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Understanding the Management of Employment Relations
1.
Historically employee relations was known as industrial relations which described the collective relationship between the employer and their employees; the decline of trade union membership and industrial action are notably key reasons for the decline of the industrial relationship. Now employee relations describe the relationship between the employer and employee, with a focus on both individual and collective relationships; sustaining the employee relationship is complex as employee relations can be shaped and influenced by a range of factors including the different parties involved such as line management involvement (CIPD, 2018; Ellis, 2016).
Employee relations has two main definitions; regulatory based and relationship based. The traditional regulatory definition highlights the importance of regulation thus seeing the employee relationship regulated through the establishment of rules, regulations and agreements; policies, staff handbooks, collective and individual agreements and external sources such as employment law regulate the employee relationship. The relationship-based definition recognises the importance of individual relationships such as the new focus on line managers to create trusting relationships with their staff; this definition builds commitment and trust, encourages staff to display discretionary effort and reflects HRM developments (Ellis, 2016).
Positive employee relations can result in high levels of commitment, engagement and involvement which can contribute to achieving business outcomes and maintaining employee wellbeing. Ellis (2016) describe the employment relationship as being shaped by turbulent internal and external environments; influencing factors include labour markets, power relations and legal frameworks.  
The labour market has changed and evolved thus impacting the external environment of the employment relationship. CIPD (2013) Megatrends report identify seven labour market influences including technological change and globalisation; this influence may have both a positive and negative effect as technological advancements can improve communications thus advancing employee involvement, however, globalisation can be blamed for competition between organisations resulting in reducing labour costs. Legal regulation has increased thus becoming an important part of the management of employment relationship. Legal frameworks encourage behaviours and regulate management for example family-friendly policies and discrimination legislation. The employment contract highlights the association between legal framework and employee relations; the employment contract details the express terms of the employment relationship however, it is argued that the contract is unfair as the employer holds the power and can ultimately define the terms of the contract which the employee would be obliged to accept (Ellis, 2016). However, the balance of power can shift to employees occasionally, for example during tight labour markets the employee has more value and power to define terms, or if the employer has not followed organisational policy or employment legislation. 
The indeterminate nature of employment relations concerns three aspects of the employment relationship namely; indeterminacy, unequal and dynamic. Indeterminacy concerns the employment contract, unlike other forms of contracts which involve the exchange of money for goods or services, the employment contract is the exchange of money for the capacity to provide labour; employers must ensure the standards of performance is understood by the employee to secure the full value of the purchased labour. Unequal highlights that the employment relationship is unequal as the power is generally held with the employer as employees are more limited to where they choose to work, whereas employers have many resources and the ability to replace underperforming employees. The indeterminacy and unequal aspects bring about the dynamic aspect of the employment relationship; it is dynamic through the coexistence of conflict and cooperation; whilst management strategies focus on increasing labour power, employers shouldn’t exert their power to gain cooperation as employees could react negatively. There is always an underlying conflict between employer and employee which can arise during times of crisis (Colling and Terry, 2010). 
Unitarist and pluralist perspectives are two perspectives in which managers view the employment relationship. The unitarist perspective views the organisation and employees as a united team who work together behind management authority to achieve organisational goals; unitarists view employment relationships as harmonic and assume there is no conflict. Whereas, the pluralist perspective recognises that conflict is inevitable as employers and employees have different interests and agendas which can cause tension and conflict; employers are seeking to maximise profits whereas employees want to achieve career progression and maximise their income. Both employer and employee can have shared interests, but the different interests and agendas should be managed well such as through grievance procedures to minimise conflict (Ellis, 2016). 
Economic exchange and psychological contract are two alternative perspectives on employee relationships. The economic exchange views the employee relationship as purely a financial transaction whereas, the employee works for money therefore productivity could increase with more money; this perspective is criticised as it fails to recognise other reasons for working such as fulfilment (Ellis, 2016). CIPD (2019) define the psychological contract as “the expectations, beliefs and obligations, as perceived by the employer and the worker” therefore the employer and employee both recognise they have obligations towards each other; the obligations include job security, trust and perceived fairness. If the psychological contract is fulfilled, it is suggested that it will positively impact the employment relationship and associated behaviours (Ellis, 2016).
2.
The Trade Unions and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 describe trade unions as workers whose main purpose is to regulate relations between employers and employees (Legislation, ND). Trade unions regulate employment relationships by representing employee interests to ensure democracy in the workplace; trade unions can represent members individually however, they are more influential collectively. Trade unions emerged as workers wanted to re-balance the power in employment relationships, so employer and employee has an equal distribution of power. Trade unions will work with Government and management however, they remain independent from these parties (Ellis, 2016). Trade unions impact employee relations as they work to improve the quality of the employment relationship between employers and employees through collective bargaining for better pay, benefits and conditions, political campaigning and industrial action (UNISON, ND); as such, they rely on negotiation and consultation processes (Ellis, 2016). 
At its peak, there was 20-million trade union members however, it continuously declines with only 6.5-million UK trade union members in 2013 (The Economist, 2015) therefore, suggesting that trade unions have less influence on employee relations now and the future prospects of increasing influence is limited (Ellis, 2016). Rose (2008) identify four reasons for the decline of trade union memberships; HRM policies promote individual employment relationships; the rise of unemployment; legislation specifically developed to reduce memberships and; a changing workforce has seen a decline or disappearance of industries such as mining. Topping (2017) adds that the rise of the gig economy and public sector cuts are also responsible for the decline however, trade union membership is especially important now with the rise of precarious jobs resulting in less access to sick pay, job protection and an increase in temporary workers. 
Management refers to; a system of authority dependent on the power relations through rules; a group of people who facilitate organisational operations; or a process such as the organisation and delivery of work. Management can influence and impact the employment relationship and the adopted management style will determine whether the employment relationship will be sustained. Historically, management’s role in employee relations was somewhat unimportant compared to trade unions and the government however, it has become increasingly a major force and influence for employee relations (Sisson, 2010). 
Kilroy and Dundon (2015) identified three front-line manager (FLM) styles in their research namely organisational leader, policy enactor and employee coach. The policy enactor implements HRM rigidly ensuring it is clear what HRM practice is applied and why, also relying on hierarchy and policy to manage; the employee views the policy enactor as HRM dominant whilst other interactions such as one-to-ones are less of a priority. The organisational leader implements HRM policy selectively and uses policies as a support for the employee relationship instead, relying on the employee relationship to manage and often uses their initiative to go beyond HRM policy; the employee perceives the organisational leader positively. The employee coach tailors their approach to each employee and uses HRM policies to advance employee competence, relying on coaching skills to manage; employees perceive the employee coach as having an individual interest in their development. Employees identified a dominant leader style in the organisational leader and associated the employee coach with employee commitment therefore, the adopted management style affects the employee outcome (Ellis, 2016).
Many management types exist which could cause confusion for managers seeking to adopt a style however, it is suggested that different management styles co-exist in organisations and that it may be beneficial for management to shift between styles (Ellis, 2016).
The government, currently formed by MPs from the Conservative party (Parliament, ND) implement employee relations policies whereas, Government agencies focus on improving problematic areas of the employee relationship thus both influencing the employment relationship. 
Due to the size of the public sector, the government is a major employer for central and local government and the NHS; as such, through the terms of their employment relationships the government can influence policy and practice. Traditionally public sector jobs were associated with job security, attractive pension schemes and pay thus the government was perceived as a good employer. However, there has been a detrimental effect to public sector employment relationships as different governments have attempted to increase public sector efficiencies by adopting private sector approaches to policy, resulting in changes to pension schemes, reduced job security and performance-related pay (Ellis, 2016). 
The government acts as legislator in the employment relationship by implementing chosen employment laws from the UK and the EU. The UK is committed to adopting a European dimension to employment law; the EU is associated as a strong welfare state with set minimum working standards; as such EU directives played a key role in improving the working environment, for example by expanding protected characteristics categories to protect more people, paid holiday and parental leave (Landau, 2016).
The government indirectly influence employment relationships through its government agencies such as Acas (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service) and EHRC (Equality and Human Rights Commission). Acas provides impartial advice to employers and employees on all aspects of workplace relations, prevents conflict by producing statutory codes of practice, and promotes good practice through training programmes (Acas, ND). To reduce the volume of tribunal claims, in 2014 the government introduced a requirement for all tribunal claims to go to Acas first to resolve the claim outside of tribunal if possible; this demonstrates the indirect influence government has on employee relations via government agencies (Ellis, 2016). 
The government formed the EHRC to deliver its equality agenda by enforcing discrimination legislation and promoting equal opportunities in society, with an aim of eradicating discrimination from all workplaces. Part of the government’s commitment to this is knowing that discrimination does not cater for effective employee relationships therefore, through the enforcement of discrimination legislation, the government is indirectly influencing the employee relationship (Ellis, 2016).
3.
Employee voice are practices in which employees communicate their views and influence the actions of their employer. Employee voice can; increase productivity by utilising employee skills and knowledge; innovation; increase the organisation’s reputation resulting in successful recruitment; increase co-operation between employer and employee therefore reducing conflict; and enhancing the employment relationship thus contributing to organisational success. Similarly, employees will feel valued, will be more committed to achieving the organisation’s goals, have increased job satisfaction and opportunities to develop their skills (CIPD, 2019; Ellis, 2016). Furthermore, Johns and Ellis (2016) state that employee voice can enable employee engagement as employees will feel valued as their views are sought-out and listened to therefore, increasing trust and the quality of the relationship with management. However, when employee voice is not undertaken correctly, employees may seek other communication channels to express their views such as social media, and damaging management integrity instilling a ‘them and us’ culture (Acas, ND). 
Traditionally employee voice has been associated with trade unions as to have any impact, employee voice had to be communicated through trade union representatives. However, the decline of trade union membership suggests that employee voice no longer depends on trade unions, and if trade unions were involved, it would only enhance the impact. Employee voice is increasingly seen in direct communication between management and employees, individually and collectively without third-party or trade union input (Ellis, 2016). 
Employee voice takes two forms; employee participation and employee involvement. Employee participation is when employees use the organisation’s employee representatives to participate in decision-making. Employee participation can take many forms including: joint consultation which considers issues of common interest or key importance to parties involved at unionised and non-unionised workplaces; collective representation to regulate terms and conditions such as pay through negotiations between senior management and employee representatives; and employee forums where management meets with groups of employees, who are non-union or a mix of union and non-union, to share information and/or consultation (Ellis, 2016; CIPD, 2019). 
Employee involvement is where management gain employee ideas and co-operation through the introduction of practices including: attitude surveys to better understand employee views and experiences; suggestion schemes allowing employees to put ideas forward to management, who are then rewarded if the idea is implemented; and social technology such as Yammer provides a platform to express views, opportunities to informally network with colleagues and facilitating conversations between management and employees (Ellis, 2016; CIPD, 2019) 
Employee partnership can take the form of partnership schemes which use mutual co-operation between employers and employee representatives to tackle issues as opposed to the traditional conflicting relationship, thus promoting a high commitment to sharing information (CIPD, 2019). John Lewis department store models a democratic structure through its employee-owned partnership model which gives employees a share of the company and trusting employees to be involved in key decision-making thus, improving productivity, commitment and the employment relationship (CIPD, 2017; Kingsley, 2012; John Lewis Partnership, ND).
The Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations were implemented in 2005, promoting meaningful consultation exercises and information exchanges, by providing employees with a legal right to be informed and consulted about issues within the organisation including the organisation’s economic situation, employment prospects or substantial changes in the organisational structure or contractual relations (Acas, ND). Whilst the regulations have provided organisations with legal compliance, Ellis (2016) states that the regulations are loosely interpreted by employers therefore, whilst employers exchange information and perform consultation exercises, employees may not be any better informed or influential in decision-making and future business plans. 
Wilkinson et al, 2010, (cited in Ellis, 2016 p.115) believe that employee voice practices differ in the impact achieved, stating that some practices are of more importance and provide a broader range of issues therefore, enabling employees to be more influential in the organisation’s decision making. Therefore, they determine that the practices can be evaluated by their depth and scope, for example they believe that information sharing practices are shallow and narrow in their depth and scope which reduces employee’s potential to influence decisions; whereas, they believe consultation exercises have a broader scope and higher importance. This highlights that different employee voice practices have varying degrees of influence for employees therefore, employers should consider the advantages and disadvantages when adopting their employee voice practice (Ellis, 2016). 
4. 
Conflict is discontent which has arisen due to perceived clash of interests which can occur on an individual or collective basis and take different expressions (Sission, 2010). Pluralists believe conflict is inevitable due to the wide range of interests involved in the employment relationship therefore, it is essential to have processes in place to manage conflict. Whereas, unitarists believe that due to the harmonic employment relationship, conflict is not the norm but the exception (Ellis, 2016). Furthermore, Purcell (2014) states that line managers are central to conflict as they are always involved from causing it or to dealing with conflict. 
Conflict can be positive in workplace relationships as it can create healthy competition resulting in increased performance. However, conflict can damage working relationships and escalate if it is not addressed. Conflict can be costly for an organisation: management may be focussed on conflict as opposed to business needs; the financial cost of formal processes such an Employment Tribunals; decreased productivity; and absence and recruitment costs (CIPD, 2019).
Individual conflict occurs between colleagues due to personalities clashing, difference of professional opinions or personal issues being brought into the work environment; this often results in accusations of bullying and harassment therefore, line managers should encourage open dialogue to achieve early intervention and reduce the risk of escalation. Individual conflict can occur between employee and manager as the employee may not appreciate the adopted leadership style or feel unfairly treated (Acas, ND). 
Collective conflict occurs between teams or large groups of employees and management. Conflict within teams can be due to rivalry within the team, resentment and disagreements about the team’s goals. Tuckman’s team formation model identifies five key stages teams experience; notably conflict occurs during the storming phase therefore, based on Tuckman’s model, conflict is essential to develop into a successful team (Acas, ND; MindTools, ND). Conflict between employees and management can occur due to low morale or specific issues such as pay, health and safety and lack of consultation (Acas, ND). 
Conflict can take the form of organised and unorganised conflict. Organised conflict usually occurs collectively and is typically associated with strikes but extends to boycotts, protests, demonstrations and instigating a ‘go-slow’. Unorganised conflict, sometimes known as misbehaviour, can occur individually or collectively and is associated with sabotage, theft, absence and resignation (Ellis, 2016). Industrial action is a range of actions employees utilise to pressure their employer including strikes, overtime bans and ‘working-to-rule’; official industrial action has been organised and authorised by a trade union, whereas, unofficial industrial action has not been authorised or endorsed by a trade union. Trade unions must arrange a legal ballot to organise an official strike and provider employers with two weeks’ notice; however, some official industrial action is illegal in some professions including prison officers. Employees partaking in unofficial industrial action will not be able to claim unfair dismissal if dismissed whereas, it is automatically unfair to dismiss an employee partaking in official industrial action during the statutory protection period (CIPD, 2017).
Conflict in contemporary organisations is generally individual, expressed through grievances, absences and tribunal claims. Grievances and tribunals claims have increased in recent years therefore, organisations are increasing their investment in conflict resolution to minimise any detrimental effects caused by conflict. Line managers are increasingly being trained to increase their understanding of the legal framework surrounding discipline and grievance and to deal with difficult conversations to aid early resolution internally. However, external intervention, such as Acas, can be appointed to support conflict resolution when internal attempts have failed (Ellis, 2016). 
Acas uses arbitration, conciliation and mediation techniques to resolve conflict. Arbitration can be utilised when an employee believes they have been unfairly dismissed or have a complaint regarding flexible working and is a faster and simpler alternative to tribunal; an independent arbitrator will hear and evaluate the dispute and issue a binding decision. Conciliation uses an independent unbiased person to find a mutual resolution to a dispute which may result in an employment tribunal; conciliation is free, impartial and independent to the tribunal service and offers a quick solution which may save the breakdown of the employment relationship. Mediation is similar to conciliation as it uses an independent unbiased person to find a mutual resolution to a dispute, however, the dispute is unlikely to go to employment tribunal. Unlike arbitration, mediation and conciliation agreements are non-binding (Acas, ND). 
The use of mediation will likely increase as the government conflict resolution reform promotes the use of informal approaches to conflict resolution however, CIPD note mediation as most suitable in relationship breakdown rather than disciplinary issues; this suggests that mediation has its limitations and there is not a universal approach to resolving conflict (Ellis, 2016). 
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