Employee Relationship Management          Melanie Warne – Cohort 10

AC 1.1
Employee involvement and employee participation are two complementary but distinct approaches to engaging staff in the workplace. Both support improved working relationships, but they do so through different mechanisms and levels of formality.
Employee involvement refers to informal, often management-initiated opportunities for staff to contribute to decision-making. It does not typically require formal structures or legal frameworks. Common examples include team briefings, suggestion schemes, problem-solving groups, and feedback surveys. As Armstrong (2020) explains, involvement is centred on encouraging commitment by enabling employees to influence decisions that affect their work. It supports a sense of ownership and recognition without requiring negotiation or collective bargaining.
Employee participation, on the other hand, is a more formal and structured process where employees (or their representatives) are given a platform to influence organisational decisions. This often takes the form of trade union involvement, joint consultative committees, or elected staff councils. Daniels (2022) notes that participation usually involves some transfer of decision-making power, such as through collective bargaining or formal consultation on strategic changes. It is typically underpinned by statutory rights, especially in the public sector, where union involvement is common and often embedded in policy.
Employment Law: A Practical Introduction (2020) reinforces that participation has legal weight when it comes to consultation over redundancies or TUPE, whereas involvement is more discretionary and focused on day-to-day operations.
Both approaches contribute to relationship-building, but in different ways. Involvement fosters psychological engagement by showing that individual voices matter, helping to build trust between staff and management. Participation enhances trust and procedural fairness through structured, representative processes—giving employees reassurance that their interests are formally considered.
The Involvement and Participation Association (IPA, 2023) found that meaningful participation improves productivity, cooperation, and job satisfaction. In a post-merger public sector context, combining both approaches can help align private-sector leadership styles with public-sector expectations around fairness and transparency. Participation through trade unions or staff forums can provide consistency and credibility, while involvement mechanisms can support continuous improvement and innovation.
Ultimately, employee involvement promotes engagement through influence, while employee participation ensures protection and shared decision-making through representation. Both are necessary for a healthy, inclusive workplace culture—especially during times of structural change.

AC 1.2
Ultimately, the success of any representation model depends on mutual respect, transparency, and a genuine commitment to dialogue. Employee representation exists in both union and non-union forms, each offering distinct mechanisms for employee voice and influence. In a public sector environment—especially post-merger—it’s essential to understand the benefits and boundaries of both models to maintain fair, effective employee relations.
Union representation is the more formalised and legally grounded approach. Employees are represented by trade unions that negotiate with employers on matters such as pay, working conditions, and policy changes. Recognised trade unions also have statutory rights to be consulted over significant organisational decisions, such as redundancies or TUPE transfers, as outlined in the Employment Rights Act 1996 and reinforced in Employment Law: A Practical Introduction (Holland and Allen, 2020). Daniels (2022) notes that these legal protections ensure that unions can advocate independently and effectively on behalf of their members.
In unionised settings, representatives (often known as shop stewards) act as a formal bridge between employees and leadership. Armstrong (2020) adds that union involvement is linked to stronger procedural fairness, particularly in managing conflict, disciplinary issues, or organisational change. For the newly merged public sector organisation in your scenario, existing union recognition arrangements offer a stable and credible route for managing uncertainty and protecting staff interests.
Non-union representation, by contrast, includes mechanisms such as staff forums, works councils, and employee consultative committees. These are often employer-initiated and focus on communication, consultation, and engagement rather than collective bargaining. While they don’t carry the same legal rights as trade unions, non-union bodies can still be effective in promoting a collaborative culture, especially when employee trust in leadership is high.
The IPA (2023) discusses how non-union staff forums have evolved to become more responsive and relevant in modern workplaces. These platforms offer flexibility and can be tailored to suit organisational needs, often giving a voice to employees who may not otherwise engage with formal union structures. However, their legitimacy depends on how empowered they are. Without meaningful influence or independent operation, they risk being perceived as tokenistic.
Both forms of representation can add value. Union representation provides formal power and legal protections, essential for safeguarding employee rights. Non-union forums, when designed with care, can foster dialogue, innovation, and inclusion. As Armstrong (2020) notes, a pluralistic approach—supporting both formal representation and informal consultation—can help balance organisational control with employee empowerment.
In a merged public sector setting, maintaining recognised union partnerships while strengthening staff forums or hybrid structures could offer the best of both worlds: structured voice and agile responsiveness.

AC 1.3
Employee voice—the ability for staff to express views, influence decisions, and contribute to improvements—has a well-established link to organisational performance. In a newly merged public sector setting, where cultural integration and leadership change present challenges, enabling strong employee voice can support both operational effectiveness and workforce stability.
The CIPD (2023) defines employee voice as “the ability of employees to express their views, opinions and concerns.” This can be direct, such as through surveys or team meetings, or indirect, through trade unions and staff forums. When organisations actively listen and respond, the benefits go beyond morale—contributing to innovation, reduced conflict, and increased productivity (IPA, 2023).
In a public sector environment, where services are heavily dependent on employee discretion, the role of voice becomes even more critical. Engage for Success (2023) highlights employee voice as one of four key enablers of engagement, supporting discretionary effort and resilience—particularly important in periods of transition. If employees feel safe and empowered to suggest improvements or raise concerns, organisations can adapt more effectively to budget constraints, policy changes, or staffing challenges.
Voice also plays a legal and procedural role. Daniels (2022) explains that certain forms of employee voice—such as union consultation on redundancy or restructuring—are statutory rights, especially relevant in the public sector. Ensuring employees have credible, structured channels for input strengthens both compliance and trust.
However, voice only supports performance if it is meaningfully received. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) caution, that asking for feedback without follow-up risks creating cynicism and disengagement. Holland and Allen (2020) reinforce this by noting that voice mechanisms must be embedded in organisational culture and supported by visible action to be effective.
In the context of this newly merged organisation, where new leaders from the private sector may be unfamiliar with public sector expectations around consultation and engagement, getting this right is vital. Encouraging both formal and informal channels for voice, ensuring transparency, and demonstrating responsiveness will help bridge cultural differences and improve the employment relationship.
In summary, employee voice is not just a compliance exercise or wellbeing tool—it’s a strategic asset. When embedded in culture and backed by action, it can drive better decisions, enhance engagement, and contribute significantly to public service delivery.





AC 1.4
The concept of "better working lives" is central to modern people practice and is deeply rooted in the principles of fairness, wellbeing, autonomy, and opportunity at work. It goes beyond basic employment rights, aiming to create work that supports not just organisational outcomes but also personal fulfilment and societal good.
According to the CIPD’s Good Work Index (2023), a better working life is one where people are “healthy, happy, and performing to their potential.” It includes several key dimensions: meaningful work, job security, fair pay, work-life balance, supportive management, opportunities for growth, and a voice in decision-making. Daniels (2022) supports this by highlighting that employment should support not just legal compliance but human dignity and workplace justice.
Designing better working lives requires a holistic approach that takes both job design and organisational culture into account. Armstrong (2020) argues that high-quality work begins with role clarity, autonomy, manageable workload, and alignment with personal values. Flexible working practices, participative leadership, and support for learning and development are all practical ways to achieve this. Holland and Allen (2020) add that employers should be mindful of both contractual and psychological aspects of work—respecting individual needs while delivering consistent policy frameworks.
Insights from the CIPD podcast What’s Hampering Good Work? (2023) highlight the gap between intention and practice. Many employers talk about wellbeing and engagement but fall short when job demands are high, voice is limited, or recognition is lacking. In the context of a public sector merger, where cultural integration and staff morale are likely to be fragile, designing better working lives becomes a strategic necessity. Giving employees a voice in shaping post-merger roles, offering support for emotional wellbeing, and creating meaningful development pathways are all part of the solution.
The CIPD Good Work Index also stresses that job quality is not just a private sector concern. Public sector roles—often mission-driven and people-facing—must also meet the same standards for fairness and sustainability. Ensuring that merged departments retain clarity of purpose, invest in good management, and honour psychological contracts will be key to long-term success.
In sum, better working lives are built on principles of dignity, fairness, and meaningful engagement. Designing them involves aligning HR practices, job design, and leadership behaviours to support both people and performance. In your organisation’s current context, doing so will help retain talent, rebuild trust, and deliver public value more effectively.

AC 2.1
In the context of our recent public sector merger, it’s important to clarify the difference between organisational conflict and employee misbehaviour. This distinction is particularly important for incoming leaders from the private sector, who may be less familiar with the formal employee relations frameworks typical of public bodies (CIPD, 2023a).
Organisational conflict -  refers to disagreements between individuals or groups arising from differing needs, perspectives, or values (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023). It is not inherently negative; when handled constructively, it can lead to innovation, improved collaboration, and stronger team cohesion. Common causes include unclear roles, communication breakdowns, and resistance to change — all of which are likely in the wake of structural mergers (CIPD, 2023b).
Unresolved conflict is a leading cause of workplace stress and absence, particularly in unionised public sector environments (CIPD, 2020). ACAS (2021) advocates early, informal resolution strategies, including open conversations, facilitated meetings, and mediation. As highlighted in the CIPD’s “Shifting Perceptions of Conflict” podcast (CIPD, 2023c), reframing conflict as an opportunity for growth can reduce escalation and build resilience.
Misbehaviour - y contrast, employee misbehaviour involves intentional breaches of organisational rules or expectations. This includes persistent lateness, insubordination, bullying, or deliberate disruption (Daniels, 2022). Unlike conflict, which may be based on misunderstandings, misbehaviour typically requires a formal disciplinary response under procedures guided by the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures (ACAS, 2022).
For example, a colleague who openly refuses to cooperate with changes introduced post-merger, despite support and guidance, may be displaying wilful misconduct. Misbehaviour may also undermine the credibility of newly integrated teams if not addressed consistently (CIPD, 2023d).
Why does the distinction matter? In our merged organisation, conflating conflict with misbehaviour can erode trust, prompt formal grievances, and expose us to legal risk. Conflict should be resolved through dialogue and support, while misbehaviour may require escalation. Clear differentiation also helps maintain procedural fairness and uphold the values expected in public service settings (Daniels, 2022; Armstrong and Taylor, 2023).
As noted by the Resolution Foundation (2022), poor conflict handling and inconsistent application of discipline significantly affect engagement and retention — areas where the public sector is already vulnerable.

AC 2.2
In the wake of our recent public sector merger, it's essential for the new leadership team—many of whom have private sector experience—to understand the changing landscape of workplace conflict and industrial action, particularly within the public sector where unionisation and employee representation are more deeply embedded (CIPD, 2023a).

Emerging Trends in Workplace Conflict
Traditional interpersonal conflict still exists, such as disputes between colleagues or with managers. However, recent years have seen a rise in more complex and systemic forms of conflict. According to CIPD (2023b) and ACAS (2022), trends include:
· Conflict driven by organisational change, especially post-merger or restructuring scenarios where employees may feel uncertain, unheard, or at risk. In our case, merging teams with different work cultures and job security expectations may intensify this.
· Mental health-related conflict, with growing awareness of stress and burnout contributing to disputes over workload, boundaries, and management styles (Daniels, 2022).
· Values-based conflict, where employees challenge perceived unfairness, discrimination, or lack of transparency—particularly relevant in public service roles driven by ethical standards.
Such conflict may not always be formally raised through grievance procedures but can manifest through disengagement, informal complaints, or rising absence rates.

Industrial Sanctions and Trends
In parallel, industrial action and sanctions are evolving. The public sector has seen a significant uptake in union activity in recent years, partly driven by pay disputes, pension reform, and working conditions—exacerbated by inflation and underfunding.
Key developments include:
· Increased strike action, particularly across healthcare, education, and local government, with the NHS notably impacted. For example, the Royal College of Nursing led its first-ever strike in 2022, signalling a shift in tone and public tolerance for industrial unrest (Resolution Foundation, 2022).
· Shorter, targeted walkouts, often designed to maximise disruption with minimal time away—e.g. strikes during peak patient service periods or by specific professional groups like radiographers or junior doctors.
· Symbolic or partial action, such as working-to-rule or refusal to complete non-contractual duties, are common where full strikes are not legally or practically viable.
According to Armstrong and Taylor (2023), many industrial sanctions now reflect frustration not only with pay, but also with perceived lack of voice and fair treatment—issues that public sector mergers can intensify if not managed consultatively.

Implications for Our Organisation
Our post-merger context presents risk if new leaders underestimate the role of formal representation or fail to engage meaningfully with staff concerns. Without proactive involvement strategies and genuine consultation, we risk both conflict escalation and formal industrial responses.
In a unionised public sector environment, resolving conflict must go beyond policy adherence. As CIPD (2023a) and ACAS (2022) stress, strong communication, trust-building, and early dialogue are essential to preventing disputes from escalating into industrial action.

AC 2.3
Distinguishing Between Third-Party Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration
In our newly merged public sector organisation, it’s essential that incoming managers understand how formal conflict resolution methods differ. In a unionised, service-driven environment like the NHS, third-party interventions such as mediation, conciliation, and arbitration are often vital for maintaining workplace harmony and legal compliance (CIPD, 2023a).
Mediation is a voluntary, informal process involving a neutral third party who facilitates dialogue to help disputing employees reach mutual understanding. It’s particularly effective in resolving interpersonal conflict or tensions following organisational change. It promotes relationship repair and avoids formal grievance procedures (ACAS, 2022).
The CIPD (2023b) notes that mediation improves morale, especially when trust has been affected by change or uncertainty. However, it is non-binding and relies on the willingness of both parties to engage, making it less suitable for cases involving serious misconduct.
Conciliation, usually led by ACAS, is typically used to settle legal disputes before they reach an employment tribunal. It is more formal than mediation and applies when one party (often the employee) has made or is considering a legal claim, such as unfair dismissal or discrimination (Daniels, 2022).
Unlike mediation, conciliation can lead to legally binding outcomes, but it does not focus on repairing workplace relationships. In our context, conciliation might be used where an employee disputes a redundancy decision following the merger. ACAS Early Conciliation is a mandatory step before tribunal claims (ACAS, 2023).
Arbitration is the most formal and binding process. An independent arbitrator hears both sides and makes a final decision, often in collective disputes such as pay negotiations or working conditions. In unionised environments like the NHS, arbitration can avoid strikes and maintain service delivery (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023).
However, arbitration reduces control for both parties and is usually a last resort when other options fail. It’s especially relevant in high-stakes industrial disputes, where disruption must be minimised.


	Method
		
	Voluntary?



	Binding?
	Best Used For
	Key Limitation

		Mediation



	Yes
	No
	Repairing relationships, team conflict
	Depends on willingness of both parties


	Conciliation
	Yes
	Sometimes
	Pre-tribunal settlement (e.g. dismissal claims)
	Often used after relationships deteriorate

	Arbitration
	Yes/Agreed
	Yes
	Union disputes, pay negotiations
	Less flexible, parties surrender control




AC 3.1
Following the recent public sector merger, it is essential that new managers—particularly those with private sector backgrounds—understand the legal principles of unfair dismissal, especially where capability and misconduct are concerned. Mishandling such cases risks damaging employee relations, increasing tribunal claims, and affecting public confidence.
Under the Employment Rights Act 1996, employees currently need two years’ continuous service to qualify for general unfair dismissal protection (Daniels, 2022). However, certain dismissals are automatically unfair from day one, including those related to discrimination, whistleblowing, or asserting statutory rights (Equality Act 2010; ACAS, 2023). It is also worth noting that the government has proposed removing the two-year qualifying period altogether, introducing day-one rights for all unfair dismissal claims as part of the anticipated New Deal for Working People (CIPD, 2024). While this is not yet law, managers should remain aware of the potential shift.
Capability
Capability covers poor performance or ill health that prevents the employee from fulfilling their duties. In a healthcare setting, for example, if an advisor cannot manage safeguarding-related calls due to bereavement or mental health concerns, employers must first explore adjustments or alternative duties. If a condition qualifies as a disability under the Equality Act 2010, failing to make reasonable adjustments could result in claims of unfair dismissal and discrimination.
Dismissal on capability grounds should only occur after the employee has been supported with clear goals, reviews, training, and occupational health referrals. Where relevant, flexible working arrangements should also be considered, in line with the Employment Relations (Flexible Working) Act 2023 (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023).
Misconduct
Misconduct involves breaches of organisational standards or rules—e.g. persistent lateness, insubordination, or data breaches. Gross misconduct, such as violence or fraud, may justify summary dismissal. However, even in serious cases, dismissal can still be ruled unfair if the ACAS Code of Practice (2022) is not followed, including investigation, hearing, right to be accompanied, and the right to appeal.
In our merged organisation, consistent and impartial handling is essential—especially given existing union recognition and expectations around procedural fairness.
Fairness and Legal Risk
Dismissals must meet both substantive fairness (valid reason) and procedural fairness (fair process). Employees have three months minus one day from dismissal to bring a claim. ACAS Early Conciliation remains a mandatory step prior to tribunal (ACAS, 2023).
Ensuring managers understand the law and upcoming reforms is key to protecting staff and the organisation’s reputation during ongoing change.


AC 3.2
In the context of a newly merged public sector organisation, where changes in leadership and working practices may unsettle staff, understanding the root causes of grievances is vital to maintaining employee engagement and workplace harmony. Grievances typically arise when employees feel mistreated, ignored, or disadvantaged. Three of the most common causes are: poor management and communication, bullying or discrimination, and concerns about pay, workload or conditions.
1. Poor Management and Communication
A breakdown in management communication is one of the most frequently cited causes of formal grievances (CIPD, 2023). Employees may feel aggrieved if line managers are inconsistent, unclear, or fail to involve them in decisions affecting their roles. In a merged public sector environment, inconsistent leadership styles—particularly from incoming managers unfamiliar with unionised or consultative practices—can exacerbate this. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) stress that clear expectations and transparent dialogue help prevent escalation. Furthermore, the psychological contract—employees’ unwritten expectations—can be unintentionally breached during organisational change, triggering feelings of betrayal or disengagement (Daniels, 2022).
2. Bullying, Harassment, or Discrimination
Issues relating to bullying and discrimination remain a persistent source of grievance. The Equality Act 2010 protects employees from unlawful treatment based on protected characteristics such as race, sex, disability, and age. Daniels (2022) highlights that public sector employers, particularly those providing services to vulnerable groups, are expected to demonstrate high standards of inclusivity and respect. In newly merged teams, differences in culture or leadership style can unintentionally lead to exclusionary behaviours. The CIPD (2023) notes that robust diversity, equity, and inclusion policies must be underpinned by proactive training and fair procedures to avoid both formal grievances and reputational damage.
3. Pay, Workload, and Working Conditions
Concerns about excessive workload, unfair pay differentials, or inadequate working conditions can also prompt formal complaints—especially during restructuring or resource constraints. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) note that perceived unfairness in workload distribution, even if unintentional, can lead to conflict and disengagement. In the public sector, pay scales are often fixed, which may create frustration when merged organisations realign roles or responsibilities. Transparency in role evaluation and open communication with staff forums or trade unions is essential for managing expectations.
Ultimately, effective line management, fair processes, and early intervention are key to reducing grievance risk. In line with ACAS (2022) guidance, informal resolution should be encouraged, but formal routes must remain accessible and trusted by staff.

AC 3.3
In any organisation, but particularly during times of structural change like our recent public sector merger, how we handle grievances can have a profound impact on employee morale, trust, and organisational culture. When grievances are dealt with effectively, they help maintain workplace harmony, demonstrate integrity, and reduce the risk of escalation. Poorly managed, they can damage relationships, lead to disengagement or legal action, and undermine our credibility as a People function.
According to the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures (2022), employers must ensure that grievance processes are fair, transparent, and timely. This is especially important in a newly merged organisation, where staff may be adjusting to new teams, leadership styles, and procedures. If we’re seen to ignore or mishandle concerns, particularly where there are differences in legacy practices, we risk undermining confidence in the new structure and inviting resentment.
Grievances often arise where employees feel their voice isn’t being heard. The CIPD (2023) stresses that handling grievances promptly and objectively can actually strengthen relationships and improve employee engagement. It demonstrates to employees that their concerns are taken seriously and that fairness is more than just a policy on paper. That’s especially important in the public sector, where transparency and procedural consistency are under close scrutiny.
Effective grievance management also plays a critical role in reducing the risk of employment tribunal claims. The Employment Rights Act 1996 protects employees from unfair dismissal or detriment related to grievances, and tribunals will often consider whether the ACAS Code was followed. Failure to do so can lead to a 25% uplift in compensation awards. Daniels (2022) notes that public sector employers often face reputational risks beyond financial cost, making compliance and fairness non-negotiable.
From a practical perspective, early and informal resolution is ideal. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) recommend encouraging open dialogue before issues escalate. This could include facilitated conversations, structured check-ins, or line manager coaching. However, formal procedures must still be robust and accessible when needed—particularly in cases involving discrimination, bullying, or organisational decisions that significantly impact staff.
In a newly merged environment, where staff may feel uncertain or displaced, how we handle grievances will be seen as a test of the organisation’s values. Getting this right isn’t just about ticking boxes—it’s about fostering trust, reinforcing fairness, and demonstrating that despite all the change, people remain a priority.
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