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According to the CIPD (2018a) employee relations (previously known as industrial relations) defines the collective relationship that the workforce has with their employers. At present, employee relations (ER) applies to individual and ‘collective workplace relationships’. The development of ER is a result of the lessening trade union influence and the growth of individual workplace rights.
However, Ellis (2016) points out that there are in fact various definitions of ER; the 2 main types being ‘regulatory nature of employee relations, and relationship-based.’ 
Gennard and Judge (2010, p225) explains the definition of regulatory ER as the reason to implement rules, agreements and regulations to manage ER. Managing ER is visible within organisations through staff policies, handbooks and collective and individual agreements between managers, trade unions and employees. Employment law also impacts how ER are regulated through the development of government legislations such as the Equality Act 2010. 
The other definition mentioned by Ellis (2016) is the relationship-based approach stated by the CIPD Factsheet (2015). They set forth that a crucial part of ER is the individual relationships and guiding line managers on creating trust-based relationships with their employees. 
Those with an industrial relations perspective claim that ER is in fact indeterminate (Colling and Terry, 2010). Indeterminate is defined as ‘not exactly known or established’(Oxford Dictionary, ND); meaning that there’s no exact definition of ER as it varies within different organisations. The benefits gained by the employees such as wages can be set, however the control gained by employers has a different premise. Collins (2007) describes a contract of employment as “incomplete” as the detail of work is up to the employer’s discretion. When employing, the amount of work set isn’t definite, instead the employers invest in the employees’ capability to work (Simon, 1951). It is necessary that employees are motivated to work through encouragement, benefits and promotion. 
The traditional view on ER stem from Fox’s (1966) work; suggesting that managers view their relationship with employees in 2 ways; unitarist and pluralist. The unitarist relationship is where managers see the organisation and workers as one ‘united team’. Where everyone has the same views, little conflict, harmonisation and all heading in the same direction. Whereas the pluralists approach has similar and different views belonging to the workers and the organisation. There’s more control, mechanism, procedures and rules. Different agendas can lead to conflict; conflict is inevitable with a pluralist relationship (Fox, 1966).
In extension to Fox’s (1966) views, there are 2 more. Firstly, is the economic view; this is where ER is based on money. A worker seen as working for money, and working harder for more money could be perceived as having an economic view (Budd 2011, p58).
Then there is the psychological contract. This is what is expected of the employees by their employer and also the obligations the employer has to the employees; the unwritten terms. If either body believes that the expectations haven’t been met, that leads to a breakdown of the psychological contract (Guest and Conway 2002, p22). 

The 3 core bodies involved in employee relationships whom all have particular and influential roles are employees and their representatives (trade unions), management and the government. 
The law defines trade unions as an organisation made up of “workers of one or more description and whose principle purposes include the regulations of relations between workers and employers” (Trade Unions and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992, Section 1 (TULRCA)). Trade unions work with and support people to improve employee regulations, support their members and contribute the employees’ agenda; trade unions are separate from the government and management. 
According to Nowak (2015), the purpose of trade unions is “to win fairness, justice and equality for working people”. Members can be represented as individuals, however, trade unions can apply higher influence on management when operating collectively. 
Trade unions help influence decisions on various organisational issues/changes such as pay, policies, pension schemes to ensure positive employee relationships and outcomes for their members (Ellis, 2016).
The largest UK trade union is UNITE with around 1.42 million members in 2015. However, since 1976 the number of trade union memberships has declined as shown in Table 1.1.
	Table 1.1 Trade Union Membership levels 1976-2016

	Date
	Members (Millions)

	1976
	12.1

	1986
	10.6

	1996
	7.9

	2006
	7.6

	2016
	6.8



Trade Union Statistics (Gov, 2018)
The statistics shown in Table 1.1 shows the decline in union membership levels over the past 40 years; suggesting that the impact trade unions have on ER has declined. According to Rose (2008) there are 4 reasons that union memberships levels have dropped.
Firstly, organisational policies determined by human resource management (HRM) have increased the identity of ER, which contradicts what trade unions depend on. Secondly, membership levels declined due to the rise in unemployment associated with business cycles. Finally, legislations that aim to lessen the influence that trade unions have and the change in workforce structure has also been a factor to the drop in union memberships (Rose, 2008).
The drop in union membership levels and the unlikelihood of increasing trade union influence is restricted. Along with the reasons outlined by Rose (2008), trade unions have their own problems to defeat to be able to have a higher impact on ER. Problems including, organising on a global basis, researching the potential for engaging new and existing trade union members using social media, attract and retain younger members (Ellis, 2016). According to the Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS 2013) although the drop in membership numbers in smaller private sectors is continuing, the numbers in other sectors are relatively strong; in the public sectors, trade unions maintain a superior role.
The phrase ‘management’ is associated with processes, groups of people and systems of authority which are all applicable in regulating ER. The management process incorporates the delivery of people and work, the system of authority dependant on power and through working individually or as a group, are responsible for the operations within organisations (Ellis, 2016). Management supplies the organisation’s agenda.
Depending on the management style embraced, the ER will be affected; it has an impact on the day-to-day tendencies and it’s possible for managers to move between different styles. Sisson (2010, p235) suggests that management role in ER has heightened in comparison with trade unions and government roles. Kilroy and Dundon (2015) established 3 types of front-line managers; organisational leader enforces HRM policy selectively and is seen as the most dominant management style. Policy enactor achieves HRM policy rigidly, and Employee coach puts HRM policy into practice in a modified way depending on the situation/employee and contributes to employee commitment. 
The government contains the current Conservative Government (led by Theresa May) and other government agencies (e.g. Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) and the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC)) who enforce the government’s policies on ER. The government greatly influences ER as the various roles it plays in ‘the public sector, through agencies and as a legislator’; all focusing on developing precarious areas of ER (Ellis, 2016). The government impacts ER management through its employer and legislator roles; using its roles to establish good practice in ER and becoming a ‘model employer’ (Ellis, 2016).
There’s various opinions on the definition of ‘model employer’, and since 1979, succeeding governments are attempting to improve the efficiency of the public sector whilst seeking inspiration from the private sector to influence policies and procedures; leading to the introduction of private sector ER related policies and procedures. 
Alongside the government’s employer role, the government can also have an effect on how ER is managed through its legislator role. The UK enforces employment law which emerges from the UK Parliament and the European Union (EU); with employment law increasing over the last 25 years. Due to this, new legislations are brought in every 6 April or 1 October to control legislative changes (Ellis, 2016). 
In 1997, the UK embraced a European dimension to its policies and procedures and implementing EU law. The European dimension is described as “a strong welfare state, a partnership between government, employers and workers, and minimum standards at work” (IRS 1997). The presence of EU is clear in government policies which improve the partnership between trade unions and management. EU law is visible in legislations surrounding flexible working and reward; demonstrating how the EU law candidly effects ER.
Using agencies like ACAS and EHRC, the UK government has authority on ER. ACAS is funded by the government but is described as an independent body with the purpose to better organisations through ER; by providing advice, information and training to employers and employees (ACAS). A way that shows how the government controls ER systems through its agents is that since 2015, every Employment Tribunal (ET) claims are logged at ACAS to try and distinguish issues informally. 
In 2007, 3 equality organisations; Equal Opportunities Commission, Commission for Racial Equality, and the Disability Rights Commission, merged to form EHRC (Equinet, 2019). The purpose of EHRC are to implement discrimination legislation and support equal opportunities (EHRC, 2019). The EHRC has control over the management of ER to obtain the government’s equality commitments.
The CIPD (2019) describe employee voice as “the ability of employees to express their views, opinions, concerns and suggestions, and for these to influence decisions at work’. Employee voice allows employees the chance to have their say on matters to affect the decisions made by management (Benson and Brown, 2010).
Originally, employee voice was related to trade unions, where employees would have to go through trade unions to have their issue heard. However, with the decline in membership this is no longer the case. There has been an incline in non-trade-union structure of employee voice where employees are now communicating with management without any third-party involvement (Ellis, 2016).
Ellis (2016) states the 2 predominant ways of employee voice are employee participation and employee involvement. Employee participation requires employees to partake in organisational decisions with representatives. E.g. consultation committees. Whereas employee involvement involves managers implementing practices with employees to earn ideas and assistance. E.g. email communications and problem-solving groups. The Workplace Employment Relations Survey suggests that downward communication as oppose to upward communication is key in contemporary organisations; illustrating the growth in non-trade-union ways of employee voice. 
Before 2005, the use of employee voice in the workplace was optional until the Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations were enforced; giving legal grounding to be consulted regarding workplace matters. The CIPD (2011) claim that employee voice Is beneficial for both employers and employees. 
Employers can assure that employee’s skills are being used and are more valued leading to increase in productivity and contribution. The reputation of the organisation remains high with reduced conflict between employers and employees. Whereas, employees have better job satisfaction because of their increase in influence and gaining opportunities to develop their skills (CIPD, 2011a).
Wilkinson et al (2010) research implies that there are different impacts depending on the type of employee voice practice used. It’s believed that employee voice practices have different importance in comparison to other; enabling employees to impact the decisions made in the organisation. 
There are various ways employees can get their voice heard; through employee representatives, employee involvement, participation and consultation. 
Involving employees in changes and decision making through representatives is called employee participation. This scheme relies on managers and employee representatives to regularly meet for scheduled or ad hoc meeting. Employee participation approaches include; collective representation, partnership schemes, joint consultation and employee forums. 
Legally, employers must inform and consult employees regarding organisational issues if there’s 50 or more employees (GOV, 2019). Employees need to be told about upcoming decisions, be consulted; giving their opinions and be provided with a formal agreement stating the process. Once a request for a formal agreement has been set, negotiations must begin no later than 3 months, and can last up to 6 months. Employer and employee representatives must previously decide on the subjects to be covered by the formal agreement, ensuring all employees are covered. 
In contrast, employee involvement is where managers gain ideas and opinions directly from employees to improve current organisational processes without the involvement of representatives. (Hyman and Mason 1995). The techniques used by managers include, digital media, suggestion schemes, groups and forums, engagement survey and working groups. The mechanisms in place must result quickly to prevent employees from losing faith. 
Misbehaviour is explained by Wiener and Vardi (1996) as individuals who intentionally violate organisational standards. Sabotaging, harassing, stealing and misleading are all examples of misbehaviour. Whereas conflict will naturally occur in an organisation between 2 parties who disagree on a matter and need to find a solution. Conflict is defined by Mullins (2005) as a behaviour destined to prevent someone’s achievement/goals, which stems from the incompatibility of goals arising from opposing behaviours. 
Conflict is believed to be unavoidable and provides necessary change in alignment with a pluralist view. (Ellis, 2016). Therefore, it’s crucial that organisations have a system in place to successfully manage conflict at work. In comparison, the unitarist view of ER sees that conflict is a negative result of lack of communication and trust, occurring rarely as conflict shouldn’t exist. Sisson (2010) claims that conflict can involve both individuals and groups with different expressions. 
There are different ways that conflict is seen in the workplace; organised and unorganised conflict. Organised conflicts such as strikes, protests, boycotts and work-to-rule normally work on a collective basis. Organised conflicts approved by trade unions are official, however any conflicts which haven’t been formally agreed are unofficial organised conflicts. Unorganised conflicts (misbehaviour) such as theft, sabotage and absences occur individually or collectively.
Strikes were commonly linked with conflict at work, with over 24.9 million working days lost from strike action in 1979. This has declined in the UK to 788,000 working days lost due to strike action in 2014 (ONS). The drop in trade union membership levels supports the drop in strike action. Without the force behind the trade unions, it’s difficult to generate lawful and significant strike action (Ellis, 2016).
Organisational based elements including reward systems, uncertainty regarding responsibility and power differentials, as well as interpersonal factors such as errors, personal traits and poor communication can cause conflict. Conflict often happens with change and can lead to positive change; without the issue raised there can’t be any improvement. 
Today, conflict is linked with individuals rather than with collective forms, conveyed as grievances, absence and complaints to employment tribunals. In 2007 there were 8 grievances per organisation each year which leaped to 22.3 in 2011 in accordance to the CIPD’s (2011b) Conflict Management Survey. ACAS (2019a) encourage conflict to be dealt with informally and it’s essential that the ACAS code of practice is abided by (ACAS, 2019b).
The growth in employment tribunal claims between 2008/09 and 2009/10 induced the government to increase qualifying length of service for claiming to attempt to lower the number of claims (Ellis, 2016). Although the increase in the length of service to bring a claim to trial did decrease the number of claims brought forward, it didn’t decrease the amount of conflict that were occurring in the workplace. Conflict has undesirable effects on ER despite if managers adopt a pluralist view. 
ACAS provide a service which help employers notice, understand, manage and overcome conflict in the workplace. Once conflict in the workplace has been brought to the employer’s’ attention, its crucial that ACAS’ advisory booklet is followed. ACAS state that resolving conflict can be done in 3 ways; conciliation, arbitration and mediation (ACAS, 2019c).
Conciliation requires an impartial specialist to manage a dispute between 2 or more parties. It works similarly to mediation but is known as conciliation when the process works on the background of a potential claim to an employment tribunal (ACAS, 2019c). Conciliation can be used between employers and trade unions; known as collective conciliation. Conciliation also provides clear advice about the strengths, weaknesses and ways of resolving the case without going to a hearing; and is voluntary, free, impartial and confidential. ACAS (2019c) have recorded that 70% of cases have been settled using conciliation without having to go to employment tribunals. The process is usually managed over the telephone, meaning both parties don’t have to talk to each other. 
Mediation occurs when it’s unlikely that a claim will be brought to employment tribunal and is commonly used when managing conflict at work; usually dealing with conflict early on. Likewise, to conciliation, mediation also requires impartial specialists to work on diffusing disputes between 2 or more parties. Both parties will meet with the mediator separately and then together, occasionally more than once. The advantages are that, the mediator will be impartial, use effective techniques to understand the problem, provide new ideas and maintain the working relationship (ACAS, 2019c). 
ACAS (2019c) describe arbitration as an independent specialist who listens to each parties’ perspective and provides a conclusive decision. Arbitration is an easier option to tribunal hearing and is only available to cases which fall under the unfair dismissal/flexible working brackets. 
The ACAS code of conduct (2019d) expresses the importance of investigating the situation to gather true facts. The code of conduct must be abided by to ensure fair and reasonable procedure. The employee must be notified in writing of the accused misconduct/poor performance, providing evidence and time of hearing. The employee has a right to be accompanied and to respond giving their side of the story. Once the hearing has drawn, an appropriate action must be decided; written/final written warning or dismissal. 
To reduce conflict, ACAS (2019c) advise managers to have training specialising in conflict, ensuring procedures are dealt with fairly/consistently, recognising and dealing with the conflict as soon as it occurs to prevent it from being condoned and to incorporate ACAS within the organisational policies/procedures. 
CIPD (2018b) state that good ER is crucial for performance and employee’s must be treated fairly to reduce conflict. When conflict arises, employers must attempt to manage the situation informally in the first instance, however when informal mechanisms aren’t effective, disciplinary/grievance procedures must be followed. 
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