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Executive summary 
The purpose of this report is to explore the contrasting Human Resources (“HR”) strategies employed by two organisations operating in different working environments and sectors. I have chosen to look at Zara and my current employer Newport City Council.  The report will be in the form of a comparative case study and I will be focussing on the traditional and hybrid working environments. A variety of analysis methods and research has been undertaken to demonstrate the influence of internal and external environmental changes on the HR strategies of these organisations. Additionally, I have evaluated how the size, reach and sector of these organisations influence their HR approaches and how these affect employee engagement and performance management in the workplace. Finally, I will examine the role that technological advancement, such as AI, have on both organisations. Following this analysis, I will propose recommendations for moving forward, suggesting ways to strengthen or reimagine their HR strategies in response to new challenges or opportunities identified in the report. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk161652069]Introduction
The world of work is constantly changing and people are the driving force behind the success of organisations. Managing people is a critical aspect of organisational success as it directly impacts employee performance, engagement and their overall productivity. Charan (2016) put it perfectly, ‘Businesses don’t create value; people do’.
The Covid 19 pandemic and the widespread adoption of home working has dramatically affected the future of work. It led to a significant shift in remote working practices, with many people transitioning to working from home and employees wanting a better work-life balance. For some sectors, there would be limitations and exemptions due to the nature of the work, but the traditional working model of 9-5 in the office full-time has evolved over the past 5 years. 

Company Background - Newport City Council 
Newport City Council (“NCC”) is a local authority based in South Wales. NCC is responsible for the administration of public services such as waste management, housing and education. The organisation also has numerous corporate functions, such as human resources and organisational development, policy development, which all provide support for the day-to-day operation of the organisation, as well as delivering transformation objectives. NCC currently employs approximately 6,000 individuals (About the team | Newport City Council, no date). 

Company Background - Zara
Zara is a Spanish global fashion retail company that specialises in clothing, accessories, shoes and beauty products. Zara is well recognised globally and is one of the world’s most successful fashion brands. Zara operates in the private sector and is the largest company owned by the Inditex group. It currently has almost three thousand stores worldwide and operates in 96 countries (Martinroll, 2021b). According to Owler (no date), Zara has an estimated 75,000 employees worldwide. 

Traditional VS Hybrid Working  
Home working was made mandatory for most sectors as a direct result of the Covid 19 pandemic where businesses were forced to adopt home working policies to keep staff safe during the pandemic. Over the last 5 years we have seen a big shift in employees’ preference for working practices, According to recent research in Forbes, ‘74% of professionals expect remote work to become standard’ (Prossack, 2021). There has been a bigger emphasis on businesses to provide more flexibility to employees and offer hybrid working. Unlike the traditional model of office working in a physical location, hybrid working offers additional flexibility which promotes employee wellbeing and job satisfaction. 

In Newport City Council they offer Hybrid working which allows employees to have a mixture of home and office working and offers a more flexible approach to work. They have an agile working policy which outlines to employees their responsibilities when working from home. For example, there is particular emphasis on H&S and adhering to HR and security policies. In a hybrid role, digital wellbeing and collaboration are key to managing a team and employees rely on digital communication tools such as Microsoft Teams. In contrast to this, Zara retail employees are expected to be physically present in the office for the entirety of their shift. In a traditional environment, face-to-face meetings and team discussions allow for better coordination and supervision. Zara strives to create a work environment where employees feel a sense of belonging, teamwork and creativity (Inditex, 2022).

HR strategies
Zara has a dedicated HR department and their HR practices revolve around brand representation and customer service. Zara’s HR strategy is made up of 4 themes which are centred around professional development, learning, motivating and attracting talent. They have a substantial workforce and their HR policies consider the geographical area and different employment laws, legislation, policies and procedures. Due to Zara's global reach and competitive business environment, innovation and change are key to their success. They aim to stay ahead of the competition by continuously adapting and improving their HR practices.
In contrast, Newport City Council operates in a single geographic area. While they manage a diverse workforce, the same policies apply to all employees. These policies must align with government regulations and prioritise the services provided to citizens. Newport Council's HR strategy is made up of four key strategic themes: representation and transformation, employee wellbeing, employee engagement and employee experience. The strategy is aligned with the overall goals and objectives of the organisation. The aim is to create a positive working environment that attracts and retains staff.
Although Zara and Newport Council operate in different industries and have distinct business models, their HR strategies share a common focus on retaining and attracting new staff. Both organisations recognise the importance of integrating human resource management into their overall strategies. While their techniques and approaches may differ, they are committed to creating a positive working environment and ensuring the well-being and engagement of their employees.


Internal and External environmental changes

In both organisations, HR strategies are affected by internal and external environmental changes. Continuous monitoring of environmental changes and proactive adjustments are essential for success in today’s ever-changing environment (Olaveson, 2023).

Zara
Environmental - Zara like many other organisations is affected by environmental challenges. The fashion industry has been identified as the second most polluting industry in the world, after oil. As environmental concerns become more dominant, Zara has had to alter their HR strategies to incorporate sustainable practices. In 2021 Zara introduced the #BoostYourPower initiative which focuses on informing and training staff on sustainability (Inditex, Talent Management, 2021). Following the introduction of this, more than 13,000 employees received environmental sustainability training in 2022 (Inditex 2022). By considering these factors in their HR strategies, organisations can mitigate the risks by enhancing employees' awareness and can potentially attract new employees who prioritise working for organisations with a commitment to the environment. 

Political - The political environment of any nation can have a catastrophic effect on a business and its operations. In 2022 Inditex halted trading in Russia, closing its 502 shops in response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine. In the annual report published by the group, they emphasise the effort they have made to support the workforce and employee salaries have continued to be paid (Inditex, 2022, p67). By actively addressing the challenges, Zara was able to support their employees and business operations.

Technology - Zara operates in a very competitive market and needs to ensure it leverages technology and minimises the risks of technological disruptions. Zara can use technology to analyse big data such as employment trends, staff engagement and recruitment trends. Although they utilize technology well, Zara needs to be careful that they strike a balance between using technology in HR and the human touch.

Newport City Council
Economic - Changes in government funding and budget allocation can impact HR practices within Newport City Council. In 2022, the organisation was subject to a recruitment freeze and compulsory redundancies across the organisation (Newport budget proposals – have your say, 2022). These budget cuts meant that HR strategies had to become more resourceful and innovative when it came to workforce management and resources. The Human Resources Officer and Chief Executive had to assess strategic priorities and relocate resources and budget to the more critical areas. 
Social - Employee preferences have changed and we have seen a cultural change towards home working. Whilst home working has great benefits, it’s important to consider the negative effects home working can have on feelings such as isolation, affecting employee morale and well-being. 

Performance Management and Employee Engagement 

Zara states ‘Talent is our main asset when it comes to being able to convey our passion for responsible fashion to our customers’ (Inditex, 2021). Zara invests in developing employees' skills and offers training and mentoring programmes. ‘In 2021, 50% of the Group’s vacancies were filled internally (46% in 2020), resulting in nearly 7,500 people being promoted throughout the year (nearly 2,000 in 2020)’ (Inditex Talent Management, 2021). Their internal communication system INET allows employees to communicate with managers in a web format and has an option for feedback and suggestions. In recognition of Zara’s endeavours as an employer brand, they were listed in the 100 best companies to work for, for the 12th consecutive year. (Inditex 2022). Zara has a strong company culture and promotes teamwork and innovation amongst all its employees. Zara believes that employee engagement is essential to the success of the brand and a career with Inditex is more than a job but a lifestyle too. They provide staff benefits such as discounts, monetary incentives, retention programs and remuneration policies, all contributing to employee engagement.   

Newport City Council manages performance through regular performance reviews and by setting KPIs. The council believes in identifying and nurturing talent and has a talent management framework where employees can access the council’s learning, development and training programmes and support can be provided to staff to develop their skills and qualifications (Working for the Council | Newport City Council, no date). In terms of employee engagement, the council fosters open and transparent communication and welcomes employee feedback. The council recognises the importance of work-life balance and flexible working and offers employee well-being schemes such as Care First and free eyesight tests. Additionally, they have recognition and rewards for long-serving staff such as pay increases and additional annual leave. 
Due to the variations in sectors, their approaches differ. Zara focuses on staff incentives that are monetary based such as staff discounts in store, bonuses that can be earned for high sales figures and customer feedback. In contrast to this in Newport Council, incentives are non-monetary based and they emphasise job security, pension schemes and flexible working to enhance employee performance and job satisfaction. 





Diversity and Inclusion

Diversity and inclusion are important aspects of Zara's retention strategy. Zara embraces diversity and strives to employ employees from all backgrounds. In 2021 Zara introduced 5 new training programmes in the organisation focusing on fostering inclusion in the working environment. Additionally, they have introduced a workshop to stop unconscious bias and stereotypes and focus on an inclusive leadership style. Zara acknowledges that there is still room for improvement in this area and has made a commitment to increase the number of people with disabilities in the workforce. 

Newport City Council states within its HR strategy ‘We are passionate about equality, committed to improving our staff diversity, and supporting an inclusive culture which allows everyone to bring their authentic selves to work’. (Our Equalities Vision & Priorities | Newport City Council, no date). The HR strategy includes initiatives to promote representation and transformation, which involves creating a work environment that values diversity and embraces the unique perspectives and contributions of everyone. Training is offered to all employees and the senior managers across the organisation attend inclusive leadership training. Newport Council publicly publishes workforce data online and reports on job applicant data to identify trends. In 2022 they published that out of 5777 applicants, only 86 applicants identified that they were disabled. Newport Council should review this figure and consider strategies to increase these numbers. Mr Tseng (Ang,2022) explores the positive impacts of inclusive workplaces on employee engagement and retention. As a result, workers have more confidence that their employers care about their well-being.

Technology in Human Resources 

The role of technology in organisations has accelerated rapidly as a result of the Covid 19 pandemic and organisations all over the world have been trying to keep up with the changes.
Zara is already ahead of this and uses AI in their business. Zara’s parent company Inditex has launched an online chatbot that helps candidates sign up for job vacancies. Zara has recognised the importance of technology in future innovation and they stated in their 2021 annual report “The people who work at the Group are key to placing all of our innovative skill at the service of customers, but also to keep learning, progressing and growing” (Inditex, 2021, P36). They went on to highlight that the additional software they have introduced has ensured a flexible and sustainable recruitment process and has reduced paper consumption and commuting. Additionally, they highlight the benefits of their new learning platform ‘Tra!n’ which allows employees to access training material online. 

Newport City Council uses a system called ESS which stands for Employment Support Services. The ESS system has numerous functions from checking payroll details, requesting HR-related forms, clocking in and out and monthly review meetings. There are currently no AI functions being used in the HR department. In Newport City Council’s digital strategy 2023-2027, the Council has pledged to ‘Develop the use of automation including opportunities for Robotic Process Automation (RPA) and Artificial Intelligence (AI)’. (Newport City Council, 2022). Developing digital skills across the workforce is a key theme and the council has pledged to undertake an analysis of current skills and will support the development of the right behaviours and values for staff.

Both companies above have a very different approach to technology in Human Resources. This is due to several factors but the main one being the size and reach. Zara is a global company in the private sector and therefore would have more technological and financial capabilities. On the other hand, Newport City Council is a small organisation in comparison and with tight budget constraints. In an article by Tyson, L.D. and Zysman, J. (2022), they highlight how the future of work will change and how AI skills and data analysis in the workplace can help minimize repetitive data-intensive tasks. However, it is essential to address concerns such as data privacy, algorithm bias, job displacement, and ethical considerations before adopting AI.

Recommendations

Zara - Flexible Working
Following extensive research of Zara’s HR strategies, the one key theme that seemed to be missing was the flexibility of their working practices. Although the nature of work in the retail industry doesn’t allow for hybrid working, they should look to explore alternatives to make a better work-life balance. In a recent study carried out on the retail industry, ‘61% of people stated that work-life balance was the aspect of workplace culture that they find most valuable’ (Elementsuite, 2021). The study goes on to reveal how retail isn’t as flexible as it should be and there is a demand for new technology to enable this. Zara should explore leveraging AI to implement shift rostering systems, allowing employees to swap and request shifts, thereby fostering a more conducive work-life balance with increased flexibility. This in turn could help with employee engagement and performance and will not only help to attract new employees but also retain them. 





Newport City Council- AI 
Newport City Council must look to embrace AI in the workplace. An estimated 76% of HR leaders believe that by not adopting AI In the next 1-2 years, they will not be as successful as other organisations who embrace it (Jobylon, 2024). By embracing AI, it can enhance the efficiency of tasks such as recruitment and performance evaluations and can help analyse data to create a better employee experience. Whilst AI can come with some risks, overall, it can lead to streamlined processes and employees can gain new technology skills.

Both Organisations - Equality and Diversity 

Both organisations have an opportunity to further prioritise diversity and inclusion. Although the HR strategies may vary, both organisations have committed to increasing the recruitment of individuals with disabilities and fostering a more representative workforce. This recommendation could be met by regularly reviewing recruitment demographics and by surveying current staff. Organisations could also actively reach out to under represented groups to encourage their participation. Studies revealed that implementing diversity and inclusion practices enable a valued, equal and more productive workplace environment which benefits employees and the organisation (Five positive changes HR can make to improve diversity and inclusion | the HRD, 2022)

Conclusion 
In conclusion, managing people plays a crucial role in business and organisations need to understand how their HR strategies affect employee engagement and performance. To strengthen and reimagine their HR strategies, both organisations should embrace technology within HR and should foster inclusion and diversity in the workplace. The recommendations highlighted above address new challenges and hopefully by being ahead of the evolving landscape, both businesses can remain successful and create a positive work environment for their employees. 
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