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Executive Summary
During digital transformation and post-pandemic changes, Marks and Spencer (M&S), a major UK retailer with almost 70,000 employees, faces significant modern HR challenges in talent acquisition and retention, advancing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives, and adapting to technological advancements. Using well-known theories like Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory, the Resource-Based View, the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), and psychological contract theory. Employer branding through colleague social media, Azure-based workforce analytics, and initiatives like RISE and 10,000 Black Interns are examples of modern HR strategies that are assessed for their efficacy, disadvantages, and benefits. Although promising, Kotter’s (1996) change model highlights that full execution is hindered by implementation gaps at the managerial level (store and department heads). The analysis offers useful suggestions to improve integration, accountability, and cultural transformation after thoroughly assessing these procedures and administrative positions. M&S can increase employee engagement, operational effectiveness, retention rates, and long-term competitiveness in the fast-paced retail industry by tackling these complex issues comprehensively.
Introduction
Marks and Spencer (M&S) are a well-known store in the United Kingdom with almost 70,000 employees and a long history that dates to 1884 (M&S, 2025; Wynn and Wiegand, 2025). According to the report, the company has undergone a significant transition in recent years. To adjust to post-pandemic realities, shifting consumer behaviour, and digital shopping (M&S, 2025). Analysing the current HR issues facing M&S in three key areas: diversity, equality, and inclusion (DEI), recruiting and retention, and adjusting to technology improvements. Assessing appropriate modern HR procedures to address these problems critically looks at departmental managers’ involvement in promoting successful implementation. An analytical insight is provided throughout using relevant theories like Kotter’s (1996) Change Model and Davis’s (1989) Technology Acceptance Model. The purpose is limited to UK operations and is based on publicly accessible data from corporate disclosures and M&S annual reports. In a highly competitive retail environment, the objective is to provide practical suggestions for improving organisational performance, employee engagement, and long-term sustainability.
1. Key Factors
As M&S looks to modernise its business, technological improvements provide both opportunity and major challenges. To provide advanced analytics, the company has invested in moving its data platform to Microsoft Azure. Additionally, it has implemented labour management technologies to enhance manpower planning throughout its network of stores (Wynn and Wiegand, 2025). In a sector that is quickly shifting toward omnichannel retail and data-driven decision-making, these adjustments are essential. According to the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989), whether coworkers find these tools helpful and simple to use is a major factor in their success. New digital HR dashboards or scheduling programs may seem like just another layer of complication to store managers already handling rotas, customer enquiries, and stock difficulties, particularly if training has been hurried or systems are complex. In a company like M&S, where many long-serving co-workers are accustomed to more conventional methods of working, this resistance poses a serious risk.
The impact on the performance of the organisation is evident. Adopting technology can improve customer service by putting the right personnel in the right places saving expenses and produce more accurate staffing. However, uneven use results in lost opportunities and ongoing inefficiencies that strain narrow retail margins. Employee involvement suffers if technology is perceived as being imposed or is mostly used for surveillance rather than assistance, leading to dissatisfaction and disengagement. M&S cannot afford to fall behind rivals who are utilising AI and analytics to forecast trends and customise the consumer experience to maintain long-term visibility. Teece (2014) emphasises through dynamic capabilities thinking that to be competitive in rapidly evolving markets, businesses must constantly reconfigure their resources, including how they manage people.
Retaining and acquiring talent is equally important. High turnover has frequently afflicted the retail industry, and M&S is no different, particularly when it comes to competing with IT firms and more contemporary stores for digital talents. In recent years, the company has demonstrated its commitment by investing a record of £95 million in store colleague pay (M&S, 2025). Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory (Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman, 1959) is helpful: compensation is a hygienic factor that prevents large-scale employee turnover, but it does not inherently foster loyalty or motivation. Motivators like acknowledgement, professional growth, and the sense that your job counts are what lead to true retention. People can be a strategic asset if they are valued and difficult to replicate, according to the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991). Colleagues who are familiar with M&S’s brand and can provide innovative digital ideas are needed. When teams are continuously rebuilding, engagement declines and sustainability is negatively impacted by the loss of institutional knowledge.
At M&S, diversity, equity, and inclusion are top priorities. The company has eight inclusion networks with over 11,000 members, it is the first national retailer to sponsor the 10,000 Black Interns program and operates the RISE initiative to assist colleagues from under-represented groups in assuming leadership roles (M&S Careers, n.d.). Years ago, Cox and Blake (1991) presented a compelling commercial argument that diversity increases competitiveness through improved creativity, problem-solving skills, and the capacity to engage with a wide range of clients. A true sense of belonging greatly boosts engagement since respected individuals put forth more effort. Trust quickly deteriorates if attempts seem insignificant or if prejudice infuses daily choices. The psychological contract theory put forward by Rousseau (1995) is important: when an organisation makes promises about inclusiveness and fair treatment but fails to fulfil them on a regular basis, employees see a breach and withdraw their loyalty. In the long run, an inclusive M&S is better positioned to draw in talent, protect its brand, and adjust to societal shifts.
These three elements are linked. While engaged and varied teams are typically more receptive to new methods of working, technology can assist with DEI monitoring. M&S can address them collectively. If it does not, the company will struggle to create the sustainable future it requires, performance will suffer, and engagement will remain inconsistent.
2. Evaluation of Contemporary HR Practices
This section expands basic description to evaluate the strengths, limitations, and practical efficiency of current HR methods that could address the three concerns at M&S.
Adapting to Technological Advancements: Digital HR Systems and Workforce Analytics
In addition to Azure-based analytics for workforce planning, M&S has improved its HCM platform and added scheduling capabilities that interact with Microsoft Teams (M&S, 2025). These are consistent with more general developments in the digitisation of retail HR (Taqwa, 2025). Strengths include improved labour data visibility, more precise forecasting to match consumer trends, and less tedious administrative labour so HR can concentrate on higher-value tasks. AI and analytics in HRM can enhance decision accuracy and assist customised employee experiences, according to Khatoon (2025). Limitations are also clear: implementation costs and training requirements are substantial in a large, distributed organisation. Crucially, even if these procedures are suitable and have improved operations, their effectiveness at M&S is currently only moderate. According to the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis,1989), many managers will underuse the tools, reducing the return on investment, if there fails to be a greater emphasis on user-friendliness and change assistance.
Talent Acquisition and Retention: Employer Branding, Strategic Workforce Planning and Engagement Strategies
By enabling more than 600 stores to manage their own social media profiles and share coworker tales, M&S has effectively utilised workplace branding (M&S, 2025). This lines with employer branding theory’s best practices (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004), which state that genuine employee advocacy may set a company apart in a competitive talent market. The advantages are evident: it is comparatively inexpensive; fosters pride among current coworkers and draws applicants who “get” the M&S ideals. Future skill needs for the digital transformation can be identified with the aid of strategic workforce planning. Retention is aided by employee engagement programs, such as the large compensation investment. Limitations include the challenge of precisely measuring ROI on retention and managing communications at volume. Although these strategies are among M&S’s strong points and have an impact on brand impression, they tilt more toward attraction rather than deep retention. The entire talent cycle would be successfully addressed by more organised career routes and internal mobility initiatives (McDonnell et al., 2017).
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion: Recruitment and Leadership Development
Organisational policies that actively support representation of diverse backgrounds (diversity), fair treatment and access to opportunities (equity), and a sense of belonging for all employees (inclusion) are referred to as diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) (Nishii, 2013).
In addition to mentoring through the 30% Club, M&S’s inclusive recruitment through Early Careers programs and the RISE initiative are examples of modern practice. They expand on the business case for diversity (Cox and Blake, 1991). Expanding the talent pool, boosting the employer brand among under-represented groups, and introducing new viewpoints that can enhance decision-making and consumer understanding are some of the strengths. Building sustainable standards is aided by leadership development aimed at varied talent. Limitations include the possibility of “checkbox” approaches if they are not supported by regular cultural change and slow pace of advancement in store-level statistics. Essentially, M&S demonstrates sincere dedication and concrete advancement, but performance is still evolving rather than solidified. Although policies seem acceptable on paper, stronger measurement and manager accountability are needed to convert them consistently into thousands of stores (Nishii, 2013).
While several of the selected methods are promising and relevant, effectiveness varies (see the figure 1 below). DEI is improving but needs more cultural work, branding is a strength but might be closely linked to retention, and technology techniques need more personalised implementation. Results would be strengthened by an integrated strategy that connects all three areas using workforce analytics. 
As demonstrated by Nishii (2013), who shows that an inclusive environment greatly increases the advantages of diversity for performance results and lowers the possibility of exploitation or retaliation. In line with the business case for diversity put forth by Cox and Blake (1991), which holds that diverse and inclusive environments foster creativity, better problem-solving, and superior market responsiveness, employer branding is a clear strength in attracting talent aligned with M&S values but would benefit from stronger linkages to retention strategies.
Adoption of technology in HR requires more individualised implementation to overcome reluctance. An integrated approach that links talent retention, technology-enabled decision-making, and DEI monitoring through united workforce analytics will greatly improve results in all three areas. This broad approach is consistent with modern DEI theory, which prioritises systematic integration over isolated projects in order to achieve long-term competitive advantages (Cox and Blake, 1991; Nishii, 2013).
Figure 1: Evaluated Effectiveness of Contemporary HR Practices in Addressing M&S Challenges

Source: Adapted from M&S Annual Report (2025) and evaluation frameworks from Khatoon (2025) and Nishii (2013).
3. Critical Evaluation of Managerial Implementation
Without efficient implementation by departmental managers – store managers, team leaders, and department heads who deal with coworkers on a regular basis – even the best-designed HR procedures will fall short. These managers represent the vital link between strategy and reality at M&S, which has a significant retail estate. Therefore, they must advocate change with urgency.
Accountability in leadership is crucial. In addition to sales and operational KPIs, managers should be evaluated and rewarded based on performance, including team engagement scores, diversity in internal promotions, and adoption of new digital tools. Kotter’s (1996) leading change framework places a strong emphasis on enabling broad involvement and forming a guiding team. In a departmental setting, this involves providing managers with the power and tools to lead local change instead of simply relaying directives from head office.
Communication tactics need to be honest, frequent, and two-way. Including how a new scheduling system can enhance work-life balance or how DEI helps a business better serve its local community, should be explained by managers. Quick feedback loops, frequent team briefings, and listening sessions keep rumours from taking over. One of the main obstacles to change in retail settings is poor communication.
The loop is closed by performance evaluation and monitoring. Managers may identify issues early and recognise rapid successes with the use of straightforward departmental dashboards that provide diversity measures, tech usage statistics, and engagement pulse findings. This evidence-based strategy maintains pace and shows that the methods are working.
Organisational culture can be beneficial or risky. A solid basis for inclusive practices is provided by M&S’s proud history of taking care of its coworkers. However, traditional mindsets may prevent deeper DEI development and digital adoption. Limited time in crowded stores, managers’ lack of confidence or change leadership abilities, and concerns that technology may replace jobs are some of the main obstacles. These can be addressed by providing managers with focused, hands-on training highlighting the immediate successes of pilot stores, and including frontline coworkers in the local distribution of new tools. It is essential to establish psychological safety so that people can voice issues without fear (Edmondson, 1999).
Ultimately, many organisations – including M&S – lose out on the advantages of a strong HR strategy due to the implementation gap. Urgency will be lacking if departmental managers do not realise the importance of providing excellent customer service and team performance. Kotter (1996) advises that transformation initiatives will fail if they are not anchored in culture and produce immediate improvements. The competition is counting against M&S, and managers who view employee procedures as a strategic priority rather than a benefit.
Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, M&S’s performance, employee engagement, and long-term viability are greatly impacted by the related HR issues it faces regarding talent management, DEI, and technology adaptation. Although the organisation has implemented important modern practices, such as digital systems, employer branding driven by colleagues, and targeted inclusion programs, a critical review reveals unequal success, with gaps in cultural acceptance and inconsistent implementation throughout the retail network. The key element is managerial implementation; effective initiatives run the danger of failing in the absence of accountable, communicative, and monitoring-oriented leadership at the departmental level. The human and cultural aspects are frequently the missing component in technological or policy-driven rollouts, according to theories like Kotter’s change framework and the Technology Acceptance Model. Despite M&S making progress in its transformation, a longer-term competitive advantage would require better integration of processes with daily managerial action.
The analysis leads to the following reasonable suggestions:
· Provide all departmental managers with targeted training in digital literacy and change leadership, linked to Technology Acceptance Model challenges in Azure adoption and Kotter’s model (e.g., store managers handling complex digital tools).
· Provide department and store managers a user-friendly, real-time HR analytics dashboard so they can manage engagement, diversity, and technology adoption KPIs effectively (building on workforce analytics investments in section 2).
· Improve strategic workforce planning and make internal staffing more visible and accessible by linking Azure data with customised career and skill development pathways (addressing talent retention and RBV in section 1).
· Include measurable, precise DEI and engagement goals in departmental performance assessments, along with monthly assessments and clear leadership responsibility (extending RISE and inclusion networks from section 2, per psychological contract theory).
· Establish regular colleague meetings to co-design solutions for technology use and inclusion challenges, promoting ownership (aligning with engagement strategies and Kotter’s broad involvement principle).
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