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[bookmark: _Toc99063207]Introduction
To combat the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, several organisations have embraced the work from home model, which is one of the examples of flexible working. Now, it must be understood that the idea of flexibility in the workplace is essentially attached to the concept of inclusion and diversity since flexible individuals are more prone to adapt to different perspectives easily. However, as noted in Partridge (2021), flexibility in the workplace, especially in terms of work from home (WFH) for working mothers, can often lead to increased inequality. In this context, this report will consider both cases to explore the role that Human Resources (HR) can play in promoting diversity and addressing issues related to workplace inequality.
[bookmark: _Toc99063208]Flexible working in relation to diversity and inclusion at the workplace
According to Meagher (2019), flexible working referred to particular working arrangements that enable employees to choose the time, location, and amount of work to the mutual benefit for both employees and organisation. As noted in Subramanian and Washington (2022), in the course of celebrating Black History month, the corporate employers publicly displayed their commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion by organising internal company workshops, employee volunteer days, and offering checks to non-profit organisations (NGOs). This emphasis on inclusion and diversity in the workplace is primarily due to its impact on overall company productivity mostly due to mutual learning, knowledge sharing, and the balance between fresh and experienced ideas. 
Inclusion and diversity in a workplace are usually measured through the presence of people that are more vulnerable to discrimination in a conventional workplace such as women, older workers, disabled, and single parents. As these people as legally protected under the protected categories defined in the Equality Act 2010, the employers target implementation of inclusion and diversity in the workplace to be both legally compliant while increasing participation in a wide range of frontiers. Hence, it can be said, as noted in Khan et al. (2019), building a diverse and inclusive workplace is a national agenda that these employers are serving. For the type of employees mentioned earlier, flexible or remote working is the most suitable form of employment, which, hence, transforms flexible working as a crucial condition for promoting workplace diversity. 
Nevertheless, the focus towards flexible working, especially in terms of WFH, is shifted primarily as a strategy to cope with the uncertainties caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. However, from the perspective of an employer, the emphasis on flexible working can be a solution for some of the major problems that they commonly face including gender disparity and rising absenteeism.
In a webinar on flexible working arrangements (FWAs) and future of work organised by the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO) and the International Organisation of Migration (IOM), the mutual beneficence of flexible working for both employers and employees is noted while suggesting its capability to accomplish gender parity (UNIDO, 2022). Given the persistence of work-life balance issues that caused much of the absenteeism in the workplace, the webinar has also noted that, though the pandemic has exposed them to flexible working arrangements for the first time. The employees have been able to spend more time with families, which was reflected in the improvement of their wellbeing and the productivity of the employers. 
Gender inequality in terms of accessing flexible working, however, is not a matter of legal compliance but of the manifestation of solidarity by the employers as well as the colleagues (Subašić et al. 2018). It is aptly put by Luke Sayers, the current CEO of the PwC Australia, that diversity and inclusion do not fall in the 'nice to have' category but a fundamental belief in the importance of equal opportunities is required to facilitate it properly (Sayers, 2022). Corresponding to this vision, PwC Australia implemented a firm-wide ‘all-roles flex’ policy 18 months back, which signifies the confrontation of the latest trend of perceiving flexibility in the workplace solely as a women's issue (Sayers, 2022). However, it has been seen across critical research that increasing gender disparity can be one of the adverse consequences of flexible working, which will be discussed later in this report.
Flexible working is associated with the recognition of the specific needs of the employees, which is one of the central reasons for it to promote inclusion and diversity in workplaces. As noted in Wilkinson et al. (2018), reconciliation with the work-life balance needs has increasingly become a condition for not only retaining a talent pool but also inviting job applications for a company. Hence, flexible working is essentially associated with inclusion and diversity since, recognising the specific needs of the employees, creates a sense of trust and belongingness in the employees, which is essential for ensuring participation from a wide range of frontiers.
[bookmark: _Toc99063209]Role of Human Resources in promoting diversity and inclusion through flexible working
Flexible working, as evident from the discussions up to now, enables the employees to manage the resources at their disposal to put a balance between the responsibilities of work and family. FWAs are one of the paramount concerns for the HR of any organisation since, in terms of improvement of organisational productivity; it is associated with reduction of work-life conflict while increasing commitment and satisfaction of the employees towards work. According to Beltrán‐Martín and Roca‐Puig (2013), the recent HR research has emphasised two facets of employee flexibility and those are behaviour flexibility and skill flexibility. 
Proving that these facets are interrelated, the authors further note the influence of job enrichment on employee flexibility. As adequate pay is one of the major aspects of job enrichment, one of the major roles of HR is to address the gender pay gap (GPG) to promote diversity through flexible working. According to McIntosh (2018), the average gender gap in the UK is 18.4% where the prime reason is the appreciation of flexible working (through part-time jobs) only as a women’s issue, as previously highlighted. In this regard, HR is responsible for ensuring equal access to flexible working.
Training the managers to promote flexible working is also an important role that HR can play to promote inclusion and diversity through flexible working. For instance, the University of Wisconsin-Madison developed a Workplace Flexibility Toolkit that primarily functions as a repository of information to guide the managers, HR professionals, and supervisors to be aware of the individual needs of the employees, which is a primary condition to develop an inclusive workplace (University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2011).
It is already understood that, apart from being a coping strategy for the Covid-19 pandemic, FWAs addresses the crucial concern of work-life balance shared by most of the employees. The Border Theory of work-life balance, as noted by Shaw (2021), suggests that this balance is a function of permeability and flexibility of the concerned domains i.e. work and home life. Moreover, Shaw (2021) also notes, successful work-life balance can be accomplished by the employees only if they can identify the domain seamlessly and exercise autonomy in both of the domains. However, from a practical view, the issues regarding work-life balance are aggravating primarily because, in most organisations, the efficiency of an employee is measured through quantifications of work output. In the study of Antai et al. (2015), it is recognised as the lack of self-determination of work where the workers are bound to comply with the schedule fixed by the company. 
Here, the major role that HR can play is restructuring the performance evaluation mechanisms on key performance indicators (KPIs) and outcomes. Emphasising KPIs and outcomes as the basis of performance review will offer the employees a sense of fair treatment irrespective of the abidance of the company work schedule. FWAs are embedded in such structures since, primarily, the physical absence of the workers are not rendered in a negative light in terms of the performance evaluation.
[bookmark: _Toc99063210]Flexible working in relation to inequality in the workplace
As already highlighted in the previous segment, flexible working is fraught with the risks of introducing inequality in the workplace, which is primarily manifested through GPG. As Sayers (2022) notes, it is primarily a cultural mindset where flexible working is recognised as a concern for women. According to Catherine Mann, the policymaker in the Bank of England, FWAs, especially in terms of WFH, can damage the career of women potentially since the proportion of returning to the office cannot be the same as the men (Partridge, 2021). It is ironic that in 2020 i.e., the 50the anniversary of the Equal Pay Act, the GPG is widening and forcing British women to be involved in household chores without thinking about careers (Scott, 2020). In this context, it is important for the report the way flexible working can be related to workplace inequality.
From Mann's insights, it is evident that, apart from returning to a formal workplace after the pandemic, the women also face difficulties returning to the workplace after maternity leave. As a study on the workplaces of Ireland notes, it is primarily a matter of societal and cultural obstacles, even if they are legally entitled to have maternity leave (Desmond and Meaney, 2016). From the perspective of female labour supply, most of the women are vulnerable to be either fired from the work or obtaining a low-performance score (Kalb, 2018). The women are susceptible to getting low-performance scores since performance will be measured based on the financial outputs of the previous years when the women are under maternity leave. 
In this regard, it is evident that FWAs can be considered as a structured conspiracy designed to fail the women. Moreover, though the shift to the remote working format was mandatory irrespective of men and women, a study by Chung et al. (2021) reveals that the desired role reversals have not taken place i.e. the men in the households are not helping the women by dividing the responsibilities like household chores or child care. Hence, what Sayers (2022) has noted is true i.e. only FWAs would not be able to cause diversity and inclusion in the workplace, as it is a matter of solidarity exhibited both by the employers and men.
Apart from the fact that flexible working can lead to increased inequality as a barrier for the participation of women in the workplace, it can lead to other forms of inequality as well. For instance, FWAs cannot be seamlessly implemented without the occurrence of the Fourth Industrial Revolution i.e. the digital revolution, which, apart from other things, rendered tele-working possible. In other words, for flexible working to operate seamlessly, it is important for organisations to have a reliable and sophisticated digital infrastructure (UNIDO, 2022). Now, in developing countries, due to the persistence of the digital divide, it might be impossible to functionalised flexible working fully. Interesting, it is noted that, apart from ensuring basic digital infrastructure to all for ensuring equal participation in FWAs, age is also a significant determinant of the digital divide (Fang et al. 2019). Hence, the inevitable emphasis on digital infrastructure to propagate flexible working conditions can cause age-based discrimination or inequality.
It must be noted here that flexible working by the means of digital infrastructure cannot be associated with increased productivity unconditionally. As noted in a brief on tele-working, due to the emphasis on computer-mediated technology, the employees might be deprived of non-verbal cues such as tone of communication or warmth, which can be challenging to ensure optimum productivity from the employees (CIPD, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc99063211]Role of Human Resources in addressing inequality concerns arising through flexible working
It is evident from the case of inequality that the gender equality of women that FWAs eventually lead to is a matter of structural injustice. This structural injustice is further exacerbated by the social and cultural barriers where flexibly working is equated with the necessities of women. In this regard, the brightest example of confronting this injustice is the firm-wide role flexibility adapted in PwC Australia. It is so since, as briefly hinted earlier, it challenges the mindset that flexible working is exclusively for women, which is a blatant lie, as this report has extensively proven. 
This highlights the major role of HR in addressing concerns related to workplace inequality associated with FWAs. For instance, HR can constitute support systems in a structural manner that addresses the returners from maternity or parental leaves. As noted in Herman et al. (2019), organisations can use a blended learning approach where, through this support, the women can easily identify with that work after returning from a long leave.
In essence, if HR has to address the inequality issues effectively and sustainably, it must strive for changing the structure that is causing is inequality. Reviewing performance based on KPIs, as mentioned earlier, is also be effective here to prevent women from marginalisation caused by a performance evaluation based on financial contribution. In the context of universities, the Athena SWAN scheme for gender equality is an example of such a critical intervention where the goal is to enact sustainable and effective structural and cultural change to promote gender equality in workplaces (Kalpazidou Schmidt et al. 2020).
It has also been noted in the discussions regarding the relationship between FWAs and gender inequality that the digital divide can be a principal cause to deter this mode from realising its full potential. In this context, it is primarily important to further inclusive, human-centred digitalisation that can effectively tackle the issue of the digital divide (UNIDO, 2022). As shown in Damman and Henkens (2020), if age is considered as the determinant of the digital divide, then it will be evident that women are doubly marginalised in some of the workplaces in terms of location and work schedule. Here, HR must strive for exposing this subtle violation of the equality act while promoting work-life balance for women from the perspective of solidarity.
The aspect of solidarity is constantly evoked in this report since it is associated with the construction of a trust-based culture, which is also one of the common determinants of making flexible working a successful enterprise. In other words, it is one of the values that employers can propose to the employees. Hence, the role of HR is to promote their commitment to flexibility, and, inclusion and diversity from the hiring phase. It is also embedded in the principle of mutual benefits since this emphasis on flexibility, inclusion, and diversity from the hiring phase can help the organisation to pipeline its talents.
[bookmark: _Toc99063212]Conclusion
In the light of FWAs that has become mandatory for the organisations to adapt after the Covid-19 pandemic, this report makes a case in favour of flexible working, as it enables everyone to participate in the workforce. However, it can lead to workplace inequality, especially due to the social obstacles and the emerging digital divide in developing countries. Hence, the primary role that HR can play is to adopt a structure that ensures equal access to work for all. Moreover, HR should strive to build a human-centred digital infrastructure to combat the concerns of the digital divide effectively.
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