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1. [bookmark: _Toc225385969]Introduction	
The environment in Human Resource (HR) departments around the United Kingdom is challenging and fast-evolving. Organisations have to grapple with disruptive technologies, the heightened competition in the market of qualified workers, and the growing pressure to create fair workplaces in society. One of the most bright and modern companies to check the existence of these HR challenges is Marks and Spencer Group plc. (M&S), one of the most successful retail and food corporations in the United Kingdom with about 64,000 staff members. This report discusses three HR challenges that M&S faces: keeping pace with technological development, attracting and keeping talent, and Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI). It assesses the applicable modern HR practices to handle every issue and critically analyses how departmental managers can guarantee the adoption of the practices in good time. To summarize, the report is concluded with practical recommendations based on academic evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc225385970]2. Major HR Issues at Marks and Spencer
[bookmark: _Toc225385971]2.1 Catering to Technological Progress
The fourth industrial revolution has radically redefined the skills demand of organisations. The rapid implementation of artificial intelligence (AI), automation, and data analytics in the supply chain management, customer experience, and workforce planning at M&S has introduced a continuous digital skills gap among the existing employees (Marks and Spencer Group plc., 2024). Zhang and Chen (2024) posit that the position of HR is becoming more of a 'digital architect' in the sense that it integrates technology literacy into all people management processes instead of considering digital transformation as an IT issue.
In the case of M&S, this is especially sharp in the workforce employed in its stores, where the employees with little digital experience have to learn new point-of-sale systems, automated inventory solutions, and artificial intelligence-based personalization systems. According to the CIPD (2024), the top three workforce challenges for UK employers are skill gaps related to technology, with 62% of HR professionals stating that they have challenges in up skilling employees at the rate of technological change. The lack of this gap poses a threat of inefficient operations, decreased customer satisfaction, and a loss of competitive advantage in a growing digital retail environment.


[bookmark: _Toc225385972]2.2 Talent Acquisition and Retention
Talent acquisition and retention is a twofold problem for M&S. Employee turnover in the UK retail sector is among the most frequently occurring in the economy, with voluntary turnover being estimated at about 25-30 percent per annum in positions at the frontline of retail activities (Deloitte, 2024). M&S has to compete not only with the traditional retail competitors like Next and John Lewis but also with digital-native ones such as Amazon, which are also willing to pay attractive wages and provide flexibility of remote working and employer brand equity.
Collings et al. (2021) emphasize that the COVID-19 pandemic completely redesigned the demands of employees, emphasizing the importance of well-being, psychological safety, and purposeful work more. In the case of M&S, a diverse, highly qualified workforce needs an attractive Employee Value Proposition (EVP) that is not limited to remuneration but includes career progression, working practices, and a purposeful organisational mission. As Noe (2022) argue, organisations that do not actively address their EVP have to pay more to recruit, are less knowledgeable about the organisation, and experience decreased morale of the staff left behind.
[bookmark: _Toc225385973]2.3 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)
The regulatory pressure, the stakeholder attention, and the increasing evidence of the connection between workforce diversity and better financial performance and innovation have led DEI to become a strategic priority and a critical strategic need for UK organisations. Dixon-Fyle et al. (2020) discovered that the most gender-diverse companies (which were in the top quarter) were 25 times more prone to realize above-average profitability compared to the worst (in the bottom quarter). In the case of M&S, even though it has publicly dedicated itself to diversity, its internal reporting confirms that there is underrepresentation of employees of ethnic minorities among senior leaders (Marks and Spencer Group plc. 2024).
M&S is not faced only with the issue of recruitment but also with structural inclusion: the company needs to feel psychologically out of danger for its diverse employees, support them with equal developmental opportunities, and lose them not by attrition to any disproportionate degree. Pichler et al. (2021) warn that any superficial DEI programs may lead to the development of diversity fatigue in employees unless supported by systemic change, open reporting, and actual leadership responsibility.

[bookmark: _Toc225385974]3. Assessment of Modern HR Practice
Table 1: Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices at Marks & Spencer
	HR Practice
	Challenge Addressed
	Benefits
	Limitations

	AI-Powered L&D
	Technology gap
	Scalable, personalized learning; 24/7 access
	High implementation cost; requires digital literacy

	Hybrid Working Model
	Talent retention
	Improved work-life balance; reduced turnover
	Risk of disengagement; coordination challenges

	Blind Recruitment
	DEI
	Reduces unconscious bias; widens talent pool
	Does not address systemic structural barriers

	Employee Resource Groups (ERGs)
	DEI & inclusion
	Builds the sense of belonging; gives voice to marginalized voices
	Risk of tokenism unless supported by the leadership

	Real-time Performance Analytics
	All three areas
	Data-driven decisions; early issue identification
	Privacy concerns; over-reliance on metrics


Source: Author's own analysis based on Taylor (2014), CIPD (2024) and M&S Annual Report (2024)
[bookmark: _Toc225385975]3.1 Learning and Development Powered by AI (Technology)
M&S has invested in AI-based learning management systems (LMS), which have personalized training content to the specific competency profile of individual employees to close digital skill gaps. According to Taylor (2014), individualized learning routes prove to be much more efficient than the conventional classroom-based strategy because they can match the material to particular gaps in the skill sets and learning strategies. The implementation of tools like Cornerstone OnDemand, or similar tools within the company, would allow M&S to provide the scalable, just-in-time digital skills training to its diverse workforce. Nevertheless, Spreitzer and Porath (2014) warn that technology-based learning should be expressed with intrinsic motivation and autonomy of employees; otherwise, the adoption will be low, no matter how well-developed the platform is.
[bookmark: _Toc225385976]3.2 Hybrid Working and Employee Value Proposition (Talent Acquisition and Retention)
The post-pandemic UK labour market has become a competitive talent strategy in which hybrid working has become one of its defining characteristics in how organisations recruit, leverage, and retain skilled workers. M&S has reacted to this by increasing the number of hybrid and flexible working arrangements for its head office and central operations staff, which gives them more freedom to work, better work-life balance, and increased productivity. This change of strategy helps the firm to compete better in terms of digital, analytical, and managerial talent in a highly competitive world (CIPD, 2024). According to Collings et al. (2021), the effective attraction of differentiated talent is impossible without a strong Employee Value Proposition (EVP), which effectively implies rewards, organisational culture, and career development opportunities. At M&S, this EVP is supported by programs like the Sparks loyalty-based employee benefits program and systematic career advancement enhanced by the internal mobility channels. Nevertheless, the restricted flexibility and benefits among front-line retail workers of hybrid working create disparities, which HR needs to address in terms of perception of fairness and preventing the creation of a two-tier workforce experience.
[bookmark: _Toc225385977]3.3 Blind Recruitment and Employee Resource Groups (DEI)
There has been a rise in the use of blind recruitment, where information like name, gender, and college is not included in the application in order to minimize unconscious bias in hiring. Dixon-Fyle et al. (2020) present evidence on the fact that such interventions enhance the diversity of shortlists and minimize the work of affinity bias in hiring managers. M&S has experimented with anonymized shortlisting on some talent pipelines, which is a significant move. At the same time, Marginalized Community Employee Resource Groups (ERGs), such as the Race Inclusion Network of M&S, can be seen as both an internal advocacy and support network that gives voice to a range of communities. But Pichler et al. (2021) caution that ERGs can easily turn into tokenistic without senior leaders putting their proposals and recommendations into practice and providing enough resources.




Figure 1: M&S HR Strategic Priority Framework
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Source: Adapted from Marks & Spencer Group Annual Report (2024) and CIPD (2024)
[bookmark: _Toc225385978]4. Critical Assessment: Manager Implementation
Policy design alone is not sufficient to have a successful implementation of modern HR practices; it highly relies on the competence, commitment, and accountability of departmental managers. Zhang and Chen (2024) also assume that the human face of the HR strategy is the line managers, who turn the organisational intent into the daily employee experience. In the case of M & S, this implies that the store managers, heads of department, and area directors should be empowered and encouraged to operationalize HR practices in an urgent and consistent manner.
Regarding technology, managers should focus on digital up skilling by making training a part of team meetings, modelling the learning behaviour of constant learning, and utilizing the performance data collected in LMS to determine which employees need further assistance. Taylor (2014) emphasise that the encouragement of learning transfer by managers is one of the most trusted predictors because the latter employees are much more inclined to use the new digital skills in case their line managers demonstrate and support this behaviour themselves. Managers who see training as a management task and not as a strategic investment destroy the whole talent development infrastructure.
Departmental managers should be proactive on the issue of talent retention, as opposed to being reactive. Spreitzer and Porath (2014) reveal that those employees that believe that the manager is interested in their growth (via frequent career discussions, stretch assignments, and candid feedback) have shown much higher levels of engagement and lower turnover intention. At M&S, regular one-to-one interviews, conducted following a set of structured stay interviews, i.e., periodic conversations about what makes an employee stay at the organisation, offer managers an early warning system as soon as an employee loses interest in staying at the organisation without resorting to resignation. The CIPD (2024) supports stay interviews as one of the most affordable retention tools that line managers can use.
In terms of DEI, managers have the most severe responsibility. The study by Dixon-Fyle et al. (2020) verifies that head office policy influences the development of inclusive team climates only to a minor extent, and instead, immediate line manager behaviour has the most significant impact. Managers should take an active role in combating non-inclusive language or behaviour within their groups, maintain a fair level of access to developmental opportunities, and implement the ideas of DEI in the processes of performance review and succession planning. Noe (2022) note that HR ought to offer managers customized inclusive leadership training, unconscious bias awareness courses, and explicit accountability indicators based on DEI results - e.g., by incorporating DEI-related behaviours in manager performance appraisal.
This is a critical move that needs to be made immediately because of the competitive and reputational risk of not taking any move. According to Deloitte (2024), the lack of rapid development of DEI and digital transformation results in a decrease in applications and an increase in turnover. These practices have to be obligatory in Marks and Spencer, where the HR control and open executive reporting would be the instruments of accountability.


[bookmark: _Toc225385979]5. Conclusion and Recommendations
The report has discussed three critical HR issues at Marks and Spencer, such as technological development, HR acquisition and retention, and DEI, and analysed modern practices implemented to deal with them. M&S has taken good steps in the context of AI-driven learning, hybrid work setups, blind hiring, and ERGs, but how these initiatives are converted into standard employee experience is dependent on the level of managerial involvement.
The following are some of the recommendations. To start with, M&S must require at least 20 hours of digital skills training per employee per year, which should be tracked by using the LMS and assessed during the appraisal process. Secondly, all departmental managers are to be taught inclusive leadership training annually, and DEI behaviours are to be part of manager performance goals. Thirdly, structured stay interviews need to be incorporated as a quarterly requirement for all line managers, and the outputs need to be reviewed by the HR business partners. Fourthly, M&S ought to release a clear annual DEI scorecard broken down by level of seniority to keep accountable and indicate true intentions of change on a system-wide basis. Such actions are based on the existing scholarly evidence and aligned with CIPD best practice and should equip M&S to respond to its HR challenges with the urgency and strategic coherence they require.
[bookmark: _Toc225385980]
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