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Director Briefing Paper: Representation, conflict and resolution at work. (419 Words) 
This paper aims to strengthen employee relations by providing a detailed understanding of the following key areas within our newly merged public organisation to support our recently appointed leadership and people practice team.

1. Employee involvement and participation (AC1.1) 
There is ongoing debate regarding the distinction between Employee Involvement (EI) and Employee Participation (EP), as these concepts often overlap. While interconnected, they differ based on management approaches and the extent of employee input to policy and decision-making (Rumbles and Scott 2016).

Figure 1: Continuum of employee participation (Rose 2008,pp334)
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EI operates primarily at task and role level providing information. It focuses on informal communication between managers and employees, with the aim of improving individual or team productivity through enhanced problem-solving. This approach typically involves limited decision-making and focuses on motivating employees through job-related interactions (Quain 2025).
EP extends beyond EI offering employees formal opportunities to influence strategic decisions affecting their work. Often facilitated through joint consultation and decision-making mechanisms including work committees and quality circles, increasing employee control. EP success needs a supportive organisational culture where different ideas are openly considered and valued (Rose 2008).
Employee involvement and participation (EIP) is organised through formal and informal methods. These include EP direct-formal approaches involving structured interactions, especially meetings or consultation sessions. Informal EI approaches occur through team briefings or natural information exchanges including shift change-over, supporting real-time feedback and problem-solving (Marchington 2015).
The Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations 2004 require employers (50+ employees) to consult staff if triggered by 2% workforce support, though practical impact remains limited (IPA 2015, ACAS 2022a).
Some argue the need for formal mechanisms may indicate a lack of genuine EIP, as effective environments naturally support ongoing engagement. Implementing varied EIP mechanisms across various organisational levels in our large organisation is crucial to address possible dissatisfaction at the different grades. Research shows satisfaction is reduced at non-managerial roles. Therefore, EIP will help to improve employee trust and collaboration at all levels (People Management 2021, Francis-Davies 2025).
Enhanced EIP leads to Industrial Democracy (ID), characterised by shared decision-making and active employee contributions in governance processes. 


Figure 2: Conceptional framework of EI/EP (Gennard et al 2016,pp.218)
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Despite EIP benefits, certain people practitioners remain completely focused on reactive measures specifically collective bargaining or individual dispute resolution as the part of their industrial relations strategy. 22% of organisations are not achieving key work relationship targets, with 40% reporting insufficient employee-relations funding. Expanding the scope and utilisation of EIP builds trust, enhances staff well-being, and creates resilient, high-performing environments (Kaufman 2014, Quinn 2023, Rowsell 2024).
Broader implementation of EIP will also strengthen employee voice (EV), engagement, improved problem-solving, and motivation, while supporting positive workplace relationships (Ellis 2022, Quain 2025).












2. Union and non-union employee representation (AC1.2)                                   (442 Words) 
While both union and non-union employee representation aim to enhance workplace engagement, conditions, and employee relations, they differ in purpose, scope, and legal protection (Alling and Suff 2024).  
UK union membership has declined from thirteen million in 1979 to 6.4 million in 2023, with only 22.4% of the workforce unionised. Unions remain influential in the public sector, where nearly four million members are concentrated in industries such as education, public administration, health, and social care. Consequently, union engagement is particularly relevant to our organisation. Wilson v United Kingdon (2002) illustrated employers cannot penalise employees for being in a union (Harding and Twitchett 2019, TUC 2002, Alling and Suff 2024, DBT 2025) 
Union-led collective bargaining is often viewed as an efficient mechanism for negotiating employment terms that are subsequently embedded in individual contracts, forming the foundation of employee relations (ACAS 2021a). 
Figure 3: The relationship between the contract of employment and collective agreements (Rumbles and Scott, 2016,pp.235) 
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There’s been extensive regulations and legislation to control Trade unions. The Trade Union Act 2016 strengthened rules on union recognition, industrial action, and balloting. Further constraints include the Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Act 2023, which authorises government to mandate minimum service levels in key public services, directly impacting union bargaining power. Reinforcing the importance of knowledge in these areas for our new people practitioners. Political ideology with different governments will always further impact union power. Potential changes are expected under the proposed Labour Government legislation to reduce some of the constraints previously introduced by Conservative governments (Armstrong 2014, Alling and Suff 2024, LRD 2024).
Unions can enhance organisational performance, productivity, and innovation while securing improved employee benefits, including higher pensions and enhanced sickness pay. They also reduce absenteeism, injuries, and illness by developing safer work environments. Most SMEs lacking any union representation. Beyond workplace benefits, unions contribute to broader societal advancements, including the National Minimum Wage introduction. However, union representation remains limited, with only 1% of workplaces having a representative dedicating at least fifteen hours weekly to union duties (Rumbles and Scott 2016, Bryson 2017, Collinson 2022).
In contrast, around 50% of UK employee representation is non-union. These representatives, though legally protected for duties in key areas such as pensions, health and safety, redundancy, or ICE, lack statutory rights for broader issues such as attending employee forums. They also do not have the right for paid time off or training. Kostal v Dunkley (2023) highlighted that employers cannot directly negotiate with employees where there is a recognise collective bargaining agreement (UKSC 2025, ACAS 2021b). 
Nevertheless, concerns persist about potential ‘industrial relations black hole’ and ‘pseudo participation’ with the decline in manufacturing, falling union membership, and increased regulation, leaving certain employees without robust representation or influence over workplace decisions (Rose 2008, Armstrong 2014).




























3. Employee voice and organisational performance (AC1.3)                               (435words)
EV is critical in delivering positive employee relations through individual and collective, formal and informal channels that complement one another. Its a platform for employees to express views on workplace issues and functions, also as an early warning system for potential challenges. Effective EV mechanisms must provide genuine influence, avoiding superficial ‘talking shops’. No single voice mechanism fits every organisation (Sharp 2018a, Harding and Twitchett 2019). The extent to which employees have a voice is determined by management's willingness to listen and incorporate EV into their practices.
Figure 4: Stages of employee voice (Armstrong 2014,pp.434)
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]EV is a core component of ‘good work’, where employers actively seek diverse opinions to enhance organisational performance and ensure an inclusive workplace, listening to marginalised voices (Baczor NDa; Reitz and Higgins 2019). Within our recently merged large and complex organisation, people professionals must create multiple listening avenues, with senior leadership support, to embed an open, trust-based culture driving business improvements, identifying risks and opportunities, building resilience, and promoting fairness. EV mitigates disputes, minimises disruptions, and contributes to high-performance environments. However, some question any direct connection between EV and performance gains (Van Gramberg et al 2019, Ellis 2022, People Management 2022a, Quinn 2023, CIPD 2025a).
Effective EV fosters innovation, strengthens workplace relationships, and improves job satisfaction, engagement, motivation, and trust. It supports DEI, enhances change management, reduces staff turnover, and bolsters psychological safety. Despite concerns that high levels of psychological safety leads to decreased performance; a shared belief in which employees can voice ideas, questions, and mistakes without fear of negative consequences, generates several substantial organisational benefits (Brione 2023, Eldor, Hodor and Cappelli 2023).
Figure 5: Relationships examined in organizational-level research on psychological safety (Edmondson and Lei (2014,pp.29)
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Barriers to EV remain, which people practice must address. Employees may hesitate to speak up due to fear of repercussions, with dominant voices overshadowing others, leading to overlooked ideas or increased conflict. EV can also complicate decision-making if processes become too bureaucratic. Successful examples including Virgin Media’s initiative of appointing elected voice representatives, demonstrate how dedicated EV strategies enhances working conditions and pre-empt costly conflicts by addressing concerns early. EV not only has organisational direct benefits but also has a positive impact on customer experiences and individual self-development, personal focus and well-being. Therefore, having widespread positive impacts (McGrath 2013, Sharp 2018b).
Nevertheless 83% of employees feel voices are not heard equally or fairly, while 46% perceive underrepresentation, and 60% believe management ignores their input. These findings highlight the crucial role of leadership in ensuring EV mechanisms are equitable, transparent, and genuinely impactful (Shipton et al 2019, Greedy 2021).
Embedding effective EV practices requires commitment, resource allocation, and sustained management support, but when effectively administered creates a positive and high-performing organisation during this transition period.






















4. Better Working Lives (AC1.4)                            (457 words) 
The concept of ‘better working lives’ focuses on creating workplace environments which supports employee engagement, well-being, and career fulfilment. Ultimately supporting individuals in pursuing productive and rewarding careers. This objective has gained greater importance not only in response to evolving UK demographics but also shifting personal work expectations and requirements in an increasingly diverse and competitive labour market. To achieve this, it’s crucial to develop a comprehensive framework addressing key areas including flexible working, work-life balance, job quality, well-being, with life-long learning and career progression opportunities (TUC 2010, Alling and Suff 2024).
For meaningful impact, People Practice must embed these elements within employee-focused policies and procedures. Such initiatives include enhanced flexible working arrangements, special leave provisions, equitable pay structures, health and well-being programs, and clear continuous development pathways with career advancement. Crucially, our new people practice must create a culture that values these initiatives, including effective representation, open feedback channels, and consistent communication (Baczor NDb, Gifford 2019a)
A strategic review of EV practices within our large public sector organisation is essential to address current gaps and design an effective strategy. This process involves analysing the existing working environment, securing senior management buy-in, and ensuring active employee involvement. SMART objectives should be set, with targeted initiatives with ongoing monitoring and evaluation to ensure continuous improvement.
Figure 6: How to implement Employee Voice (McGrath 2013,pp.8)   
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Implementation is challenging, particularly in gig-economy sectors where job insecurity and precarious conditions negatively affect physical and mental well-being. Technology and social media play a key role in overcoming barriers, supported by facilitating employee-centric policies, and strengthening new EV mechanisms (TUC 2010, Baczor NDb) 
To address skill shortages, employers must focus on attracting and retaining older workers, promoting ‘fuller working lives’. This multi-generational approach offers significant benefits, leveraging diverse skill sets and enhancing organisational resilience. High-quality job design, fair treatment, effective management practices, with feedback mechanisms are crucial for fostering supportive workplace cultures and improving career opportunities for everyone (Gennard et al 2016, GOV.UK 2017a, Gifford 2019a). 
Management plays a central role in sustaining efforts and improving the working climate particularly through fair behaviours and policy execution. Trusting and inclusive leadership is critical to creating sustainable ‘better working lives’. However, job quality inequalities persist, particularly among lower-income workers. ‘Good work’ design should target disparities by addressing concerns including job satisfaction, burnout, and job security. Recent significant planned reductions in public sector employment highlight the importance of safeguarding employee well-being and maintaining morale during uncertainty (Armstrong 2014, CIPD 2022a, Morton 2025). 
People practitioners must enhance job design, organisational policies, behaviours and values to improve job quality, by embedding these principles into people strategies, training, policies, and expected codes of conduct. This creates a positive, inclusive, and resilient culture enhancing employee engagement and well-being, supporting a positive and effective working environment. (Shipton et al 2019).
























5.	Organisational misbehaviour and conflict (AC2.1)                    (415 words) 
As a newly merged organisation, with distinct cultures, work practices, management approaches, and established norms, this can create friction, stress, and uncertainty. These challenges may display as ‘employee misbehaviour’, ranging from minor infractions such as inappropriate humour or defiance. If left unaddressed can lead to more serious misconduct, including bullying, harassment, or discrimination. Such behaviours contribute to a toxic workplace environment (Shamsudin 2006, Faragher 2020).
Early intervention is essential to mitigating risks. Investigating all instances of misbehaviour is a proactive measure, preventing negative workplace attitudes being embedded and removing potential legal or regulatory breaches. The Financial Conduct Authority continues to impose over £200 million in fines annually (Hutchings 2023, Currie 2024).
25% of employees report exposure to some form of dispute. The employer cost is substantial, estimated at £28.5 billion annually. Of the ten million employees experiencing workplace conflict, over 50% subsequentially suffer mental ill-health, often resulting in absenteeism or presenteeism. Furthermore, 300,000 employees are dismissed, and 500,000 resign, significantly disrupting operations and reducing productivity. Employees involved in conflict are twice as likely to leave their jobs (Heal 2021, Machell 2024).
While some argue workplace conflict supports diverse perspectives and innovation by challenging the status quo, its detrimental effects are well-documented. Effective conflict management requires a structured, respectful, and constructive approach (ACAS 2021c, Wakeing 2021).
Informal resolution is the most effective initial response, with line-managers playing a pivotal role in early intervention. The decline of employee representation has weakened traditional informal dispute resolution mechanisms. Concerns persist regarding line-managers' ability to manage workplace disputes effectively. Developing robust line-manager training focusing on active listening, problem-solving, mediation, and clear communication is essential for effective people management. Poorly managed conflict and misbehaviour escalates rapidly, leading to legal and financial consequences (Gennard et al 2016, ACAS 2019, Gordon 2020, Levitt 2024).
Figure 7: Empirical framework, measuring conflict (ACAS 2021c)
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Although misbehaviour and conflict exist at different points on the workplace dispute spectrum, both require structured resolution strategies and proactive engagement initiatives. Best practices include strong leadership, positive workplace interactions, clearly defined codes of conduct, and a supportive culture reinforced by comprehensive policies and procedures. Trust, psychological safety, and employee well-being are particularly critical, given the disproportionate impact of workplace stress on public sector employees. As people practitioners now manage 50% more employment-related issues than before COVID-19, there is a need for effective line-management, informal resolution mechanisms, and a clearly defined organisational culture, all working together to prioritises conflict resolution. However, only 44% of employees who experience workplace conflict believe its managed effectively (Greedy 2020, Young 2023, Sriganthan 2023). 

6.	Conflict and industrial sanction emerging trends (AC2.2)                 (380 words) 
Workplace conflict has recently undergone considerable transformation in both individual and collective forms. 
Figure 8: Classification of workplace conflict (ACAS 2024a)
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While there’s a decline in trade union influence and strike activity, recent developments mark a significant resurgence. In the latter half of 2022 alone, 2.472 million working days were lost to industrial action with 417,000 in October representing the highest monthly figure in over a decade, though still below the peaks of the 1970/80s (Collinson 2022, ONS 2023).
Figure 9: Labour disputes; working days lost due to strike action (ONS 2025a)
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Recent industrial action is more localised and of shorter duration than previous, reflecting a shift towards more strategic and issue-specific disputes. These are driven by the cost-of-living crisis and controlled by increased legal requirements. Improved working conditions demands are particular among lower-paid and marginalised workers. Common grievances include job insecurity, resistance to zero-hour contracts, well-being and work-life balance concerns. Over half of employers acknowledge the current instability in industrial relations (CIPD 2019, Cave 2022, People Management 2022b).
Employment tribunal (ET) fees removal in 2016 led to significant increases in claims. However, the mandatory early conciliation process through ACAS has influenced how conflicts are managed. Disputes typically begin at the informal level but are increasingly escalating due to inadequate resolution mechanisms. Legislation has resulted in industrial action being more procedurally complex, particularly in essential public services, where stricter thresholds under the Trade Union Act 2016 apply, including on the level of votes needed. If an employee takes unofficial action they will not be protected by law and could be fairly dismissed (Moss 2017, ACAS 2020, ACAS 2021a, LRD 2024, ACAS 2024b).
Since 2020, the public sector has experienced widespread action including strikes, work-to-rule campaigns, and resistance to changes in flexible work arrangements. Also, private sector disputes, particularly in rail and postal services have intensified, with strike days rising significantly between 2018 and 2023 (ONS 2023, ONS 2025b).
To address these challenges, the public sector should invest in dedicated employee relations expertise, implement robust grievance procedures, and prioritise early intervention. Strengthening communication between stakeholders, enhancing line-management capabilities in conflict resolution, and creating inclusive workplace cultures are critical. (Alling and Suff 2024, Barnett 2025) 
An increase in individual ET claims is predicted, particularly with proposed extended claim deadlines. Organisations must adopt proactive conflict management strategies, ensure legal compliance, and engage external mediation support when necessary (Watt 2024, Wigan 2025, People Management 2022a).

























7.	Third-party conciliation, mediation and arbitration (AC2.3)                  (355 words) 
UK workplace conflict costs over £1,000 per employee annually, therefore effective dispute resolution is vital. Early-stage interventions are significantly less costly than resignations, absenteeism, or legal proceedings. Alternative dispute resolution (ADR) methods including mediation, conciliation, and arbitration offer processes involving a neutral independent third party to resolve issues prior to ET escalation, reducing both financial and organisational disruption (ACAS 2021c).
Mediation is an informal, voluntary process in which an impartial mediator facilitates discussions between parties to reach a mutually acceptable resolution. While not legally binding, it is highly effective resolving over 75% of cases, which can improve interpersonal dynamics and reduce stress. However, mediation is inappropriate for cases requiring formal investigation. Smaller organisations may rely on external mediators, whereas larger organisations often integrate internal mediation frameworks into their HR policies, procedures, and training (ACAS 2022b, GOV.UK 2025a, Francis-Davies 2025). 
Before initiating an ET claim, parties are required to consider 'early conciliation' through ACAS. While voluntary, this service aims to resolve disputes efficiently and cost-effectively. The conciliator plays a more active role than a mediator, offering guidance, legal context, and practical solutions to facilitate agreement. Agreements reached through this process can be formalised through a legally binding COT3 settlement. Its high uptake with 136,249 early conciliation notices submitted in 2018/19, demonstrates its pivotal pre-litigation role (ACAS 2021c, ACAS 2024c, GOV.UK 2025a).
Should conciliation be unsuccessful, arbitration maybe pursued. In this more formal process, the arbitrator reviews evidence from both parties and issues a legally binding decision based on the agreed ‘terms of reference’. Arbitration is typically used in unfair dismissal or flexible working disputes. Though formal, it can still be faster and less costly than ET’s. ACAS offers both individual (within 14 days) and collective arbitration (within 21 days) awards, though not all cases are suitable for this route (ACAS 2022c, GOV.UK 2025a).
To evaluate the effectiveness of these approaches, organisations should monitor relevant metrics, including reduced turnover due to conflict, feedback from exit interviews, and satisfaction surveys from ADR participants. Productivity and employee well-being indicators should be analysed. The goal is to resolve conflict efficiently, fostering a healthy, productive, and positive work environment (Levitt 2024).













8.	Unfair dismissal: Capability and Misconduct (AC3.1)                   (459 words) 
Unfair dismissal key principles are outlined in the Employment Relations Act 1996 (ERA), detailing fair reasons for dismissal, including capability and misconduct. Conduct and performance are one of the most challenging issues to be tackled in the workplace. Under current legislation, employees must have two-year continuous service to qualify for unfair dismissal protection, except in cases deemed automatically unfair. However, the Employment Rights Bill presently under parliamentary review proposes reducing this qualifying period (Gennard et al 2016, Waite et al 2021, ACAS 2024d).
ERA 1996 enables certain grounds for dismissal but sets out that employers must act fairly and follow appropriate procedures. Dismissal on capability refers to an employee’s ability to perform their role, including qualifications, skills, health, or any mental or physical limitations. In all cases employers are required to undertake a thorough and reasonable assessment of employee’s performance, including obtaining medical evaluations in long-term ill-health cases. They must also provide adequate support and development opportunities, make reasonable adjustments where appropriate, and ensure a fair process involving clear communication of expectations and consequences (Daniels 2022, GOV.UK 2025b).
Figure 10: Dismissal for poor performance (Cushway, 2017,pp.244) 
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Whilst employees can be dismissed if they have a long-term illness, employers have a legal duty to ensure any disability is supported within the workplace, whilst still balancing any disruption ill-health absence is having on the organisation through an extended process.
Figure 11: Dismissal for long-term ill health (Cushway, 2017,pp.246) 
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Misconduct relates to unacceptable behaviour or breaches of conduct, ranging from minor issues such as insubordination to serious offences including theft or violence. Employers must demonstrate that misconduct is the genuine reason for dismissal and must follow the ACAS Code of Practice on disciplinary and grievance procedures. This includes conducting a comprehensive investigation, holding formal disciplinary hearings, and ensuring that responses fall within a reasonable range of actions. In John Lewis plc v Coyne (2001). the employer did not fully investigate nor act reasonably to the employee making personal calls whilst at work. Misconduct outside the workplace becomes more complicated and will need to show any detrimental impact on reputation, trust or ability to complete their role (Lewis, Sargeant and Schwab 2011, Bourne 2021, Calvert-Lee and Melrose 2022).
Failure to comply with procedural requirements exposes employers to significant risks, including costly unfair dismissal claims, increased legal expenses, and reputational harm, with the burden of proof moving to the employer to prove the reason for dismissal (Harrington 2024).
To ensure compliance, people practitioners must implement and maintain robust performance management and disciplinary policies, ensuring these are clearly communicated across the organisation. Both line-managers and employees must be fully informed of their responsibilities and the standards expected. Providing targeted training for managers on effective performance management, behavioural expectations, and the application of the ACAS Code is essential for promoting consistent, lawful, and fair decision-making (Gennard et al 2016, Faragher 2018, Suff 2024).




















9.	Employee grievances (AC3.2)	(414 Words)                           
People practice report that workplace grievances is becoming a major part of its activities. 41% of organisations use formal grievance procedures to address workplace conflict. ACAS report an average of 375,000 grievances per year (Faragher 2018, Faragher 2021).
30% of employers reported an increase in the volume of grievances managed, with the most common causes being bullying or harassment (67%), strained colleague relationships (54%), and conflicts with managers (49%). Pay and grading being lower at 37% (Webber 2023).
Bullying and harassment incidents have risen in recent years, reflected by over 20,000 annual calls to the ACAS helpline. Workplace bullying presents in different ways and has a profound economic impact, with costs related to absenteeism, reduced productivity, and staff-turnover estimated at nearly £14 billion. This contributes to a 1.5% reduction in UK GDP, equating to a £17.65 billion loss to the economy. Despite this, most employers believe they are effectively addressing workplace conflict, even though only a third of affected employees report satisfactory resolution (ACAS 2015, Cushway 2017, Moss 2024).
In some cases, line managers may be the conflict cause, either due to excessive workloads or exclusion from decision-making. Within the public sector, 61% of employees believe their manager contributes to conflict, while 40% view managerial behaviour as an obstacle to resolution. Robust management styles must be carefully monitored, with targeted training implemented where necessary (Cushway 2017, Ritchie and Aylott 2023, Mayne  2024a, Moss 2024).
The cost-of-living crisis has further intensified workplace tensions, particularly around pay and conditions. Nearly 80% of employees express concern about its personal impact, with lower earners most affected. 33% worry about finances daily. Employees who feel dissatisfied with their pay, feel undervalued, and  believe they have limited progression opportunities. Less than half of employees believe their employer genuinely acknowledges cost of living concerns. Although recent public sector pay increases have been welcomed, they place added financial strain on employers in addition to rising employer National Insurance contributions and external economic pressures, such as U.S. tariffs (Johnson 2023, Herbert 2025,  Bryant 2025a, Choudhary 2025).
Creating an early resolution culture through ‘courageous conversations’ is vital. Informal mechanisms are often the most effective but are impeded by line managers’ lack of confidence, time, and conflict resolution skills. Inconsistent policy application further escalates issues. As our two organisations merge, cultural misalignment can increase possible tensions. Leadership behaviour will be central to building trust and navigating this transition successfully (Gennard et al 2016, Coke 2018, Faragher 2018, Moss 2024, Mayne 2024b, Francis-Davies 2025, ACAS 2025).










10.	Handling grievances (AC3.3)         (427 words)
Effective grievance management is critical to create a positive, productive workplace, particularly during the current organisational transition. Addressing employee concerns promptly and fairly demonstrates a clear commitment to staff wellbeing and ethical organisational values. This strengthens trust, employee engagement and retention across the newly merged organisation. While workplace disputes are not uncommon, unresolved grievances can significantly undermine productivity and morale. When unresolved, issues escalate, distracting employee focus from role priorities therefore reducing overall performance. Timely conflict resolution is essential to sustaining a high-performing work environment. (Posner 2019, ACAS 2020, Ellis 2022).
Employers are legally required to implement and actively demonstrate the use of a clear grievance procedure. Failure to do so leads to costly legal consequences, including compensation increases of up to 25%, as well as reputational damage. The ERA 1996, the Equality Act 2010, and the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 provide employee protections. Strict adherence to robust and fair grievance processes is critical. Newcombe v Machynlleth Town Council (2020) highlights the legal and reputational risks of ineffective grievance handling (McConnell 2014,  Daniels 2022, Ritchie and Aylott 2023, Unison 2024). 
Establishing an open culture is essential, uniting staff under a shared vision. A transparent and structured grievance resolution process promotes clarity, encourages early issue identification, increases an understanding of existing organisational issues and supports continuous improvement. As employees become more informed about their legal rights, they feel more empowered to raise concerns. This should not be perceived negatively. It can reflect a culture of openness and responsiveness, demonstrating the organisation values EV and is committed to fair and inclusive workplace practices (Sriganthan 2023)
Line-managers are critical in effective grievance resolution. Managers with strong communication, mediation, and problem-solving skills are better equipped to address issues promptly and constructively. Concerns about the reduced involvement of people practitioners in this process can be improved through targeted training, enabling them to support line-managers more strategically. Strengthening this partnership enhances the overall effectiveness of people practice. Furthermore, engaging external stakeholders and specialist, including trade unions, creates a more inclusive and transparent approach. This will promote trust, psychological safety, and organisational integrity. This collaborative framework encourages employees to voice concerns or grievances without fear of reprisal and supports the development of a positive culture, positioning the new organisation as an employer of choice. (GOV.UK ND, Gennard et al 2016, Street 2021, Levitt 2024, Kewel-Veerapen 2024)
In summary, when incorporated into our employee relations practices all the above points will support our new people practitioners and leadership team to deliver workplace harmony and effective dispute resolution within our newly merged organisation.
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[C] The costs of formal process and procedure - if conflict cannot be resolved through informal discussion, formal
processes or procedures can be activated. These include disciplinary action, grievance processes and workplace
mediation, which all incur costs.

[D] The costs of litigation - if the issue is still not resolved, the employee may escalate the issue by submitting an early
conciliation (EC) notice and potentially seek legal redress through an employment tribunal (ET) claim.

Figure 1: Empirical framework, measuring conflict
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Estimating costs at each stage of Figure 1 presents challenges, as there are data limitations. The most authoritative
source we draw on to populate the majority of estimates at [C] is the Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS),
most recently conducted in 2011 and published in 2014. Whilst this study is dated, it remains the most authoritative
large-scale survey of employment relations in the UK; providing measures of the incidence of visible, formal
manifestations of conflict in the workplace including grievances, disciplinary cases and dismissals. WERS also provides
some detail on employment tribunal (ET) applications, but for the majority of estimates relating to this level of
escalation [D] we draw on the 2018 Survey of Employment Tribunal Applications. Unfortunately, neither of these series
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Figure 9: Classification of workplace conflict (ONS 2025)

Recent strikes are more localised and shorter in duration than the widespread industrial actions of the 1970s.
This more targeted approach is primarily driven by the cost-of-living crisis and legal requirements. The basis of
these strikes include increasing demands for better working conditions, disproportionately affecting lower-paid
and diverse employees. These include job security, opposition to zero-hour contracts, employee well-being, and
work-life balance. 53% of companies believe the UK is experiencing a highly unstable period of industrial
relations, (CIPD 2019, Cave 2022, People Management 2022-check).

The abolition of tribunal fees in 2016 led to a marked increase in employment claims. However, the requirement
to engage in ACAS mediation first has influenced approaches to conflict resolution. Individual disputes within
organisations typically begin informal disagreements or grievances, while organisational-level disputes
increasingly stem from smaller-scale conflicts. Additionally, industrial sanctions are becoming more frequent
and complex due to evolving legislative frameworks and regulatory constraints (ACAS 2021 1.L; ACAS 2020).

The public sector has since 2020-1 experienced extensive industrial action, involving civil servants, nurses,
doctors, and other healthcare professionals. These actions have included work-to-rule strategies, protests
against changes to flexible working arrangements, particularly resistance to mandated office returns, and
nationwide strikes. However, the Trade Union Act 2016 imposes stricter thresholds for lawful industrial action,
requiring at least 50% voter turnout, with a majority in favour. In essential public services, at least 40% of all
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Briefing Paper: Representation, conflict and resolution at work.
This paper aims to enhance employee relations by providing a detailed understanding of the following key areas
within our public sector organisation:

1. Employee involvement and participation (AC1.1)

There is ongoing debate regarding the distinction between Employee Involvement (E1) and Employee
Participation (EP), as the concepts often overlap. While interconnected, they differ based on management
approaches and the extent of employee input in policy and decision-making (Book03).

334)

Figure 1: Continuum of employee participation Rose (2008,

El operates primarily at the task and role level by providing information. It focuses on informal communication
between managers and employees, with the aim of improving individual or team productivity through enhanced
problem-solving. This approach typically involves limited decision-making influence and focuses on motivating
employees through job-related interactions (2.A).

EP extends beyond El by offering employees formal opportunities to influence strategic decisions affecting their
work. This is often facilitated through joint consultation and decision-making mechanisms such as work
committees and quality circles increasing employee control. For EP to succeed, a supportive organisational
culture is essential, where different ideas are openly considered and valued (Book06).

Employee involvement and participation (EIP) can be structured through both formal and informal methods.
These include EP direct-formal approaches involving structured interactions, such as meetings or consultation
sessions. Also informal El approaches through team briefings or natural information exchanges such as shift
change-over, supporting real-time feedback and problem-solving (2.0).

The Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations 2004 require employers (50+ employees) to
consult staff if triggered by 2% workforce support, though practical impact remains limited (1.AF, 19.0)

‘Some argue that the need for formal mechanisms may indicate a lack of genuine EIP, as effective environments.
should naturally integrate ongoing engagement. Implementing varied EIP mechanisms across the various
organisational levels in our large organisation is crucial to address possible dissatisfaction at the different
grades, with research shows satisfaction can be particularly reduced at non-managerial roles, o this will help.
toimprove employee trust and collaboration at all levels (1.E, Lecture).
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Figure 2: Conceptional framework of EI/EP (Gennard et al (2016,pp.218)
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Despite the potential EIP benefits, some people practitioners remain completely focused on reactive measures
such as collective bargaining or individual dispute resolution as the part of their industrial relations strategy. 22%
of organisations are failing to achieve key work relationship targets and 40% reporting insufficient employee-
relations funding. Expanding the scope and utilisation of EIP could build trust, enhance staff well-being, and
create resilient, high-performing environments (Kaufman 2014, Quinn 2023,Rowsell 2024).

A broader implementation of EIP will also strengthen employee voice, engagement, improved problem-solving,
and motivation, while supporting positive workplace relationships (Ellis 2022, Quain 2025).
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Union-led collective bargaining is often viewed as an efficient mechanism for negotiating employment terms
that are subsequently embedded in individual contracts, forming the foundation of employee relations.
(Rumbles and Scott 2016)

Figure 3: The relationship between the contract of employment and collective agreements (Rumbles and
Scott, 2016,pp.235)

There has been considerate regulations and legislation to regulate Trade unions. The Trade Union Act 2016
strengthened rules on union recognition, industrial action, and balloting. Further constraints are associated
with the Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Act 2023, which authorises government to mandate minimum
service levels in key public services, directly impacting union bargaining power. Political ideology with different
‘governments will always further impact union power. Potential changes are expected under the proposed
Labour Government Employment Bill to possible reduce some of the constraints previously introduced by
Conservative governments (1., 2WW, book05).

Research indicates that unions enhance organisational performance, productivity, and innovation while
securing improved employee benefits, such as higher pensions and enhanced sickness pay. They also reduce
absenteeism, injuries, and illness by developing safer work environments. Beyond workplace benefits, unions
contribute to broader societal advancements, demonstrated by their role in promoting the National Minimum
Wage. However, union representation remains limited, with only 1% of workplaces having a representative
dedicating at least 15 hours weekly to union duties (21; book09 2.5).

In contrast, around 50% of UK employee representation is non-union, with most SME lacking any union
representation. These representatives, though legally protected for duties in key areas such as pensions, health
and safety, redundancy, or ICE, they lack statutory rights for broader issues such as attending employee
forums. They will also not have the right for paid time off or training for attending such forums. Kostal v Dunkley
(2023) highlighted that employers cannot directly negotiate with employees where there is a recognise
collective bargaining agreement (Suprememcourt)

Gritics highlight concerns about a potential ‘industrial relations black hole’ and ‘pseudo participation’ where
the decline in manufacturing, falling union membership, and increased regulation, leave certain employees
without robust representation or influence over workplace decisions (book05, book06,20.0).
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