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1. Introduction
           Businesses worldwide go through a period of uncertainty because of the Covid-19 pandemic. People's lives have drastically changed; some lost their jobs, and others lost their loved ones. The pandemic impacted every industry and every aspect of people's lives. Businesses tried to adapt to new changes in order to survive, however, it is essential to mention that many of them failed, and others went into administration which caused job losses. 
      River Island is a private retail company that operates in around 250 high street stores across the UK (Retail Week, 2022). Like many other companies, River Island had to adapt to new changes to maintain its position in the market. Even in the post-pandemic time, River Island still faces many challenges because of the new trends and changes in consumer behaviour. The company must adapt; owners and management must quickly learn new skills to help manage the business performance in terms of finances, people, and operations. The post Covid- 19 market trends such as digitalisation, resilience, business strategy, and suitability have been significant drivers for change that can generate opportunities and risks depending on how these are approached.
       River Island managers and human resource managers had to find solutions to support employees and the organisation to function through this crisis. Armstrong Taylor (2020) stated that human resource management involves employing people, ensuring effective management of human resources, and providing continuous development. Human resource has multiple challenges in every stage, as suggested by Armstrong & Taylor, because of the Covid-19 pandemic and other trends in 2022 that impact HR. These include diversity and inclusion, the Hybrid work model, Employee wellbeing, a multi-generational workplace, and others (Brian Kropp, 2022).The report's objective is to evaluate the potential impact of flexible working on River Island, the retail company. It comprises two parts; first discusses the advantages and opportunities of flexible working in relation to diversity and inclusion. Also, it analyses the role of Human Resources in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working.
        The second part of the report discusses the limitations, challenges, and risks involved in flexible working in relation to inequality at work. Furthermore, the role of Human resources will be highlighted to address the concerns of inequality that may arise from flexible working at River Island.






2.Positive implications of flexible working
   
2.1 Introduction
      The retail industry has an essential part of the country's economy. According to Office for National Statistics (2021), it comprises almost 5.1% of UK GDP. The retail industry had suffered from the imposed lockdown. Hughes (2021) pointed out that for the year ended December 2020, River Island reported a 31.7% drop in turnover. It could have been because of imposed restrictions, lockdowns, and social distancing. These regulations led to changes in consumers' behaviour, including shifts in services and employee behaviour. Even after the lockdown, the sector is still in the process of continuous change.  
         As the organisation operates in retail sectors and employs 1000 staff members at different retail stores, it is crucial to consider trends and developments, particularly hybrid working. As online sales account for around half of its sales in 2021 (Nazir, 2021), this would suggest the need to change the strategy in terms of operation to ensure efficiency. Also, changes in all the stages and processes of the HR lifecycle, such as planning, recruiting, education, vision and culture, and engagement (Vulpen, 2022), must be considered.  




   2.2 The advantages, opportunities of flexible working in relation to diversity and inclusion at work 
   
 Hybrid working can be defined as flexible working, where employees spend some of their time working remotely from home or other spaces and some in the office (CIPD, 2021). It is important to acknowledge that flexibility is not only in terms of space but also in terms of time.
    Flexible working has many advantages, mainly if there is a high request to accommodate employees at different locations. Also, many businesses have used strategies to survive during the pandemic; some of these are online stores that make the products accessible from everywhere. The flexible working at River Island allows employees to save money on the commute; it gives them more autonomy towards deciding when and how they work unless they meet the daily or monthly work that must be done. Parry (2013) argued that the availability of new technologies had enhanced the possibilities for working from remote locations, contributing to positive performance-related effects. Nevertheless, the literature has shown mixed support for a business case for FWAs (Parry, 2013).
      Another vital aspect of flexible working is the facilitation of a more inclusive workplace, which means a wide range of potential employees will have the possibility to benefit from it. For example, many candidates with special needs may struggle with commuting and navigating an office setting; on the other hand, working from home, which is already set to meet their needs, can be more comfortable and secure. Kemsley (2022) argued that employers and professionals alike believe a more equal, diverse, and inclusive workplace provides multiple advantages for the business, such as higher productivity, a boost in staff morale, and contribution to healthy company culture. According to (Hook & Jenkins, 2019), four major areas can be improved by promoting diversity in the workforce: recruitment, retention, employee satisfaction and productivity, employer brand, customer orientation, and product innovation.
      Undoubtedly, flexible working can positively impact several groups for whom employment has been particularly challenging during the pandemic, including those with caring responsibilities, new parents, and disabled people (Department for Business, Energy, and Industry, 2021)). Providing flexibility for River Island employees will help balance their work and home life. Also, it will help open the door to employment opportunities regardless of gender, race, age, disability, or location.


2.3 The role of Human Resources in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working

      Human resources play a paramount role in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working. Human resources ought to be keen to adjust to flexible working policies and support the employees for a smooth transition. In the first instance, HR has a set of responsibilities such as raising awareness amongst staff of their right to request flexible working. Also, they must fairly and objectively raise diversity via recruitment steps. Greedy (2021) stated that "job flexibility drives workforce diversity"; therefore, HR is employees' primary point of contact. It is responsible for facilitating the conditions for a diverse and inclusive working environment. 
      In the long-term strategy, HR helps in employee retention (Idris, 2014); it allows the selection of suitable candidates to join the organisations through the recruitment process and continue to remain with them. HR may promote diversity and inclusion via job adverts and, therefore, receive a wider pool of applications (Hook & Jenkins, 2019) from where highly skilled and talented individuals may be selected for the job. 
If employees are working remotely, this does not mean less contact is required; on the contrary, HR must maintain close contact with employees. They must provide training and ensure development needs are met. In addition to that, the role of HR is to ensure a fair, flexible working policy (Mol News, 2022) for all employees regardless of their circumstances, whether these are longer commutes or caring responsibilities. The work hours are confirmed in team members' contracts of employment (River Island, 2021). However, HR could apply place and time flexibility strategies by considering not only company needs but employees' needs. 

2.4 Conclusion

      To sum up, a flexible working environment or so-called hybrid working provides a set of advantages. River Island’s employees will have the possibility to save money on the commute and decide when and how they work. Also, it contributes to a more inclusive and diverse working environment. HR has a crucial role in facilitating that.  




3.Negative implications of flexible working

3.1 Introduction
     Without a doubt that flexible working has its risks if not managed appropriately. Poor ability to adapt to change and use appropriate tactics to monitor and support employees may lead to adverse effects for River Island. According to Atkinson (1985), “The flexible firm model involves the break-up of the orthodox hierarchical structure of the firm in such a way that radically different employment policies can be pursued for different groups of workers.” It seems that having different policies is a good thing for River Island. However, it can bring many risks regarding inclusion and fair working conditions for everyone.

   3.2 The limitations, risks involved in flexible working in relation to diversity and inclusion at work
     Some of the significant issues in flexible working faced by diverse, marginalized, or underrepresented employee groups are being visible, listened to, and appreciated for their contributions to the organisation (Richmond, 2020). The lack of diversity and awareness promotion may potentially exclude these employees. Isolation creates a low mood, and it is harder for workers to feel connected, build stronger relationships, and be a part of the company culture (Richmond, 2020). In addition to that, flexible work may create financial difficulties for employees because of reduced hours and issues in terms of diversity. Employers tend to feel suspicious of employees working remotely as it involves additional management and control, along with the need to re-evaluate the business working culture (Cheatle, 2021). They could also be open to discrimination lawsuits if they use a policy to facilitate flexible working only for some groups such as single parents and carers, people with special needs, or any other group discriminated against. The organisation must make “value judgments” (Landau, 2019) that are not restricted to the subjective reasoning behind the request.
      Some of the major fears are in terms of workers achieving their targets or completing the job tasks considering that during pandemics, employees struggled to work management because of distractions and other responsibilities such as caring for children or supporting other family members. Other implications involved are the work/ life balance that could often be blurred. Remote workers frequently feel isolated and somehow excluded from the organisation; often, they show distant attitudes and changes in their behaviour.
       It is important to acknowledge that performance and profitability are a top priority; therefore, work flexibility in relation to diversity and inclusion may be seen as a drawback rather than an opportunity despite it being present in company policy. 

        
3.3 The role of Human Resources in addressing the concerns of inequality that may arise from flexible working 
      
      As discussed above, there are various issues concerning flexible working, including concern of inequality. The issues highlighted include discrimination against some groups, lack of training, poor working culture, lower pay, and less transparency. HR can contribute significantly to combating inequality by applying various strategies, for example, using the practices that will allow an analysis of the workforce and address potential gaps of underrepresentation of women and minorities. Furthermore, the usage of the progress action plan, setting clear goals and timetables, and progress reports are among the strategies that can be used. Another important aspect is introducing special recruitment programs and mentoring groups and promoting a healthy working environment that will address the concern for inequality. Networking channels and close communication between groups operating in the office with those working remotely is crucial to raise awareness of their rights and keep all of them informed of new development the company is undergoing. Besides that, in terms of training, it is important to ensure all the groups benefit equally and are encouraged to engage and participate in team-building and other activities aimed to connect and boost their motivation, such as virtual Christmas parties, bingo quizzes, and kids' clubs (Best Companies, 2022). 
      HR has a crucial role in promoting awareness of cultural differences and various beliefs (Robertson et al., 2020), including skills and abilities of cultural differences and new ways of interacting using technology. Accountability and transparency strengthen the employee's trust and commitment to business goals. HR should work closely in identifying and tackling inequalities rather than relying on organisational measures to meet diversity objectives.


3.4 Conclusion

    In brief, remote workers often feel isolated and excluded from the organisation; their behaviour may show distant attitudes and changes in their behaviour. HR can contribute significantly to combating inequality by applying various strategies such as working towards better networking, improving communication, raising awareness of diversity, and taking urgent actions if inequalities have been identified. 










4.Recommendations
    HR could apply various strategies to ensure the effective transition of employees working remotely. The HR must acquire skills in adapting to top changes and ensure employee satisfaction while facilitating the requirements of the River Island to drive performance and act by following company policies and goals. Flexible working may help some groups such as single parents, employees with special needs, etc. On the other hand, their mental health may suffer. Therefore, it is critical to ensure employee engagement and their well-being. Flexible working can trigger a better work-life balance but at the same time may blur it. Some employees may find it challenging to work remotely because of distraction and procrastination, leading to longer working hours and less remuneration. 
HR must be proactive in anticipating potential issues and prepare a detailed plan to communicate closely with employees. Also, understanding their needs and supporting them whenever they need can be a good strategy in providing a sense of belonging even if they work remotely from home or somewhere else.  Acknowledging employee concerns and offering support will give a sense of belonging. They will feel as if they can rely on the company to listen to their difficulties. Setting transparent expectations of the requirements to deliver performance may show flexibility in working time and gratitude for their effort.


5. Conclusion

      In conclusion, the Covid-19 pandemic created many disruptions for River Island; managers and human resource managers had to find solutions to support employees and businesses to function through this crisis; therefore, hybrid working seems one of the best solutions during the crisis. Nonetheless, flexible working has both advantages and limitations regarding diversity and inclusion. The advantages include saving money on the commute, deciding when and how they work, and opportunities for marginalised groups. Many candidates with special needs may struggle with commuting and navigating an office setting. Flexible working has limitations that must not be ignored. As discussed, it can provide a better work-life balance but may blur it simultaneously; the negative implications of flexible working include discrimination against groups, lack of transparency concerning information, lower performance because of distractions, or other responsibilities such as children or caring. Also, there are challenges such as distraction and procrastination. HR could use strategies to address the concern regarding inequalities, such as ensuring employee satisfaction, facilitating employee engagement, identifying potential gaps about inequalities, and taking immediate action. Acknowledging the concerns workers have at River Island will help ensure effective management and give a sense of belonging that will drive performance and sustainability. HR must provide training and ensure information transparency to employees to avoid misunderstanding and discrimination.
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