store shutdowns, and there are reports of close to 170,000 jobs in retail destroyed in the year 2024 alone, showing evidence of volatility that impacts on staff security and turnover (Ward, 2025). Employee turnover is also systematically higher in fashion retail than in other industries: sectoral reports and surveys of employers continue to indicate turnover and short term jobs as typical of entry level fashion retail jobs, due to seasonal demand, zero/low hour contracts and part time student jobs.
[image: ]
Figure 2: Retail employment of UK
(Source: Ward, 2025)
[bookmark: _aue5t3maw6g7][bookmark: _Toc213338016]7.2 Employment of international students in the UK
International students constitute a large and expanding proportion of the population of UK higher-education: official higher-education data show that in 2021-22, the number of international students was about 680,000, and later surveys indicate that it is about 759,000 in 2022-23 (Basiri, 2024). A significant fraction of these students are studying and working.
 labour-force and census-based evidence suggest that approximately 10-28 percent of international students were employed in the particular national samples (depending on origin and region), and specific nationality groups (such as some Eastern European groups) were significantly higher than the average (Crossman et al. 2021). The jobs most often are concentrated in the industries which provide part-time work, shift-based, such as hospitality, retail (including fashion retail), distribution since these jobs fit the student schedule. Immigration rule change, visa hierarchy, and access to flexible hours, however, sensitise labour-market of the international students, both in terms of quantity and quality of work available to the students.
[bookmark: _gohfkh6bi9oy][bookmark: _Toc213338017]7.3 Workplace culture and diversity
According to previous studies and industry sources, the organisational culture of the retail industry is characterised by the high turnover of customers facing rhythms, store level hierarchy, and extensive performance metrics (sales targets, conversion rates, mystery-shopping). Recent diversity-and-inclusion audits of the UK retail workforce indicate that most retailers have reported official D&I commitments; extensive industry tracking of the industry has revealed high scores of claimed engagement with D&I programmes across retailers, but there exist very wide disparities in representation at senior levels and in day-to-day inclusion experiences (Ojakorotu, 2023). Research on the workforce level shows a complex situation: although most stores are deeply ethnically and socio-economically diverse, the inclusion at the work point is mostly dependent on the local management practices, induction, and communicational norms (Greenhalgh et al. 2022). Among the international student employees, who frequently form the frontline and seasonal labour force, the availability (or unavailability) of the comprehensive induction, language support, and the flexibility of the schedule is likely to have a significant impact on whether diversity will be translated into an equitable workplace culture or not.
[bookmark: _ii5j49efmqk1][bookmark: _Toc213338018]7.4 Common challenges (communication, workload, discrimination, adaptation)
A number of common challenges are found in research about the working life of international students. Language and communication challenges - such as understanding accent, jargon in workplaces, noisy retailing departments and fast-paced and noisy retail environments are most often reported and may limit task accomplishments, customer relations, and relationships among co-workers (Bahrain et al. 2023). Empirical research indicates that linguistic issues and discrimination based on accent is not a rare occurrence, some students have reported to experience exclusionary behaviour or additional emotional labour in the name of fitting in; workload pressures and time schedule uncertainty (shift changes, peak times during the evening/weekends) add up to stress and conflicts with the school schedules; there are many trade-offs between academic requirements and employers in the name of student-workers (Gowan, 2023). It is also indicated that discrimination (open and subtle), stereotyping, and microaggression arise in the retail environment, which can be based on the national origin or language skills, and this may negatively affect well-being and retention. Lastly, cultural adjustment - learning the local customer service standards, humour in the workplace, and managerial demands can only be done through time and encouragement; without onboarding and mentoring, the process of cultural adjustment is slow and haphazard (Choudhary et al. 2024). 
[bookmark: _qgvbsd6begyt][bookmark: _Toc213338019]7.5 Opportunities for skill development and career growth
Nevertheless, retail employment may also provide meaningful skills development to the international students despite the challenges. Some transferable skills commonly developed during retail work include customer service, sales communication, team building, time management, and cash-handling - skills that are appreciated by the employer in any industry (Amrollahi et al. 2025). Employer and graduate-labour reports point at a high number of students transforming their part-time work in retail into a better employability: work experience has the potential to contribute to building a better CV, getting used to working in systems, and understanding the norms of working in the UK. Retail jobs are a stepping stone to more skilled jobs within the company (supervisor or assistant manager tracks) or a stepping stone to broader industries (marketing, logistics, supply-chain jobs) especially where employers offer formal training or where there are established internal career advancement opportunities (Ball, 2023). Nevertheless, longitudinal data indicate that only a small proportion of those who do graduate student retail jobs directly to long-term skilled positions; visa and immigration systems, wage floors, and a perceived mismatch of retail work activities with graduate-level occupational demands are some of the factors that limit the advancement (Lu, and Li, 2021). The policies raising the amount of on-the-job training, mentoring, and formalising the skills gained in the retail could thus contribute to the career benefits the international student workers can gain because of their positions.
[bookmark: _4xcvx9nxrsy7][bookmark: _Toc213338020]7.6 Gaps in current research:
The existing literature indicates that there are a number of considerable gaps that will be addressed in the context of the present research. To begin with, the emphasis is not provided on quantitative information that encapsulates the actual experiences of international students in the UK labour market because most of the available research is based on qualitative interviews. Second, it does not focus on the retail fashion sector in particular, although it has a significant proportion of employees among students. Third, there has been little research on job satisfaction and inclusion indices globally, and thus a gap on the role of workplace culture, communication, and diversity on the engagement, motivation and long-term professional growth of international students in this dynamic industry.
[bookmark: _8vxo73v3fodf][bookmark: _Toc213338021]7.7 Summary of literature
The literature notes that the UK retail fashion industry is one of the sectors of employment, which provides flexible part-time jobs to international students as economic and structural changes continue to happen. Although the sector offers some good skills building opportunities, other obstacles include a lack of communication, work demands, and cultural orientation. Research highlights that the organisational culture and inclusion practises play a significant role in determining the level of job satisfaction and the happiness of employees. Nonetheless, the literature on retail fashion industry quantitative evidence on the experiences of international students is still sparse. To enhance inclusiveness, satisfaction and career progression in the industry it is important to focus on addressing these gaps by analysing data.
8. [bookmark: _6atu43aefu9l][bookmark: _Toc213338022]Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc213338023]8.1 Research philosophy and design
The chosen research philosophy of this study will be positivist research philosophy because the research will seek to collect objective, measurable, and empirical data on the working environment of international students working in the UK retail fashion sector, that is, under H&M (Ali, 2024). Quantitative research design will be introduced to make sure that the results can be measured and analysed statistically to extract obvious trends and relationships. 
8.2 [bookmark: _Toc213338024]Sampling and Data collection 
The data will be gathered by the means of an online survey based on Google Form and sent to 51 individuals, followed by purposive sampling strategy, who work or have worked in the past at H&M stores in the UK. The designed structured questionnaire will consist of both the demographic questions and the questions that will be in the form of Likert scale questions that will be used to measure the key dimensions which include job satisfaction, cultural inclusion, effectiveness of communication, workplace relationships and challenges that the international student employees face. 
8.3 [bookmark: _Toc213338025]Data analysis
The acquired data will be evaluated with the help of descriptive statistics, percentage, and mean scores, as well as displayed through charts and graphs that will be created automatically with the help of Google Forms. The given approach will enable finding the patterns of similarities and comparison within the dataset. 
8.4 [bookmark: _Toc213338026]Ethical considerations
Special attention to ethical considerations will be followed during the research. The subjects will be notified about the purpose of the research, their confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary involvement will be ensured (Drolet et al. 2023). The respondent will also be expected to make informed consent before participation in the study and all ethical standards of research will be met. This research methodology will give believable and systematic information to the perception and experiences of international students in their working conditions of the UK retail fashion industry.
9. [bookmark: _qsbzsjlq09md][bookmark: _Toc213338027]Overview of dissertation structure
This dissertation will be divided into five major chapters. Introduction will provide the background, the research problem, aims, and objectives of the research on the working environment of international students at H&M. The Literature Review will also be a critical analysis of the available theories and research works on workplace culture, challenges and job satisfaction in the UK retail fashion industry. The Methodology will describe the research philosophy, research design, sampling, data collection and ethical issues. Results and Discussion will give and discuss the survey findings. The last section will be the conclusion and recommendations, which will recap major findings, emphasise implications and propose ways of making the workplace more inclusive.
10. [bookmark: _Toc213338028]Timeframe
	Stage
	Activities
	Timeframe

	Topic Approval & Literature Review
	Identification of topic, review of existing literature
	Weeks 1–3

	Questionnaire Design & Pilot Test
	Development and refinement of survey
	Weeks 4–5

	Data Collection
	Distribution of survey and data gathering
	Weeks 6–8

	Data Analysis
	Statistical analysis and visualisation
	Weeks 9–10

	Discussion & Conclusion
	Interpretation and recommendations
	Weeks 11–12

	Final Submission
	Editing, formatting, and submission
	Week 13
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