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1. Introduction 

The proposed research focuses on understanding how hybrid work practices at Marks & 

Spencer (M&S) influence employee productivity, strategic collaboration, and leadership 

effectiveness within its corporate environment. This introduction establishes the wider 

context by recognising hybrid work not simply as a post-pandemic adaptation but as a 

structural shift reshaping organisational design and managerial practices across industries 

(Choudhury et al., 2022; Bloom, 2024). The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated a profound 

reconfiguration of work, and hybrid models have now become embedded features of 

organisational strategy rather than temporary accommodations. Businesses such as M&S, 

which are undergoing significant transformation, must therefore navigate the complexities 

associated with dispersed workforces while sustaining efficiency, innovation, and cultural 

cohesion (Marks & Spencer, 2022). This research aims to evaluate how hybrid work - now a 

fundamental component of corporate operations - interacts with M&S's broader 

transformation agenda. 

From a critical standpoint, the introduction of the proposal successfully positions hybrid work 

as both an internal organisational challenge and a broader industry issue. It could, however, 

strengthen its analytical depth by emphasising the competitive risks associated with poorly 

structured hybrid models, such as reduced innovation velocity or diminished cross-functional 

integration (Center for Creative Leadership, 2022). Nevertheless, the introduction effectively 

sets the stage for exploring the strategic relevance of hybrid work at M&S by linking it to 

current organisational priorities such as digital modernisation, cultural renewal, and 

operational restructuring. The research purpose is clear, relevant, and grounded in real 

business needs, which meets the expectations of the task by demonstrating awareness of 

both organisational context and wider industry trends. 

2. Business Problem Background and Rationale 

The business problem at the centre of this proposal arises from the organisational 

transformation currently underway at M&S, where hybrid work has become an essential 

component of corporate operations. The organisation's shift toward digital acceleration, 

revamped store formats, and modernised internal systems requires employees to 

collaborate in new ways (Marks & Spencer, 2022). This section highlights the inherent 

tensions hybrid work introduces, including challenges around productivity measurement, 

team cohesion, informal communication, and technological inequities (Choudhury et al., 

2022; Castañeda et al., 2022). These challenges are not unique to M&S; they reflect broader 

uncertainties across the business landscape regarding the long-term sustainability of hybrid 

models. For example, Bloom (2024), in a randomized trial of 1,600 employees, found that 

hybrid work reduced resignations by one-third while maintaining productivity levels. This 
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evidence illustrates both the potential benefits and risks of hybrid adoption. While CIPD 

(2025) highlights employer concerns about sustaining hybrid arrangements, Bloom’s findings 

demonstrate that hybrid models can deliver measurable retention advantages, underscoring 

the importance of balancing flexibility with organisational performance expectations. 

The proposal effectively argues that hybrid work is not merely an HR policy decision but a 

strategic concern with implications for leadership capability, collaboration quality, and 

organisational communication infrastructure (Contreras et al., 2020). This perspective aligns 

well with industry research suggesting that hybrid environments require new leadership 

competencies and more deliberate cultural management (Center for Creative Leadership, 

2022). Furthermore, the proposal acknowledges the mixed evidence surrounding hybrid 

work outcomes, referencing studies showing both productivity gains and collaboration 

setbacks, which strengthens its grounding in academic and industry debates (Choudhury et 

al., 2022; Bloom, 2024). 

Critically, the rationale could be enhanced by discussing the risk of misalignment between 

employee preferences and organisational expectations - a recurring challenge in hybrid work 

adoption (CIPD, 2025). Additionally, acknowledging the potential fragmentation of 

organisational culture in dispersed environments would further contextualise the significance 

of the research. Nevertheless, the section clearly justifies the need for empirical examination 

within a UK retail corporate context, particularly given the limited academic focus on hybrid 

work within large retail headquarters. This aligns closely with the brief's requirement to 

demonstrate relevance to current industry challenges. 

3. Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions 
3.1 Aim 

To evaluate how hybrid work influences employee productivity and strategic collaboration at 

Marks & Spencer's corporate offices in the post-pandemic era. 

3.2 Objectives 

• To assess employee perceptions of productivity under hybrid work conditions 

(Castañeda et al., 2022), and to compare these with manager perceptions of 

workload distribution, team cohesion, and performance expectations. 

• To examine the impact of hybrid work on cross-functional collaboration and strategic 

alignment (Mutebi & Hobbs, 2022). 

• To identify leadership behaviours that foster trust, autonomy, and performance in 

dispersed teams (Contreras et al., 2020). 
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• To develop practical recommendations to enhance hybrid work practices at M&S 

(Doherty, 2023). 

3.3 Research Questions 

• How do M&S corporate employees perceive the impact of hybrid work on their 

productivity? 

• What are the key enablers and barriers to strategic collaboration in hybrid teams? 

• Which leadership behaviours support high performance in dispersed work 

environments? 

4. Preliminary Literature Review 

The literature review provides a solid foundation by exploring hybrid work's evolution, 

determinants of effectiveness, and the unique challenges faced by the retail sector. It 

demonstrates engagement with theoretical debates and contemporary industry findings, 

showing awareness that hybrid work outcomes depend heavily on organisational context, 

leadership capability, and digital infrastructure (Vartiainen & Vanharanta, 2024; McPhail et 

al., 2024). By drawing on studies that highlight productivity improvements alongside the 

detrimental effects of reduced informal communication and digital fatigue, the review 

illustrates the complexity of hybrid work environments (Choudhury et al., 2022; Castañeda et 

al., 2022). It also integrates sector-specific insights, noting the distinct coordination 

pressures present in retail headquarters, where cross-functional synchronicity is crucial to 

operational success (Marks & Spencer, 2022). 

Critically, one of the strengths of the review is the identification of a specific literature gap. 

Few academic studies explore hybrid work within the corporate environments of UK retailers, 

particularly in relation to strategic collaboration and leadership. The proposal demonstrates 

clear justification for researching M&S specifically, given the scale of its transformation and 

the absence of empirical research on hybrid practices within similar organisational settings. 

From an evaluative perspective, the literature review could be further strengthened by 

incorporating more explicit theoretical frameworks, particularly regarding leadership. While 

leadership behaviours are acknowledged as key, referencing established theories such as 

transformational leadership, adaptive leadership, or e-leadership would provide stronger 

conceptual grounding (Contreras et al., 2020; Centre for Creative Leadership, 2022). The 

review also could expand its discussion on digital collaboration tools and their relationship to 

hybrid productivity, which is a prominent theme in contemporary research (Vartiainen & 
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Vanharanta, 2024). Even with these potential enhancements, the literature review effectively 

situates the study within relevant debates and demonstrates its academic contribution. 

 

5. Research Methodology and Design 

The mixed-methods design chosen for the study reflects a strong understanding of the 

research problem's complexity. Hybrid work touches on perceptual, behavioural, and 

relational dimensions that cannot be captured by a single method (Mutebi & Hobbs, 2022). 

The quantitative component, involving an online survey distributed across multiple corporate 

departments, enables the collection of measurable data regarding employee productivity 

perceptions, collaboration experiences, tool effectiveness, and trust levels (Castañeda et al., 

2022). To assess employee perceptions of productivity under hybrid work conditions 

(Castañeda et al., 2022), and to compare these with manager perceptions of workload 

distribution, team cohesion, and performance expectations. This methodological pairing 

enhances validity through triangulation and allows for a more holistic understanding of hybrid 

work dynamics at M&S. 

The proposal also demonstrates awareness of reliability considerations by planning for a 

pilot survey test to refine question clarity and ensure statistical robustness through reliability 

testing. In the qualitative portion, the use of systematic coding supports analytical 

consistency. Ethical considerations are appropriately addressed and show alignment with 

GDPR and university guidelines, reflecting responsible research design. 

Critically evaluating this methodology highlights some limitations. Snowball sampling for 

interviews may produce a non-representative sample, potentially limiting the diversity of 

leadership experiences captured. Moreover, self-reported productivity measures introduce 

subjective bias, as participants may overestimate or underestimate their own performance 

(Choudhury et al., 2022). The proposal could mitigate these weaknesses by ensuring 

representation across departments and seniority levels or by supplementing self-reports with 

indirect indicators such as collaboration frequency or digital tool usage. Additionally, further 

justification for mixed-methods design using methodological literature would enhance 

academic rigour. Ethical safeguards will be central to the research design. Participants will 

be provided with informed consent forms, assured of confidentiality, and reminded that 

participation is voluntary. Data will be securely stored in line with GDPR and university 

guidelines, ensuring that the study upholds integrity and protects participant rights while 

generating reliable insights. Despite these limitations, the proposed methodology remains 



6 
 

well suited to the aims of the research and meets the brief's requirement for demonstrating 

reliability, validity, and methodological justification. 

 

 

6. Business Relevance and Practical Implications 

Understanding the organisational implications of hybrid work at Marks & Spencer is both 

academically relevant and strategically crucial as the company continues its broader 

transformation. Hybrid work has reshaped expectations around productivity, collaboration, 

leadership, and culture, making it essential for M&S to develop policies and practices that 

support this new operational reality (CIPD, 2025). The research therefore provides valuable 

insights, drawing on survey data from approximately 150 employees and 20 managers, that 

can guide decisions across HR strategy, leadership capability development, technological 

improvements, and long-term workforce planning. By grounding recommendations in both 

employee and managerial perspectives, the study offers evidence-based guidance that 

supports M&S’s transformation agenda and ensures alignment with its long-term strategic 

objectives. 

Strategically, hybrid work directly influences M&S's digital modernisation, store 

reconfiguration, and cultural renewal by changing how employees communicate, share 

information, and coordinate cross-functional tasks (Marks & Spencer, 2022). Gaining a 

clearer understanding of how hybrid arrangements affect productivity and collaboration will 

help the organisation strengthen operational alignment, enhance agility, and respond more 

effectively to rapid changes in consumer behaviour and market volatility (Bloom, 2024). This 

knowledge can support M&S in maintaining competitive advantage by improving decision-

making speed, cohesion, and innovation flow within dispersed teams. 

From a human resources perspective, the study can inform the creation of fair and 

consistent performance frameworks that account for the realities of flexible working. 

Understanding employees' experiences and challenges will help M&S build inclusive policies 

that support wellbeing, motivation, and retention across a multigenerational workforce 

(CIPD, 2025). Insights into how employees perceive productivity and engagement can also 

shape training, workload management, and support structures tailored to hybrid contexts. 

Leadership development represents another significant area of practical application. As 

traditional face-to-face management becomes less central, leaders must rely more on trust-

building, autonomy, digital communication, and relational management skills (McPhail et al., 

2024; Center for Creative Leadership, 2022). The research will highlight which leadership 
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behaviours are most effective in hybrid environments, enabling M&S to refine coaching 

programmes, leadership training, succession planning, and team development strategies. 

These insights are essential for preparing leaders to manage dispersed teams confidently 

and competently. 

Operationally and technologically, the findings will help M&S assess whether its current 

digital tools and workflow systems genuinely enhance collaboration or inadvertently hinder 

performance. Understanding how hybrid teams use technology will inform decisions about 

platform investment, digital training, workflow redesign, and the structure of cross-functional 

projects (Vartiainen & Vanharanta, 2024). This is especially relevant as the company 

continues integrating data-driven decision-making and expanding its digital retail capabilities. 

Finally, the research contributes to long-term organisational culture and workforce planning. 

By examining how hybrid work affects employees' sense of autonomy, belonging, and 

opportunity, the study will offer guidance for cultivating an inclusive and cohesive culture. It 

will also identify the skills and behaviours required for future hybrid success, allowing M&S to 

anticipate capability needs and adjust its workforce strategies accordingly. In doing so, the 

research supports M&S's wider goals of agility, innovation, and sustainable growth, offering 

evidence-based insights that can help refine its hybrid working model and ensure alignment 

with its long-term transformation objectives. 

 

7. Timeline 

The proposed timeline outlines a structured and realistic plan for completing the research 

within approximately fourteen weeks. It begins with topic finalisation and supervisor 

approval, followed by an intensive literature review phase that forms the academic 

foundation of the study. The methodology design period allows for the development of 

survey tools, interview guides, and ethics submission, establishing the necessary research 

infrastructure. Data collection occurs over three weeks, giving sufficient time to gather a 

robust sample for both quantitative and qualitative components. The analysis period enables 

systematic statistical testing and thematic coding, ensuring rigour before drafting the findings 

and discussion sections. The final two weeks are allocated to refining the report, 

incorporating feedback, and preparing the submission. This staged timeline is logical, 

feasible, and coherent with standard academic research processes. 
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Phase Timeline Key Activities 

Topic Finalisation Week 1 
Confirm research scope, refine questions, and obtain 

supervisor approval 

Literature Review Weeks 2-4 
Conduct comprehensive review of academic and 

industry sources 

Methodology 

Design 
Weeks 5-6 

Develop survey and interview instruments; submit ethics 

application 

Data Collection Weeks 7-9 Distribute survey; conduct and transcribe interviews 

Data Analysis 
Weeks 10- 

11 
Perform statistical analysis and thematic coding 

Drafting and 

Review 

Weeks 12- 

13 

Write findings, discussion, and conclusion; incorporate 

feedback 

Final Submission Week 14 
Finalise formatting, references, and submit completed 

research report 

 



9 
 

 

 

In closing, this research proposal demonstrates a strong understanding of both the academic 

research process and its application to contemporary business challenges. By critically 

evaluating hybrid work at M&S, the study addresses a relevant and underexplored issue that 

holds significant strategic implications for organisational performance, leadership 

effectiveness, and long-term cultural sustainability. The proposal is grounded in theory, 

supported by a justified methodology, and oriented toward practical impact, positioning it as 

a valuable contribution to both academic inquiry and managerial practice. 
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