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[bookmark: _Toc102753157]Introduction:
The outbreak of the corona virus pandemic has led to changes in almost every facet of life. However, the most defining changes have been observed in the field of business and human resource management. One of the key changes that the corona virus pandemic has brought about is the change in the working model pertaining to employees being required to be present at office physically. The outbreak of the pandemic and the social distancing norms had urged most of the businesses in the UK to adopt a work from home working model or allow a hybrid model of working which allows some employees to come to office on certain days of a week and work from home on the other days (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). With the passage of time and the introduction of vaccines against the virus, the cases have dipped significantly and there are chances of the erstwhile pandemic not posing a serious threat to life and business in the upcoming days. This has led to businesses and workplaces in the UK opening up and people finally being able to come out of their houses (Forbes, et al., 2020).
As a result of this, social distancing rules have also been relaxed or even lifted in many areas of the UK. In view of these developments, the modern day business leaders and managers have to deal with the challenge of bringing the employees back to office to ensure business continuity and let the business run as usual. However, many studies and surveys have shown a significant urge on the part of the employees to ask for work from home or a hybrid model to work from the office only on some days of the week. These demands have been seen in the UK retail sector as well (Chernoglazova, 2022). Though many companies in the UK retail sector which have been tech-savvy were able to ensure business continuity and cater to the needs of the customers, the challenges for the HR departments of these companies have been many. In the view of this scenario, this report seeks to understand the merit of allowing work from home or flexible working conditions for employees in a mid-sized UK retail company from the perspective of encouraging diversity and inclusion in the team. In the later part of the assignment, the problems associated with the introduction of flexible work arrangements will be evaluated (Chanana, 2021).
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Ways to encourage diversity and inclusion in flexible working arrangements:
Living through the pandemic has helped HR managers and business leaders develop new insights pertaining to diversity and inclusion at the workplace. The merit of allowing flexible working arrangements after the pandemic from the viewpoint of diversity and inclusion needs to be understood to develop a better understanding of the challenges for the HR managers of the retail company and the ways to encourage the same. Diversity entails the actual makeup of the workforce including the factors of gender, age, race, religion, disabilities and sexual orientation. The concept of inclusion refers to the manner in which diversity is integrated into the organisation policies, practices, and ways of working (Chung, et al., 2021). The primary objective of the HR managers is to ensure that the employees feel engaged with each other and the company in the virtual as well as real-world settings.
Social distancing and isolation have had a profound impact on the psychological wellbeing of individuals during the pandemic. The effect of these factors on the morale and productivity has also been documented in modern studies and surveys. Therefore, the main focus of the HR strategy after the threat of the pandemic is over is to ensure that the components of diversity and inclusion are integrated into the broader strategy of the new normal (Chernoglazova, 2022). The following ways can be resorted to by the HR managers to encourage diversity and inclusion in the workplace in the wake of the introduction of flexible working arrangements.
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Creating and disseminating new knowledge to understand the differences and opinions of others is crucial to build the spirit of camaraderie among the workers. Spreading education is important in this regard so as to introduce employees to the new ways of working under the flexible working arrangements (Chanana, 2021). Organising team events as well as joint training and learning programs will encourage the development of a feeling of belongingness and team spirit which will help integrated the ideas of diversity.
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Expanding the team through adopting broader recruitment and hiring strategies during the times of the pandemic and after it could help make the team more diverse and inclusive. Hiring employees from different regions and cultures can help enrich the team knowledge in terms of the generation of new ideas, opinions and ways of working (Shemtob and Asanati, 2022). Such ideas can help the employees know and interact with people who are different from them and develop synergy in working to attain the common team goals.
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Touching base with employees to know about their work from home conditions and providing all necessary facilities to ensure that the factors of ergonomics are taken care of can help strengthen the tie between the employees and the employer. This is also necessary from the perspective of diversity and inclusion as only well-engaged employees will seek to participate actively in understanding and adhering to the principles of diversity and inclusion within the workplace. Supporting employees also entails providing them timey training and mentoring to ensure that they fully understand the challenges pertaining to diversity and inclusion under the flexible working arrangements (Bailey and Breslin, 2021). Educating them to understand the benefits of inclusion and diversity as well as to allow them to take active role in the process will help encourage diversity and inclusion even when individuals are working from home.
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Feeling valued and respected at the workplace is necessary for employees representing different cultures, nationalities, religions and other such factors. Introducing and integrating the ideas of diversity and inclusion to build trust and mutual respect can go a long way in encouraging the workers to respect each other and help develop an environment which is conducive to harmonious working (Mahboob, 2021). Recognising the differences in working patterns and practices, in thoughts and opinions and channelizing the collective energy towards the meeting of the common goals of the team will be the core focus area of the HR managers as far as the flexible working arrangements are concerned in the retail company.
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Encouraging multiple points of view is necessary to develop an enriched knowledge base. Developing inclusive programs and policies is also determined by the extent to which these diverse ideas and opinions are invited, nurtured and accommodated within the policy making process (Birkett, et al., 2021). Engaging a diverse group of employees regardless of their roles and positions in devising programs and policies od diversity and inclusion will be necessary under the flexible working arrangements.
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Performance reviews, 360 degree feedback, and pay evaluations need to be managed analytically by the HR managers of the retail company driven by metrics. It will help do away with room for biases which could have been present in an in-person work arrangement. A truly inclusive and diverse workplace will take into account the contributions made by the leaders and the employees alike meant for the meeting of the organisational goals, aim and objectives (Aguinis, et al., 2020).
Flexible working can help employees have a better work-life balance and deliver their best towards the attainment of the organisational or team goals and objectives. Allowing flexible working arrangements has also been seen as a manner in which the companies empathise with the case of the employees and value their contributions (Shemtob and Asanati, 2022). Allowing work from home or a hybrid work model will also allow the employees have more leisure time and focus on their families and in-home conditions as well. This leads to the development of a sense of commitment and responsibility towards the employer who is mindful of and considerate towards the personal commitments and preferences of the employees. Hence, by focussing on these factors, the HR managers of the retail company can encourage diversity and integrated inclusion within the work culture and practices of the organisation under the flexible working arrangements in the post-pandemic times.
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The introduction of the flexible working arrangements and the evaluation of the challenges and opportunities has been a marked development in the recent years. The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the social distancing rules have led to profound changes in the manner in which business firms operated. One of the most significant changes in this regard has been the work timings and work conditions. In this report, the flexible working arrangements or the work from home or the hybrid working model has been evaluated (Chung, et al., 2021).
Over the recent years, many studies and researches have focussed on understanding how diversity and inclusion can be encouraged by the HR managers under the flexible working arrangements. The strategies which have been suggested in the preceding section of this report are valid and meaningful but the success criteria vary from sector to sector, time to time, and from the unique situation a given company is in (Aguinis, et al., 2020). As such, the success or applicability of these strategies cannot be deemed as universal or applicable in all such contexts. One of the most defining challenges HR managers of the retail company under consideration may face pertains to preventing inequality.
In the post-pandemic times, people of colour, the ones belonging to the LGBTQ+ community, working parents and women have been facing issues related to work-life balance. A number of studies and interviews conducted with employees pertaining to the issues encountered as a result of the flexible working arrangements have shown similar responses. Most of them have claimed that they have been suffering from mental health issues, from a keen sense of isolation and loneliness, work-life balance, the missing sense of connectedness as well as concerns regarding job security and job opportunities. The challenge pertaining to the prevention of inequality by the HR managers is even broader and needs to be analysed from the evolved perspectives in the post-Covid-19 world (Chernoglazova, 2022).
While on one hand, companies have accommodated policies and programs for the encouragement of equality, diversity and inclusion, on the other, the provision of or access to facilities which can truly encourage these have been inadequate. Therefore, the most fundamental problem the retail company would face pertains to the lack of specific policies and strategies which can integrated diversity and engage the employees in such a manner so as to make them active agents of diversity and inclusion (Risley, 2020). While the teams have become diverse in appearance, more and more employees have faced inequality owing to their lack of tech-savviness, lack of access to technology and adequate infrastructure, difficulties in communication as well as differences in opinions and ideas. Such issues pose as a challenge to the HR managers when people ar working from home. The situation is such that in many companies the team members have never worked together in person or even met each other in person. This leads to the development of a communication gap and intensifies the sense of the lack of connectivity with each other and the team as a whole (Forbes, et al., 2020). 
This creates room for inequality within the team. The inequality can emanate from within the team or outside of it. For example, some members of a team could be better connected with each other than with the rest. This leads to a communication gap within the team. This problem is observed in the case of new team members when one or two new people join an existing team comprising tenured members. In such cases, the new members find it difficult to approach others and lack a sense of belongingness with the team. Moreover, some employees are more tech-savvy and have access to necessary facilities like high speed internet and equipment better than other employees working from different locations. In such cases, the managers may find it difficult to communicate with the employees and this could lead to a breach in the spirit of diversity and inclusion (Mahboob, 2021).
This problem can take new forms and can lead to even more serious problems. For example, some employees with whom the managers do not or fail to communicate as regularly as they do with others might feel isolated and eve discriminated against. For example, when another team member is promoted or recognised, the isolated ones might feel that they have been wronged. This can have a cascading impact on the morale of the individuals, the synergy within the tea, and affect the diversity and inclusion attempts of the company (Risley, 2020).
Under flexible working arrangements, employees also suffer from a sense of uncertainty owing to the fact that they feel anxious about their job security as well as opportunities within and outside the organisation. This further dampens their spirit and morale and might have an impact on their performance and productivity as well (Birkett, et al., 2021). Therefore, in the absence of a well-defined policy and programs, the flexible working arrangements can fail to prevent inequality and bias. Moreover, such flexible working arrangements can in fact encourage inequality and favouritism as it becomes difficult to touch base with others in the team and maintain constant communication. Programs and policies associated with diversity and inclusion can also fail to elicit responses from employees in a wholehearted manner as employees could dedicate more time towards their families and personal work instead (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020).
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Conclusion:
The introduction of flexible working arrangements including flexible duty hours and work from home model has been welcomed by the majority of employees in the UK retail sector. Companies in the sector have also been in favour of this as it has registered better results in terms of productivity and profit maximisation, partly owing to the reduction in operating costs. However, the challenges and opportunities faced by the HR managers especially those pertaining to diversity and inclusion needs to be seen from the evolved perspective. The business leaders and HR managers of the retail firm need to ask themselves new questions to able to identify and evaluate the challenges effectively and capitalise on the opportunities in the most effective manner (Birkett, et al., 2021). The opportunities to establish and encourage diversity and foster inclusion within the workplace that have been discussed above need to be supported by programs and policies which are well-defined and enshrined into the organisational and work culture. Failure to do so may result in the challenges identified in the later part of the report being experienced by the HR managers and the employees and defeat the purpose of allowing flexible working arrangements in the post-pandemic world.
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