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Introduction 
The flexibility of work can be a great advantage for every company as it allows it to use optimally its staff while fitting their own needs and schedule (Rehman and Siddiqui, 2019). The flexibility of working is a way to compromise between the interests of the employees and the interests of the business, most often in a matter of time (Costa and Silvério, 2004). 
The flexible and inflexible arrangements are nowadays more like a need for businesses rather than a choice (Kelliher and Anderson, 2008). The traditional work in shifts becomes less and less compatible with the lifestyle of modern people: this trend becomes popular in countries like Germany and its neighbors already during the nineties, according to some German theorists, coming straight away later to countries like the United Kingdom and the United States (Colquhoun and Costa, 1996). 
It is mostly motivated by the fact that – especially in developed countries – the employees tend to appreciate more their free time and the opportunity to do things that they love or that they need to do, out of the workday, such as spending more time with their families, having a hobby, etc. (Jansen and Nachreiner, 2005). These are normal human feelings and, for companies who want to reveal themselves as really responsible employers, providing more flexible opportunities for work for their staff is a great path to follow (Bohnert and Jansen, 2003). 
During the pandemic of the coronavirus, the push towards flexible working become more and more obvious, as the pandemic-related measures and the idea of social distancing pushed many companies to switch the part of the operations they can online (Boidurjo, 2020). So, the health circumstances pushed the trend toward flexible working globally. 
The following report focuses on the flexibility and inflexibility of the work in a specific sector, fashion retail. The study is dedicated to the experience of „Zara” – one of the biggest clothing retailers in the United Kingdom and across the world (Zara.com, 2022). Its labor force only in the United Kingdom totals 3 000 people and it operates currently 68 stores all over the country.


Body 
The company is currently applying many practices with the aim to provide flexible working for these positions where it is possible. Many measures are taken with the aim to ensure a flexible working environment for the staff there and the company is boldly pursuing a policy to become an employer who cares much for the well-being of its staff at work and for its overall happiness, both at stores and at its headquarters.
One of the best measures introduced by the company with the aim to ensure flexible work arrangements is related to the time schedules. The staff of the company at stores can enjoy the flexibility of shifts. It means that those who are employed full-time can schedule their shifts in a manner that fits best to their lifestyle and, after negotiation with their team leader, they can find a compromise on how to fix their shifts for the upcoming month. The shifts at the stores are fixed a month in advance preferably, but if been impossible, at least two weeks in advance employees are informed on how they will work. Employees also can exchange shifts with a colleague during the current week but should inform for it their team leader at least a day in advance. Exchange of shifts is possible only between employees working either only full-time or only part-time; there is not currently an opportunity for a full-timer to exchange their shift with e. g. two part-timers.
Another flexible arrangement of the company regarding the work there is the part-time option. The part-time option is possible only as working 20 hours weekly, while the full-time one requires 40 hours weekly work. The part-time option became quite popular during the pandemic of the coronavirus and the restriction related to it, as many employees of Zara who worked full-time and had small kids, preferred to switch to a part-time option during the digital education of their kids. The company allowed them to do so and even hired additional staff to fill the gaps, but revealed as a responsible employer who is ready to share the burden of the crisis with its staff and to support it during the hard times.
A third flexible arrangement of the company is the fact that employees at stores can work in different positions. The company has the policy to assign their shop assistants at stores either the duty of a cashier or of a shop assistant, as they are trained for both the two roles and that is how it actually makes it possible that full-timers enjoy such flexible shifts. Such policies indeed were not cheap for the company itself, as it had to invest many resources in the training of every shop assistant to be able to work as a cashier as well (it is a training that is not mandatory, but most of the employees at stores prefer to attend it, as later they can enjoy better flexibility of their shifts) and for those, hired as cashiers, to be able to work as shop assistants as well (again not mandatory, but quite sought in regards of the future flexibility of the shifts it allows). The employees are basically quite happy of this practice, because it allows them not only good flexibility of the job, but also it makes their work more enjoyable, not so monotone and, finally, it provides them with an opportunity to learn and gather experiences at two jobs at the same time. 
A final arrangement that the company did – especially in the context of the pandemic of the coronavirus – was the introduction of the remote working for many roles of its staff, especially the ones in the headquarters. That is how it managed to compile with the decrees of the government on the anti-pandemic measures, especially in the context of ensuring the social distancing. The online shop of the company was a great example for it as its whole staff – except the delivery drivers – worked remotely during the pandemic, but it was applied also to a big part of the employees of the headquarters as well. The company ensured that the labor standards are met even during working remotely, providing the employees with free software and full hardware equipment that corresponds to the needs of their job and providing a great connection between the team leaders and their teams with the aim that team members feel regularly guided – although via the internet – in their tasks by their more experienced superiors. Apart from it, the employees were allowed, when it was possible, to complete their tasks outside of the standard business hours.
A great example of creating flexible working arrangements for the staff of Zara is the introduction of self-checkouts (Zara.com, 2022). They are well-received by the customers at well and the shoppers who have the chance to use them in some of the stores share that these checkouts save them time and make them feel more independent during their shopping experience. The staff in the stores where those self-checkouts were introduced shares also great feedback on them and outlined as their biggest benefits the opportunity to spend more time with the customers, chat with them, and advise them by demand on the purchases they do in the aim to create for them a more pleasant shopping experience. Some of the shop assistants share also that these machines make their workday less stressful, as sometimes they have to help at the cash desks as well while collecting the clothes from the rooms where customers try the articles and running all around the store to answer the questions that customers ask. It happens often on Friday afternoon and almost every weekend in the big stores of the company in cities like London, Birmingham, and Liverpool and the shop assistants that are entitled to work shifts during these particular days are really stressed. At the same time, in the stores where self-checkouts operate, the shop assistants share that they almost never feel stressed at work and feel that this technology makes their work routine more appealing and flexible. 
Apart from it, the company management spots that the stores where self-checkouts were introduced usually perform better than similar stores in the same cities where these self-checkouts are not put. It suggests an opportunity to think over it with the aim of potentially boosting the sales by the expansion of these machines. According to the feedback provided by the shop assistants, at stores where self-checkouts are introduced customers tend to spend more time chatting with the assistants and, during the chat, they are more prone to accept their advice of them on clothes and accessories that may fit them best. So, as a final result, customers of these shops spend more time in the stores but buy more things and the revenue gets higher. 
Unfortunately, after the coronavirus restrictions, many people had to come back to the office, as it was the company’s decision (Zara.com, 2022). So, the routine, that they have used during the pandemic, was of some kind ruined. Many of the employees from the headquarter, especially the ones who deal with administrative issues, some of the marketing and advertising departments’ employees, as well, shared that they struggle now with some of the changes that they have implemented during the COVID restrictions when they were basically obligated to work from home. The main concern for them was the fact that many of those who are parents of small toddlers renounced the babysitting services they used to purchase before the pandemic and channeled the funds saved toward other purchases they need. So, after they had to go back to the office, they realized that they were facing the challenge to pay for babysitting again and redesigning their budgets. It is an unexpected or, a maybe unplanned issue that they face now, and many of them share that it is a financial concern for them to pay currently five days for babysitting as they used to do it before, especially in the shadow of the actual inflation that devasts national economies across the globe and expands more and more in the United Kingdom as well. Briefly said, for those employees of Zara who are parents, the need to pay for babysitting services again arises as a considerable financial challenge and they struggle to do it. They share that if they can work at least two days from home, their expenses for babysitting would be acceptable and would not make the family lack other essentials for a decent life. They also share that they feel it is quite unfair towards them, compared to the employees who are not parents of babies and toddlers, to invest a huge part of their salaries in a service that they are basically unable to work without. 
In this sense of thoughts, the biggest concern for Zara as a company is how to make the life easier for their employees who are parents and to let them again to balance their incomes in times of a new global financial crisis, potentially arising from the war in Ukraine as well and threatening basically the United Kingdom as a national economy as well. The country manager of the company does not want to compromise either with the quality of the job done, or with the decent lives of its employees at the headquarters.
Recommendations for improvement
Two basic recommendations for improvement can be addressed in the context of Zara’s experience. They aim to address the two big challenges that the company seems to be facing now – balancing the incomes of its employees who are parents and focusing more on the pure customer service at its stores.
The first recommendation aims to improve the work and life balance of some employees by introducing for certain roles wherever possible the practice of working two days per week from home. Overall those will be jobs, engaged mostly in the paperwork and administrative positions from the headquarters, as during the coronavirus crisis this practice occurred very efficiently. It was assessed by employees as very relaxing and they definitely want it to remain in place. So, making it a post-covid work practice for those who want it may be a good solution. It will potentially help the employees to combine in a better way their duties at home and at work and eventually would save them money from babysitting services for the hours where they are due in the office and can’t stay at home with their kids. 
The second one is the expansion of the self-checkout services. The self-checkouts seem to be very well received by the customers. Introducing more self-checkouts in more stores has very important advantages. At first it can free time for the shop assistants to focus on the service they provide to the shoppers. Often shoppers have multiple questions and they need help in finding the article they are looking for: it is a normal fact for the clothes stores. When they can’t find a shop assistant or when the one is busy and can’t provide them with the care they expect, this is frustrating. And modern customers seem to care less if they pay at the till to a cashier or by self-checkout, but they want to be well-served and get the high attention and the high-quality kind of care they expect during their shopping experience. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be resumed that Zara is doing almost all that is possible for their industry to ensure the flexibility of the work environment there. Apart from the flexible shifts and the part-time options, the remote working during the pandemic, and the self-checkouts in many stores, there is less possible left to do. 
However, two small recommendations can be addressed to make the work there a bit more flexible. The first recommendation aims especially, to help the employees for some specific position to get better work and life balance. This is the introduction of the schema of up to two days allowed weekly of remote working for some specific positions in the headquarters. Such a schema would let many employees who deal more with paperwork, administrative issues, marketing, and advertising – things that partially or fully can nowadays be run remotely –have less trouble with commuting to the office every day and enjoy a more relaxing work atmosphere from home. Apart from it, for those who are parents and have small kids, it may potentially save much money for babysitting services during the hours they usually have to spend at the office.
The second recommendation is to introduce more boldly the self-checkouts across the stores of the chain. It would potentially free more time for the shop assistants working there to communicate and interact with the customers, providing them with better customer service. At the same time, it will help them to have less stress in acting often both as shop assistants and as cashiers who run across the tills and the dressing rooms when staff at the store is not enough to cover the queue of customers.
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