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[bookmark: _Toc102650297]Introduction
Flexible working refers to the patterns of carrying out professional assignments by the individuals through adapting new ways that suit their needs. Flexible working offers the employees with significant empowerment to choose the time, place and patterns of working on their own in accordance with their convenience (Wiradendi et al., 2020). The unprecedented crisis period of Covid-19 pandemic has incorporated drastic changes in the socio-economic scenario across the world and transformed the ways of working in significant manner through virtual collaboration and remote working perspectives (Yu et al., 2019). It has been projected through a survey conducted by Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) that the demand for flexible modes of working would be significantly high among the employees during the post-pandemic period. The business organisations have been required to adapt to the flexible working perspectives to ascertain smooth functioning of operations during the post pandemic period. This report has carried out a critical analysis of flexible working highlighting its key benefits in relation to diversity and inclusion in the workplace along with reflecting on the disadvantages of flexible working related to inequality at work. The roles and responsibilities of the Human Resource management (HRM) function of Oak Furnitureland, a retail organisation in the UK, in terms of promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working and addressing the issues related to inequality resulting from flexible operations have also been analysed in this report. 
[bookmark: _Toc102650298]Overview of the organisation
Oak Furnitureland is a leading furniture retailer in the UK that has employed 1000 staff members across different site locations within the country including its headquarters and retail stores. The first retail store of Oak Furnitureland was founded in Chippenham in 2006 and the headquarters of the furniture retailer are located in Swindon in the UK. Oak Furnitureland operates through 78 store locations in the UK offering wide varieties of cabinets, dining furniture, sofas, mattresses, lamps and clock to the customers in the UK. In 2020, Davidson Kempner Capital Management has taken over the furniture retailer (oakfurnitureland, 2022). The organisation has been considering adapting to flexible working practices throughout its retail store locations and headquarters to facilitate remote working perspectives of staff members wherever possible once the pandemic is over. The report has evaluated potential impacts of flexible working through formulation of cases for and against the new ways of operations through remote mode. 
[bookmark: _Toc102650299]Case in favour of flexible working related to diversity and inclusion at work
Flexible working during and after the post pandemic scenario would be significantly beneficial for both of the employers and employees in terms of diversity and inclusion in the workplace along with enabling the staff members of the organisation to work from the safe, secure and comfort zones of their residences resulting into saving of substantial proportion of time and money on commuting. Flexible working would facilitate retention of appropriate talent within the organisation (Kelliher et al., 2019). Through adapting to flexible modes of working, Oak Furnitureland would be able to employ a more diverse range of workforces integrating wide range of skills, competencies, experience and knowledge of operations and business functions. Inclusion of diverse workforce would result into enhanced productivity and financial profitability for the retail organisation facilitated by flexible working (Vargas and Weber, 2020). Remote mode of working has facilitated the organisations in the UK to employ individuals belonging to diverse socio-cultural, academic, professional and demographic backgrounds residing in different locations within or outside the UK. This has facilitated development of smarter teams through integration of diversity taking into account the SEEDS model of mitigating biases. The SEEDS framework includes perspectives of Similarity, Experience, Expedience, Distance and Safety facilitated by remote and flexible working (Wiradendi et al., 2020). Flexible working facilitates eradication of biasness and groupthink and infusion of a bit of discomfort while working in diverse teams that eventually leads to improved performance and creativity. Inclusion of diverse backgrounds of experiences and cultures within the workplace through flexible working facilitates sharing and creation of fresh perspectives within the organisational functions along with sharing of innovative, relevant and effective information and concepts resulting into enhanced performance of the organisation (Chung and Van der Lippe, 2020). 
Flexible working has provided the workforces enhanced opportunity to maintain a proper work-life balance. It has ensured that the employees feel more seen and heard through inclusion in workplace practices by virtual collaboration. Through integration of flexible and remote working mode wherever possible, Oak Furnitureland would be able to acknowledge the importance of work-life balance for its individual staff members outside the workplace scenario (Vargas and Weber, 2020). Flexible working has provided significant inclusivity for the employees of the organisation especially younger generation, parents, adults furthering their education and the staff members residing at distant locations require spending much time over commuting. During the post-pandemic scenario, employees of the organisation would expect open-mindedness and inclusivity from the employers that would result into retention of appropriate talents within the organisation (Wiradendi et al., 2020). Oak Furnitureland can consider supporting inclusion through provisioning more dynamic work arrangements in order to enhance the motivation level and wellbeing aspects of its staff members. Flexible working would facilitate the organisation to eradicate the negative aspects of absenteeism through drafting a work-from-home policy. Inclusion of workforces would be increased through flexible adjustments of time and working place for the employees who have other personal responsibilities to fulfil (Anderson and Kelliher, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc102650300]Analysis of the role of Human Resource Management (HRM) for promotion of diversity and inclusion through flexible working
The HRM function of Oak Furnitureland would be required to reflect significant responsibilities in promoting diversity through incorporation of flexible working. Flexible working and remote mode of operations would facilitate the HRM of the organisation to select and hire a more diverse workforce not being limited by demographic or geographic barriers.  The HRM of the organisation would widen its talent pool through selecting skilled professionals beyond limited geographic range (Kawaguchi and Motegi, 2021). The HRM function would also be able to promote enhanced sense of belonging and safety to the workforces belonging to marginalised groups through remote mode of working rather than being physically present in the office premises. This would result into provisioning of enhanced control for the employees belonging to marginalised backgrounds related to their work surroundings. The HRM function would be responsible for promoting virtual interactions in order to improve productivity of the retail organisation along with highlighting the skill sets and competencies of the workforces that have been overshadowed by the office social dynamics (Donnelly and Johns, 2021). Through flexible working, the HRM function of Oak Furnitureland would promote removal of barriers of commuting in the context of distant staff members along with supporting the workforces with physical disabilities who come across significant challenges to access the workplace facilities. The physically disabled staff members of the retail organisation have struggled while travelling long distances between their residences and office locations. Through inclusion of flexible working, the HRM function of the retail organisation can promote diversity in the workplace facilitating significant convenience to the people with disabilities (Hjálmsdóttir and Bjarnadóttir, 2021). The HRM would also provide effective flexibility to those staff members of the organisation who have other care giving responsibilities at their residences or societal context. Flexible working has promoted high level of convenience to the professionals especially women having care giving responsibilities to their children, elderly parents and other disabled family members. Through provisioning flexible and remote work, the HRM function of the organisation would be able to retain women workforces empowering them to manage their family responsibilities effectively along with working for the organisation (Kawaguchi and Motegi, 2021). 
In order to promote inclusion of the staff members through flexible working, the HRM function of Oak Furnitureland would be required to undertake significant roles and responsibilities. The HRM of the organisation should offer flexible start and end times of work to the employees along with agreed core hours that would result into drastic reduction in absenteeism from work and enhance productivity of the organisation (Palumbo, 2020). A detailed and effective work-from-home policy can be formulated by the HRM function of the organisation to encourage the staff members for being more involved within the organisational functions at their convenient time and place in accordance with the agreed core hours with the management (Donnelly and Johns, 2021). The HRM function would be responsible for adjusting the times of operations of the individual staff members who have been burdened with other responsibilities in their societal and personal context to ensure their adequate inclusion within the organisational functions. In the context of recruitment and selection, the HRM of the organisation can consider advertising job vacancies highlighting the perspectives of being flexible, part-time, job shares and flexible hours of working to facilitate broader reach for recruiting effective talents (Anderson and Kelliher, 2020). The HRM function of the retail organisation can consider taking into account transformations in working patterns and formulate flexible working plans to be properly aligned with the business requirements. In order to attain this, the HRM of Oak Furnitureland can consider empowering and training different line managers to facilitate their decisions regarding flexible working. The HRM should ensure application of appropriate technologies and systems within the organisational infrastructure to facilitate remote working enhancing inclusivity of the staff members and real-time collaboration among them (Palumbo, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc102650301]Case against flexible working related to inequality at work
Flexible working has reflected significant challenges in terms of inequality at the workplace. There has been lack of visibility, valuation and recognition of the contributions of diverse, marginalised or underrepresented groups of employees of the organisation due to virtual mode of working. Their concerns, issues and viewpoints have not been adequately listened to or acknowledged by the management of the organisations due to remote working. Possibilities of exclusion of the underrepresented and marginalised workforces belonging to diverse socio-cultural and economic backgrounds have increased due to the emergence of remote working during the pandemic crisis period (Rodríguez-Sánchez et al., 2020). Flexible working has often resulted into isolation of the workforces from the organisational contexts and operational perspectives making it difficult for the employees to feel connected with their employers. Sense of belonging among the workforces has been reduced by significant margin and the aspects of development of interpersonal relations among the staff members of the organisation have been affected severely due to virtual mode of working (Hunter, 2019). Instances of inequality have prevailed within the organisational context due to flexible working as the employees have been devoid of equal access to the benefits, tasks and training aspects of the organisation for being in remote location (Chung, 2020). Employees who have been working from home have often felt disoriented and distracted from the organisational loop as compared to their counterparts who operate through the office locations of the organisation. Management of the organisation often take this for granted that each and every employee would have proper internet or Wi-Fi connections at their residences along with other technological tools to facilitate remote working despite considering socio-economic inequality standards (Hunter, 2019). Managers who have not been adequately experienced of facilitating regular face-to-face communication with the employees would come across more difficulties related to interacting with the employees in remote working mode. Disabled employees, female workers, parents and caregivers have often come across significant challenges while operating in remote mode due to isolation from the workplace premises and missing out the opportunities related to learning and development that take place within the organisational premises of the retail company (Beham et al., 2019).  
[bookmark: _Toc102650302]Analysis of the role of the HRM function to address the concerns over inequality resulted from flexible working
The HRM function imparts a major role in addressing the concerns over inequalities that are resulted from flexible working. The key role of the HRM of Oak Furnitureland would be to establish constant connection, collaboration and communication among the management and staff members in order to reduce the adverse impacts of inequality and provide each and every employee with opportunity to access the benefits, services and information related to the organisation (Kawaguchi and Motegi, 2021). The HRM function of the retail organisation can consider providing appropriate training to the line managers along with utilising proper tools and techniques in order to facilitate the managers to track the frequency and quality of communication with all the virtual team members. The HRM function of the organisation would also impart significant role for guiding and coaching the staff members related to flexible working (Larasati and Hasanati, 2019). The workforces of Oak Furnitureland would be provided training by the HR professionals of the organisation on the ways of asking for feedback while working in virtual mode along with bringing their accomplishments to the attention of the management of the company in the context of flexible working. The HRM function of the retail organisation would consider training the employees related to the requirement of appropriate tools and equipment in order to ensure their smooth and effective functioning while working from remote places (Przytuła et al., 2020). In order to eradicate the barriers resulted from inequality within the organisational context related to flexible working, the HRM function of the retail organisation can consider developing an employer campaign and accreditation programme in order to promote inclusive and flexible working practices to address the concerns of the staff members challenges by unequal access to the workplace facilities. The HR should play important role in enhancing the management capabilities to incorporate inclusive hybrid working perspectives within the organisation (Gigauri, 2020). The HRM function of the retail organisation should consider getting into effective consultation with the staff members in order to attain in-depth understanding of the employee behaviour, needs and preferences along with analysing the different types of personal responsibilities and stress factors dealt by them that affect their workplace performance (Przytuła et al., 2020). The HRM function of the retail organisation can also consider engaging with staff members who have been challenged by inequalities in relation to flexible working to identify appropriate pathways to facilitate their equal access to organisational facilities like learning and development. The HRM function would be responsible for formulation of a relevant action plan to prioritise diversity and inclusion in the workplace context during the post-pandemic scenario (Bellmann and Hübler, 2020). 
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The report has effectively analysed the advantages of flexible working perspectives to be considered by the management of Oak Furnitureland in terms of enhancing diversity and inclusion at workplace and increasing motivation and productivity of the staff members across its retail store locations in the UK during the post-pandemic scenario. The HRM function of the retail organisation would impart significant role in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible and remote working perspectives along with promptly addressing the issues and concerns of the employees of the organisation regarding inequalities resulted from flexible ways of operating. Considering the benefits of flexible working, it has been projected to be incorporated in the operational perspectives within the organisation wherever possible through effective monitoring and reviewing of performances and activities of the staff members. 
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