


Introduction

This essay aims to discuss the importance of strong employee relations. This will be achieved by carrying out a PESTLE analysis of the employee relations framework, providing an insight into how past events have shaped employee relations today, an analysis of the current employee relations climate, and finally, a look into bodies workplaces should use for the future. 


Bedwell (2018) argues that employees are the greatest asset to businesses and are key stakeholders, therefore they should be treated as such by their employers. Employee relations is defined as 'the formal and informal, the economic, social and psychological connection between an employee and his or her employer' (Tsui & Wang, 2002 pg 78).  Employee relations are important to maintain a good level of business operations and productivity, and to help motivate and engage staff (Tansel & Gazîoğlu, 2014). Oxford Economics (2014) studied the costs of labour turnover in business and discovered that on average, it costs £5433 per worker replaced. Therefore, it is within the business' interest to main good employee relations, to retain staff. 






Main Body

Employment relations can be affected by multiple factors including the external environment such as competition, trends within the labour market and culture within an organisation (Blyton & Turnball, 1998). To better understand the employee relations framework in the UK, a PESTLE analysis can be performed. This is a framework used to assess the political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors affecting a business (CIPD, 2020a). A political factor affecting employee relations in the UK is the decline in trade unions. A trade union is a group of employees who come together for workers rights and to improve the workplace such as pay increases and better working conditions (UNISON, 2020). Sharp (2019) states that in 2018 there were 6.35 million UK union members compared to 13.2 million in 1979, a drop which can be attributed to Margaret Thatcher's battle against unions in the 1980s. A lower membership can result in employee voices not being heard by employers. Chu (2018) discusses that unions lead to a 10-15% higher wage for workers, however, as union membership is low, pay rates are likely to drag. This can leave employees dissatisfied and unmotivated to work, affecting their mental health and workplace performance. Topping (2017) explains that unions are under pressure to recruit due to a job cut in the public sector and more people are taking on casual work. As a result, these workers face difficulties with wages and job security due to a lack of representation which can ultimately affect their wellbeing. 

An economic factor currently affecting employee relations is the economic impact of the Covid-19 outbreak. Sen-Crowe, McKenney & Elkbuli (2020) state that Covid-19 is the biggest threat to public health caused by a respiratory virus since the Spanish Flu in 1918. Therefore, businesses have had to temporarily close and people must stay indoors. This has had major impacts on the UK economy. ONS (2020) states that 45% of businesses saw a decrease in turnover this year compared to the previous year and 4% of businesses have permanently shut. This downturn in the economy can create a sense of job insecurity for employees, who may feel their job is at risk. Herzberg (1959) created The Motivation-Hygiene Theory which can be found in Figure 1. The model consists of motivators which create employee motivation and hygiene factors which will not motivate but will create job dissatisfaction if they are not present. One of the hygiene factors is job security and therefore without this, employees will be dissatisfied and unmotivated within their role. 
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Figure 1: Two Factor Theory. (Source: Sanjeev & Surya, 2016). 

A social factor affecting employee relations is changing demographics including an ageing workforce. CIPD discovered an 8% increase in over 50s in the workforce between 1992 and 2013 and a 6% decrease in 18-24-year-olds in the workforce. CIPD (2013) believe this is due to an ageing population as well as the increased popularity of higher education for young adults. This can affect employee relations as employers may need to spend more on training the older workforce on new trends and technologies that younger people may be more familiar with. Additionally, with an ageing workforce comes increased health problems and so greater absenteeism could put more stress on existing colleagues causing conflict within the workplace.

A technological impact is the emergence of Artificial Intelligence (AI), which is the ability of a machine to carry out human-like actions and decisions (Hamet & Trembley, 2017).  An investigation carried out by CIPD discovered that half of UK workers believe that their job will change due to increased technology, with 32% of employees believing it will improve job quality (CIPD, 2020b). This positive outlook can improve productivity within the workforce. However, 30% of jobs could fall to AI in the 2030s (PWC, 2020).  Similarly, to the economic impacts, this can create a sense of insecurity and demotivate employees as they may not want to work towards a job that could cease to exist in the foreseeable future. Furthermore, these changes in technology can show that jobs are no longer lifelong as you are easier replaced now more than ever. 

A legal factor which could affect UK employers and employees is the new immigration policy for Brexit. CIPD (2020c) discusses how EU and non-EU migrants will be treated the same for work within the UK. As a result, businesses must learn to be less dependent on migrants as it will be harder and more expensive to employ these people. Therefore, they may have to distribute typical migrant jobs to current staff, putting additional work stress employees. 

Due to current environmental concerns, businesses must act ethically to play their part in being environmentally sustainable (Bellucci, Bini & Giunta, 2020). This pressure, however, had led to some business claiming they are ethical when they are not. For example, Volkswagen claimed their cars had 'clean diesel' to reduce harmful emissions, however it was discovered they rigged their cars with devices that underestimated emissions (Truth in Advertising, 2020). Environmental scandals such as this can damage employee relations as employees may not want to be associated with a business who does not put the environment at the forefront. Additionally, by lying to employees there may be a loss of trust between employers and employees. 

Employee relations are ever-changing and the framework in the present day has been shaped from past events.  One event shaping working lives today was the Winter of Discontent in 1978-79 which occurred under the rule of the Labour Party. The Labour Party was formed in 1900 with the main aim of protecting workers rights and allowing unions to bargain with employers to improve the working lives of employees (Lopez, 2014). The Winter of Discontent featured several strikes due to wage limits, in an attempt to fight inflation. Unions, however, were opposed to this limit and as a result, several strikes occurred across the country including lorry drivers, Ford Motors and domestic cleaners (ibid). This event resulted in a lack of trust for the Labour Party, with the Conservative Party winning the following election with Margaret Thatcher. Ozimek (2013) discusses how Thatcher believed unions had too much power, with Britain losing 62,000 worker years of production in the 1970s due to strikes. Most notably in her power was the Miners Strike, whereby Thatcher wanted to privatise industries, leading to her decision to close mines, leaving 20,000 unemployed (Smith, Shackel & Campbell, 2011). As a result, 165,000 miners went on strike which marked the beginning of the decline in the mining industry (ibid). These actions have shaped employee relations today. Firstly, union memberships never peaked again after Thatcher, with only one in four employees’ part of a union (Dromey, 2018). This means fewer workers are being represented within the workplace. Also, it could be argued that the core beliefs of the Labour Party are no longer held in the present day, with workers rights not at the forefront. Cutts et al (2020) support this, stating that in 2019 labour lost the votes of the working-class areas to the Conservative party and Bagehot (2018) states that Labour is no longer for the working class and appeals more to the middle class. This can leave the working class and those in traditional industrial jobs feeling unsupported, potentially leading to them not voting in elections. This lack of support that was fought for years ago, could lead to unmotivated and unhappy employees. 

Trade unions are still experiencing backlash today, particularly with the Trade Union Act which was drawn up in 2016. This act ensured that industrial action could only take place if the ballot turnout is 50%, to stop people’s lives being disrupted by a small number of union members (Boles, 2016). It could be argued that the government still believes unions hold too much power. Unions stand for workers rights, making it increasingly concerning for employees as their support system for the workplace is losing power. This can potentially cause tensions and lengthen the resolution time of workplace disputes.

Employee relationships often suffer from competing interests of those involved. Budd & Bhave (2008) compare interests of the three main parties involved: employees, employers and the state. Employees look for good pay, equality and job satisfaction, while employers look for profit maximisation and stakeholder value, and the state require dominance and economic growth. These differing priorities can often cause tension and result in action being taken. Strikes are a common outcome in the workplace, with pay being one of the biggest controversies. For example, McDonald's went on strike in 2019 demanding a pay increase from £8.21 to £15 per hour (Chapman, 2019). Rate of pay is difficult to resolve as employers strive for profit maximisation, however, employees need a wage to live off. By offering low wages, companies can suffer from a high turnover, with employees going to places with better pay. Another strike which occurred over conflicting interests is the current British Gas strike. Workers are striking due to the company threatening to fire and rehire 20,000 staff to keep their business model competitive (GMB Union, 2020). BITC (2019) states that in 2019, 39% of workers experienced mental health issues due to work. Therefore, British Gas' actions could add to this already high percentage by negatively affecting employee’s mental health through threatening behaviour.  Furthermore, this job insecurity can cause employees to worry about their livelihood and future, creating a lack of trust with their employer. 

To deal with conflicts, employee relations must be regulated. One way it can be regulated is through collective bargaining, which is a process whereby groups of workers unite with a representative to negotiate their employment terms (Doellgast & Benassi, 2020). EasyJet underwent a collective bargaining process in 2019 for a 13% pay rise and planned strikes (Unite the Union, 2019). However, EasyJet agreed to this pay rise showing that joining together as a group can magnify a problem can to employers, making it more likely for the desired outcome. ILO (2013) states that collective bargaining benefits employees by improving working conditions and benefits employers as workers are less likely to strike. This makes it mutually advantageous. However, due to union decline, fewer employees are protected by collective bargaining, with only 14.7% of the private sector protected in 2018 (Fulton, 2013). This decline will leave employees to individually bargain which is when an employer and employee discuss individual changes to a contract (TUC, 2019). However, as it is only one employee presenting the problem, employers are less likely to act, potentially leaving staff unhappy and demotivated within their role. 

CIPD (2020d) discusses how conflicts within the workplace are low, with report results showing that 78% of employers believe their work culture is good and 73% of employees saying their colleagues treat them with respect. This happy work culture will lower disputes and provide a more motivated and efficient workforce. Lower workplace conflicts could be the result of a strong employee relations strategy, whereby problems are resolved before conflict arises. However, this is more likely to be attributed to lower trade union membership. CIPD (2020d), however, also discovered that 20% of people in the workplace reject others for being different. Therefore, businesses need to do better to strengthen the relations with these people, to build a good rapport. ONS (2018) states that 2018 had the lowest number of working days lost since records began in 1996. This is a direct consequence of union decline as without unions workers are unable to strike. While this creates less conflict on the surface, employees could be silently suffering, creating workplace tension and weakening the employee relations strategy. 

With an uncertain future ahead, it is important businesses use supporting bodies to maintain employee relations. ACAS is the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service which is an independent body that advises employees and employers on employment rights and conflict resolution (ACAS, 2020a). ACAS aim to make working lives better. For people in Britain by strengthening employee relations (ibid). While union membership is rising, it is still low in comparison to the 1970s, therefore an independent body such as ACAS is important, so that's employees than still feel represented and can resolve conflict before going through a grievance or tribunal process. The ACAS report for 2019/20 states they held 15 Million web user sessions and 800,000 telephone calls during the year (ACAS, 2020b). This easy accessibility for help is useful, particularly with the Coronavirus outbreak where face to face contact is limited and conflicts cannot be as easily solved as before. Also, as a result of the outbreak, staying at home, including working from home became the new normal to curb the virus (Bonacini, Gallo & Scicchitano, 2020). This, however, has had detrimental impacts on employee mental health with employees experiencing stress and depression due to a new working life and potential job insecurity (Hamouche, 2020).  Therefore, having a helpline during this time can maintain employee wellbeing and strengthen employee relations. 

Another important body for the future is the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) which aims to make workplaces fair by challenging discrimination and promoting equality (EHRC, 2020). As discussed above, 20% of employees believe that some rejected for being different. Therefore, a body which promotes fairness and quality is essential for current and future workplaces to ensure employee relations remain strong. Additionally, as the PESTLE analysis discovered, the demographics within workplaces are changing, with an ageing workforce. The skillset and knowledge of an older employee can be different from younger, freshly graduated employees and so EHRC can help to ensure that older team members are not discriminated against or treated differently for needing additional training or taking longer to grasp new concepts. In addition to an ageing workforce, there is a greater presence of LGBTQ within businesses, who face greater aggression that non-LGBTQ members (Baker & Lucas, 2017). Therefore, with a presence of homophobic behaviour, it is important to have a body specialising in supporting targeted employees, to create an equal and positive workplace culture. 



















Conclusion
The importance of strong employee relations is more relevant than ever before. With external factors such as economic decline from Covid 19 and new laws for Brexit, workplaces are facing an uncertain future. Undoubtedly, the past has changed our current employee relations framework, with Dromey stating that only one in four employees are in a union, decline caused by Thatcher’s power in thew 1980s. Additionally, Cutts et al believe there has been a shift in values over time of the Labour Party. Additionally, with new acts being passed, it is now harder to act against employers with Union powers weakening. It is evident from Budd and Bhaves research that members of the employment relationship are aiming for different goals, which has resulted in strike action for McDonald's and British Gas. However, methods such as collective bargaining can prove vital to avoid such action being taken. Workplace conflicts and strike action are currently low, however once looked at in more depth, there is a clear correlation between this and union decline. Finally, with Covid-19 workplace changes and Baker & Lucas stating increased aggression towards LGBTQ employees, the need for public bodies such as ACAS and EHRC is important to maintain strong employee relations for the future. 
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