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1. Introduction
In 1864 J Hepworth & Son, established their Gentleman’s Tailors store in Leeds, England. Enjoying much success, the Hepworth family bought the clothing outlet, Kendalls and created their own chain of stores. The Hepworth’s subsequently opened the first Next ‘womenswear’ store in 1982 on the 12th of February. By July of that same year, Next PLC had opened 70 stores throughout the UK.  And in August 1984, the company launched Next men's wear and by December of that same year, they had opened a further 51 men’s clothing shops, and very quickly established their brand as a leader in quality, affordable fashion for both men and women (NEXT PLC, 2026).
This report seeks to evaluate the benefits and challenges of modern HR practice in the retail sector, specifically in relation to Next.
In an increasingly competitive and digitally driven retail environment, the role of human resource management (HRM) has evolved beyond administrative functions to become a strategic driver of organisational success.
Modern HR departments face a range of complex challenges that directly impact organisational performance. Among the most significant are the need to adapt to rapid advancements in technology, attracting and retaining high calibre staff, and ensuring diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) is considered across the workforce.
These challenges are particularly relevant to Next, where customer expectations, digital retail growth and workforce diversity are constantly evolving. 
This report will examine these three key HR challenges in the context of next plc. It will outlay first the factors influencing technological change, talent acquisition and retention, and DEI. It will then evaluate contemporary HR practices that can address these challenges, drawing on established academic theories and models. Finally, the report will critically assess how departmental managers can ensure the effective and timely implementation of these practices within the organisation.
The analysis will be supported by academic literature, including works by Michael Armstrong, Laurie Mullins, and Abraham Maslow ensuring both theoretical and practical relevance.
2. Key challenges in HR
In addition to the primary challenges outlined above, HR at Next plc must also navigate increasing external pressures such as economic uncertainty, changing consumer behaviour, and labour market shortages. The UK retail sector has experienced significant disruption due to the shift toward online shopping, requiring organisations to continuously adapt their workforce strategies.
According to Michael Armstrong (2014), HRM must align with organisational strategy to remain effective. This means anticipating future workforce needs rather than reacting to immediate challenges. For Next, this could involve forecasting the skills required for omnichannel retailing and ensuring that recruitment and development strategies reflect these demands.
Furthermore, globalisation has increased competition for talent, meaning that companies are no longer competing solely within local labour markets. As noted by Graham Rees (2015), organisations must develop strategic approaches to workforce planning to remain competitive.

Another key issue is employee expectations. Modern employees increasingly expect flexible working arrangements, career progression, and meaningful work. Failure to meet these expectations can result in disengagement and high turnover. This highlights the need for HR to adopt a more employee-centred approach, balancing organisational goals with individual needs.

Recent commentary from Next CEO, Simon Wolfson, highlights a growing impact of government legislation on HR practices within the company. Sophie Smith, (2025).

In response to proposed reforms under the Employment and Rights Act 2025, Wolfson warned that changes such as restrictions on zero-hours contracts and requirements for guaranteed working hours could significantly reduce workforce flexibility in the retail sector.

Wolfson argued that such measures risk leaving businesses “chronically overstaffed” during quieter trading periods, particularly in industries that rely on seasonal demand fluctuations.

This highlights a key challenge for HR departments, as they must balance compliance with employment legislation while maintaining operational efficiency. For organisations like Next, which rely on part-time and flexible staffing models, such reforms may increase labour costs and limit the ability to respond to changes in consumer demand. 

Consequently, HR strategies must adapt by focusing on workforce planning, contract design, and employee engagement to mitigate these risks while ensuring legal compliance. 

However, while legislative changes may restrict flexibility, they can also improve job security and employee wellbeing, potentially enhancing long-term retention.

3. Technological Advancement
The impact of technological advancement extends beyond operational efficiency and significantly influences workforce structure and organisational culture. At Next, the integration of digital tools such as automated stock systems, AI-driven customer insights, and online fulfilment platforms requires employees to continuously update their skill sets.
As highlighted by Dave Ulrich (1997), HR professionals must act as strategic partners in driving digital transformation within organisations. This involves not only implementing new technologies but also managing the human impact of these changes, including resistance to change and skills gaps.
One major challenge is the digital skills gap, where existing employees may lack the competencies required to use new systems effectively. This can lead to inefficiencies and reduced productivity. According to CIPD (2022), organisations must prioritise digital upskilling to remain competitive in the modern workplace.

Additionally, technology has transformed HR processes themselves. E-recruitment, virtual interviews, and HR information systems (HRIS) are now standard practices. These tools improve efficiency but also require HR professionals to develop new competencies in data analysis and digital communication.
However, there are risks associated with over-reliance on technology. Mullins (2016) warns that excessive automation can reduce human interaction, potentially impacting employee engagement and organisational culture. Therefore, HR must strike a balance between technological efficiency and maintaining a human-centred workplace.
4. Talent Acquisition and Retention
Talent acquisition and retention remain critical challenges, particularly in the retail sector where turnover rates are traditionally high. For Next, attracting a capable Store Manager involves identifying candidates who possess both technical skills and strong leadership qualities.
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Figure 1: Revenue (£bn) and Profit Growth of Next plc (2022 – 2024) 
Source: Adapted from Next plc Annual Report (2024)
As shown in figure 1, Next plc has experienced consistent growth in both revenue and profitability. This increases the importance of attracting and retaining high-performing employees, particularly in leadership roles such as store managers, to sustain the organisations success.
A key issue in talent acquisition is employer competition. As noted by Stephen P. Robbins (2019), organisations must differentiate themselves to attract top talent. 
This can be achieved through strong employer branding, competitive compensation, and opportunities for career development.
Retention, however, presents an even greater challenge. According to Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2023), employee turnover can be costly, both financially and in terms of organisational knowledge loss. High turnover disrupts team cohesion and impacts customer service, which is particularly critical in a retail environment.
Employee engagement plays a crucial role in retention. Engaged employees are more likely to remain with the organisation and perform at a higher level. 
Patricia Wellington (2011) emphasises that effective communication, recognition, and development opportunities are key drivers of engagement.
Furthermore, psychological factors must be considered. The concept of the psychological contract, discussed by Rousseau (1995), highlights the unwritten expectations between employer and employee. When these expectations are not met, employees may become dissatisfied and leave the organisation.
To address these challenges, HR must adopt a holistic approach that integrates recruitment, development, and employee engagement strategies.
5. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI)
Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are increasingly recognised as essential components of effective HRM. At Next, fostering a diverse and inclusive workforce is not only a moral obligation but also a strategic advantage.
A diverse workforce brings a range of perspectives, which can enhance creativity, innovation, and decision-making. As noted by Laurie Mullins (2016), organisations that embrace diversity are better positioned to respond to changing market demands.
However, achieving true inclusion requires more than simply increasing diversity. Equity ensures that all employees have access to the same opportunities, while inclusion focuses on creating an environment where individuals feel valued and respected.
One significant challenge is unconscious bias, which can influence recruitment and promotion decisions. According to Edgar Schein, organisational culture plays a key role in shaping behaviours and attitudes. If biases are embedded within the culture, they can be difficult to eliminate. 
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Figure 2: Edgar Schein’s Three Levels of Organisational Culture
Source: Adapted from Schein (2010)
As illustrated in figure 2, Edgar Schein identifies three levels of organisational culture: artefacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions. At Next plc, visible element such as staff behaviour, store layout and customer service standards represents artefacts, while company values relating to inclusion and equality reflect espoused beliefs.
However, it is the underlying assumptions, such as attitudes towards diversity and inclusion that ultimately determine whether DEI initiatives are genuinely embedded within the organisation. This highlights the importance of aligning HR policies with organisational culture to ensure meaningful and sustained change.
Another challenge is ensuring representation at all organisational levels, particularly in leadership roles. Without diverse leadership, organisations may struggle to fully implement inclusive practices.
Legal frameworks in the UK, such as the Equality Act 2010, also place responsibility on organisations to prevent discrimination and promote equality. Failure to comply can result in legal consequences and reputational damage.
To address these challenges, HR must implement structured DEI strategies, including training programmes, inclusive policies, and regular monitoring of diversity metrics. Creating an inclusive culture requires ongoing commitment and leadership support.
6. Contemporary Practices in HR (Addressing Technological Advances)
The traditional recruitment process was forced to reassess during the COVID 19 pandemic with restriction of movement and lockdowns leading to a vast number of the UK’s workforce having to work from home. Kucherov, et, al (2022) 
Therefore, companies moved towards online recruitment during this period. Job seekers naturally turned to technology as the usual routes to employment were shut off. There is little doubt, the popularisation of online recruitment and digitalisation, can be directly attributed to the recent pandemic.
Another key HR practice is continuous learning and development (L&D). Organisations like Next can implement digital training programmes, e-learning platforms, and on-the-job training.
The concept of experiential learning, developed by David Kolb, supports this approach. Employees learn effectively through experience, reflection, and application.
Additionally, HR can introduce HR analytics systems to track employee performance and identify skill gaps. This data-driven approach enables more strategic decision-making.
7. Improving Talent Acquisition and Retention
Modern HR practices include:
        • Employer branding: Promoting Next as an attractive workplace
        • Structured career development pathways
        • Performance management systems
Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs is particularly relevant here. Employees are motivated by needs ranging from basic security to self-actualisation. 
        • HR can address these through:
        • Competitive salaries (basic needs)
        • Job security (safety needs)
        • Team culture (social needs)
        • Recognition and promotion (esteem needs)
Flexible working and employee engagement initiatives also improve retention.

7.1 Enhancing DEI
Contemporary practices to support DEI include:
Inclusive recruitment strategies (e.g. blind CV screening)
Diversity training programmes
Equal opportunity policies
According to Stephen P. Robbins, diverse teams improve innovation and problem-solving.
HR can also implement mentorship programmes to support underrepresented groups and ensure equal progression opportunities.

8. Role of Department Manager
Departmental managers play a critical role in ensuring HR practices are implemented effectively. While HR sets policies, managers are responsible for applying them in day-to-day operations.
Firstly, managers must act as role models. As noted by Laurie Mullins, (2016) leadership behaviour directly influences organisational culture. If managers demonstrate inclusive behaviour and embrace change, employees are more likely to follow.
Secondly, managers must ensure continuous communication. Clear communication helps employees understand new technologies, policies, and expectations. This is particularly important when implementing digital systems or DEI initiatives.
Thirdly, managers must prioritise training and development. They should identify skill gaps within their teams and work with HR to provide appropriate training. This aligns with Armstrong’s (2014) view that line managers are essential to effective HR implementation.
However, challenges exist. Managers may resist change due to lack of time, training, or understanding. To overcome this, organisations must provide managerial training and support.
Furthermore, performance management systems should hold managers accountable. For example, KPIs could include staff retention rates, team diversity metrics, and training completion rates. Finally, urgency can be ensured through:

• Clear organisational goals
• Regular monitoring and evaluation
• Senior leadership support

Without managerial commitment, even the most well-designed HR strategies will fail.
9. Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, HR at Next plc faces significant challenges in adapting to technological change, attracting and retaining talent, and promoting diversity and inclusion. These factors are critical to maintaining competitiveness in the modern retail sector.
Contemporary HR practices such as continuous learning, data-driven decision-making, inclusive recruitment, and employee engagement strategies provide effective solutions. The application of academic theories, including Maslow’s hierarchy and Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, highlights the importance of understanding employee motivation and development.
However, the success of these practices depends heavily on departmental managers. Their ability to implement HR strategies, communicate effectively, and lead by example is essential.
9.1. Recommendations
Invest in digital training programmes for all staff
Develop clear career progression pathways to improve retention
Implement inclusive recruitment and promotion practices
Provide management training to support HR implementation
Use performance metrics to monitor progress
By adopting these strategies, Next can strengthen its workforce, improve employee satisfaction, and maintain its position as a leading UK retailer.



















10. References
Armstrong, M. (2014) Armstrong’s Handbook of Human Resource Management Practice. 13th edn. London: Kogan Page.

CIPD (2022) Learning at Work Report. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. Available at: CIPD HR-inform - The UK’s leading HR platform (Accessed 22 April 2026)

CIPD (2023) Labour Market Outlook. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. Available at: Labour Market Outlook | CIPD (Accessed 18 April 2026).

Equality Act 2010. London: The Stationery Office.

Kolb, D.A. (1984) Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Kucherov, D. et, al. (2022) The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 1-29 (2022)

Maslow, A.H. (1943) ‘A theory of human motivation’, Psychological Review, 50(4), pp. 370–396.

Mullins, L.J. (2016) Management and Organisational Behaviour. 11th edn. Harlow: Pearson.

Next plc (2024) Annual Report and Accounts 2024. London: Next plc. Available at: https://companiesmarketcap.com/next-plc/annual-reports/ (Accessed: 25 April 2026).

Next plc (2026) Company information and corporate overview. London: Next plc. Available at: Our History – NEXT plc (Accessed: 4 April 2026).

Rees, G. (2015) Skills of Management and Leadership. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Robbins, S.P. and Coulter, M. (2019) Management. 14th edn. Harlow: Pearson.

Rousseau, D.M. (1995) Psychological Contracts in Organizations: Understanding Written and Unwritten Agreements. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Schein, E.H. (2010) Organizational Culture and Leadership. 4th edn. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.



Smith, S. (2025) Next boss warns employment law changes could lead to ‘chronic’ overstaffing. Available at:
https://www.theindustry.fashion/next-boss-warns-employment-law-changes-could-lead-to-chronic-overstaffing/⁠ (Accessed: 28 April 2026)

Ulrich, D. (1997) Human Resource Champions: The Next Agenda for Adding Value and Delivering Results. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.
Wellington, P. (2011) Effective People Management. London: Kogan Page.



	
	
	



image4.jpeg
Edgar Schein's Culture Model

The visible organizational

Artifacts structures and processes.

The strategies, goals, and
philosophies declared and endorsed
by the organization.

The unconscious beliefs
people within the organization
hold to be true





image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
% Y Drindod Dewi Sant

% University of Wales
Trinity Saint David

£




image2.jpg




image3.png
800

600

Value

400

200

Next plc Revenue and Profit Growth (2022-2024)

2022 2023 2024
Year





