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[bookmark: _Toc99756552]Introduction
Flexible working or flexible working arrangements (FWAs) serves the purpose of employee empowerment by enabling them to opt primarily for the place and time of working. There are several cases in favour of flexible working, especially in terms of managing work-life balance or promoting gender diversity. However, as in most organisations, participation is measured through the contribution to economic gains, and flexible working is fraught with possibilities of promoting inequality. Here, this report aims to undertake both cases to note the ways flexible learning can promote both diversity/inclusion and inequality. Moreover, through the critical exploration of those ways, this report suggests the role human resources (HR) has to play in promoting inclusion and diversity and addressing the concerns of inequality. 
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In favour of flexible working: inclusion and diversity
The conventional workplace can prevent diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in various ways. For instance, scholars like McCluney et al. (2020) note the presence of systemic or structural racism in the workplace, despite being outlawed by the Equality Act in the UK. The categories that consolidate this structural racism through various forms of discrimination present in the workplace include immigration status, disability, gender, and age. The major concern that is used to build opinion in favour FWAs is the persistent gender pay gap (GPG) in conventional workplaces. It is noted by Chung and Van der Lippe (2020) that better use of FWAs can help in mitigating the GPG persistent in workplaces across the UK. 
It has been seen those mothers with the obligation to raise children face immense barriers in terms of participating in work where their major concerns are associated with disrupted work-life balance and the inability to secure the same pay as their male counterparts. Moreover, this concern with pay gaps seems to aggravate with the rise of the gig economy. For instance, a study on the ridesharing services on Uber in the US shows the presence of 7% gender earnings gaps (Costa Dias et al. 2020). The situation worsened further after the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic where it has become difficult to ensure family-sustaining jobs out of redundancy. Considering these factors, it is important to note that FWAs include adequate solutions to all these problems. 
According to Milligan (2021), the primary aspect associated with FWAs that can ensure the sustenance of jobs in the face of unprecedented calamities like Covid-19 is remote working. The author further notes that the growing acceptance of the work from home (WFH) model facilitates inclusive participation based on gender, disability, and race. As noted in Kemsley (2022), though the concept of WFH is already existent in the marketing field, the complete transition to remote working that FWAs can foster is beneficial for employers regarding their productivity concerns since it ensures access to a diverse pool of underappreciated talents. FWAs in terms of remote working can promote DEI in terms of exposing mothers to immense opportunities for participating in the workforce. The hybrid workforce as a result of flexible working is also helpful for employers in terms of increasing their creative potential. 
As an example, this report wishes to cite the example of HSBC Holdings Plc, the British investment bank, for its unflinching commitment to DEI and the way they are realising that through FWAs. It begins with the recognition of the personal circumstances of each employee, which suggests that, through FWAs, they empower the employees by enabling them to choose their working hours. Their commitment to inclusivity becomes evident from their recruitment process where they recruit talents based on their merits and ensure that they get access to an open, supportive, and inclusive work environment (HSBC, n.d.). Moreover, since HSBC is a multinational entity, they are adaptive to the people in the respective contexts where they recruit from local communities based on their merits to accomplish what the organisation considers a sustainable success. They ensure DEI not only in terms of gender, ethnicity, or race but also by showing tolerance and respect for the responsibilities, lifestyles, and ways of thinking of the employees (HSBC, n.d.). 
It is evident from the discussions up to know that one of the principal reasons to encourage FWAs in workplaces is related to its association with WFH, which increases access to diverse talent pools. Moreover, FWAs hold the idea of a hybrid workplace where people can be connected irrespective of their gender, race, sexual orientation, and ethnicity. Flexible working can play a significant role to eradicate the gender earnings gap in conventional workplaces.  
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Role of human resources in promoting inclusion and diversity
It is evident from the discussions on the DEI commitments of HSBC that the primary role that HR can play in promoting DEI in a workplace is to exhibit the organisational commitment to the cause from the recruitment level. Their tolerance of FWAs signifies that they consider the personal circumstances of the workers and, hence, promote work-life balance through that. According to a study by International Labour Organisation (ILO), GPG is a persistent phenomenon in contemporary workplaces since it is an offshoot of different working patterns and engagements between men and women (ILO, 2019). The Global wage report of 2018-19, which ILO cited in the aforementioned study, notes that, as compared to men, the participation of women in the labour market is more on a part-time basis (ILO, 2019). 
However, as briefly hinted in the introduction of this report, apart from the ignorance from the employers that the women are vulnerable to face due to their pattern of engagement, availing the rights that they are entitled to can also be a cause for the neglect they face. For instance, if an organisation appreciates participation in terms of contribution to financial gains, the women that are re-joining from long maternity leave are inevitable to fail within this regime of measurement. As noted in Fuller and Hirsh (2019), motherhood pay penalties are persistent across the educational spectrum where, in a sense, it can be suggested as an aggregate impact of the FWAs. 
It can also be presented as an impact of systemic injustice that is present in most workplaces. In this regard, the primary role that HR can play is not by supporting gender parity in rhetoric but by implementing this across several units in the organisation. On a practical level, HR must ensure a supportive environment for the women that are joining after a long leave and develop a performance matrix that emphasises their creative gain from them, instead of focusing exclusively on financial benefits. 
Flexible working cannot realise its full potential without the use of state-of-the-art technologies. According to Grant et al. (2018), remote working can only be realised with the desired degree of job effectiveness if it can be facilitated by the use of technology. The aforementioned authors also note that excessive reliance on technological means can be counterproductive in terms of the physical and mental well-being of the employees (Grant et al. 2018). 
Moreover, technological determinism in working principles can give rise to new discriminative practices, especially by the means of face recognition and biometric tests, which saw a rise after the Covid-19 pandemic (Van Natta et al. 2020). In this context, HR is required to monitor the use of technologies, which must be deployed to promote flexible working yet must be prevented from promoting discriminating practices. 
Apart from promoting commitment to DEI, HR must communicate their goals regarding the achievements. Here, one of the ways is to leverage flexibility for those that are more in need of an inclusive environment i.e., women, disabled people, and aged professionals. Moreover, HR can identify underrepresented workers from the workplace and test their merits as a way of recognising their potential and boosting their belongingness. Moreover, HR can also invest in Employee Resources Groups (ERGs) and similar inclusion networks that can advocate the rights of the underappreciated talents and directly suggest solutions to the employers for better recruitment, mentoring, and retention. 
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Against flexible working: inequality
As briefly hinted in the introduction of this report, flexible working solutions are also fraught with the possibility of promoting inequality. In the course of highlighting the role of HR in promoting DEI in the workplace, this report has already highlighted some of the avenues embedded in flexible working that can cause inequality. It is interesting to note that the strength of FWAs for promoting gender pay parity can easily be transformed into its weaknesses of it. It is primarily because, apart from the differences in the working arrangement that ILO (2019) notes, it is a matter of particular mindset that consolidate the systemic injustice against women in the workplace. For instance, if this report considers work-life balance, which is the principal condition that FWAs must serve to ensure greater participation of women in workplaces, is also a matter of getting cooperation from the male counterpart. 
In most cases, the mindset that the male counterpart exercises are indifferent to the importance of the professional work of the women. In this context, it somewhat reflects the performance measurement matrixes that give more emphasis to financial gains that the creative gains from a woman employee. There are cases, as noted in Chung and Van der Horst (2020), where women employees are refused pay for overtime in the UK, which suggests that, apart from gender, parental status is also a matter that directly informs the gradually increasing gender payment disparity. 
In other words, the work-life balance can be morphed into a work-life spill over, which is termed by Chung (2020) as flexibility stigma. The best example of a multinational firm that is highly successful yet failed to address GPG adequately is Amazon Inc, the biggest e-retailer in the US. As noted by Peck (2016), the well-paid and most senior employees of Amazon are predominantly male. Despite the said commitment to pay equity i.e., equal pay for equal work, the company reports suggest otherwise and exhibit gross fluctuations in compensation for women for equal work (Peck, 2016). 
The potential security vulnerability of the use of technology can also cause inequality in the workplace. Due to a particular mindset in some of the employers, it is evident that they develop trust issues with certain employees and tend to discriminate them from the facilities of flexible working through aggravated surveillance. In the context of nursing, Dousin et al. (2021) note that, though FWAs come with the promises of supportive supervision, it has the potential to use the same means for exercising discriminatory practices. However, as the post-pandemic world is attempting to be accustomed to the new normal, WFH can be the sole form of working in the public sector. In this context, it must be noted that trust is a managerial concern, as noted in Williamson et al. (2020), and, hence, WFH can encourage unsupportive work cultures and attitudes, especially due to the lack of direct monitoring. 
Furthermore, remote working as an integral part of flexible working can promote inequality in terms of the digital divide. Not only in developing countries but in a country like Scotland where, although the digital divide is shrinking due to increased digital adoption, the enforcement of the FWA framework can reveal embedded inequalities in the system (Wilson and Hopkins, 2019). In summary, FWAs can cause inequality from the perspective of widening the gender wage gap, enabling unsupportive surveillance, and through the existing digital divide. 
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Role of human resources in addressing inequality
Since flexible working can either eradicate or consolidate GPG, HR needs to uphold systems that can circumvent the possibility of widening the disparities in pay. According to Armstrong and Taylor (2020), existing inequality in workplaces is a matter of social and economic arrangement (as this report also highlights) where it is expected from the perspective that it is advantageous for everyone irrespective of positions and offices. In this regard, the primary role that HR can play is to set up a system where men and women are treated equally irrespective of designations or nature of jobs. In other words, following the argument of Armstrong and Taylor (2020), the concept of GPG has to be placed in an economic and social arrangement where it can gain acceptance by being beneficial to everyone irrespective of positions and offices. 
From a practical perspective, HR must develop a system where equal pay for everyone can be beneficial to all. Apart from prioritising work-life balance in practice, HR must work on developing a skills-based assessment system through which everybody can be judged in equal measures. As Vasquez et al. (2021) have shown in the context of graduate medical education, skills-based assessment can reduce the possibility of burnout, which shows that the respective organisation prioritises work-life balance. The corresponding social arrangement can be realised by what Percy (2021) termed as discouraging “mother’s guilt”. As noted earlier, the promotion of DEI in a workplace is primarily a matter of developing a supportive workplace environment. If a working mother is refused any support in re-joining a workplace after maternity leave, it is impossible to promote DEI in the workplace.  
It is evident from the analysis of this report that unsupportive surveillance as a means that sustains inequality in a flexible workplace is a function of trust issues, which managers face regarding a particular set of employees. Trust, according to Torrington (2014), is primarily a belief that both the employer and the employee enter into about the actions will be beneficial or not harm each other in the foreseeable future. However, trust is also associated with an employer’s obligation in terms of developing an inclusive and safe workplace environment (Torrington, 2014). 
Here, to eradicate the ill effects of unsupportive surveillance, HR must train their managers to enable equal treatment of every employee. If the conduct of an employee is causing the necessary trustworthy relationship to collapse, it can be settled in a productive manner, which will also be included in the design of the training. Nevertheless, the digital divide is an issue that can cause inequality in the workplace; it is hardly a problem in the context of the UK, which is highly developed and sound in technological skills. With the advent of the gig economy, however, which is mostly platform-based, it is difficult to maintain equal treatment of every worker since, primarily, the concept of a conventional workplace is disappeared. In this context, HR can establish a virtual monitoring system where it can effectively communicate the grievances and suggestions of the employees to the management. 
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Conclusion
Exploring how flexible working can promote DEI in the workplace, it is evident from this report that the primary role it can play is to make the gender pay disparity shrink. However, as this report notes, this must be supported with social and economic arrangements where the commitment to DEI will appear beneficial to everyone. Given the potential of FWAs to widen the GPG, this report primarily assigns HR the role of developing a skills-based assessment matrix. Moreover, role reversals based on genders can be an ideal social arrangement to overcome systemic injustice in the workplace.
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