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Introduction 
The social care sector in the UK has, for a long time, been existing against the backdrop of a lack of investment by the government. Covid-19 has exacerbated the challenges experienced by many in the sector, particularly those on the frontline who have historically been hit the hardest. 
However, within this context, there are actions that Healthcare on Hand’s owners and managers can take to alleviate the struggles faced by our employees and improve the workplace environment for all. The guidance document outlines various legislation about employee care and guides how they can be used to inform organisational practices. 

Work-life balance: significance and key regulations (AC 3.1)
Work-life balance (WLB) is a concept that in essence creates a separation between employees’ professional and private lives, enabling them to assign meaning to each area and dedicate appropriate quality time to both (Guillén, 2021). Organisations should support employee WLB as the benefits are clear: individuals with better WLB exhibit increased happiness in their personal life and, at work, have improved job satisfaction and performance which in turn reduces overall organisational turnover (Saks, 2022).
An important law relevant to WLB, which people professionals and managers should keep updated on, is the Working Time Regulations 1998. The regulations place a maximum limit of 48 hours per week allowed to work, though employees can opt-out of it. They also stipulate the amount of rest employees have a right to take during the week, for example, a continuous 20 minute rest during a 6-hour working day (GOV.UK, no date). However, certain types of jobs are exempt from these, including some care worker roles wherein continuity of care and shift work are involved. Employees for whom the regulations may not apply must be compensated for their rest by taking it another time (Acas, 2023).
Another regulation relates to holiday. Most employees are entitled to 5.6 weeks of paid annual leave and the pay is generally worked out according to their pay per hour (Saunders, 2022). There may be specific times when employees can be prevented from taking leave but employers cannot prevent employees from taking the leave in general (CIPD, 2022a). 



Wellbeing in the workplace (AC 3.2) 
The term wellbeing encompasses physical and mental health and how happy we are about life (Waite et al., 2021). Employers have had a gradual interest in WLB and wellbeing over the decade, but mainly since the Covid-19 pandemic, which took an unprecedented toll on workers’ physical and mental health in the social care sector. 
[bookmark: _Hlk137852918]At present, employees are dealing with the effects of the pandemic, financial instability- exacerbated by the cost of living crisis (Roulet and Bhatti, 2023)- rising vacancy rates (Skills for Care, 2023), and the chronic level of absences due to sickness (ONS, 2022). These pressures have added more workload to existing frontline workers, adding further stress and impairing their wellbeing, and that of the people in management in charge of caring for them (Green, 2022).


Research has proven that employee wellbeing is inextricably linked to health. Being physically and mentally unhealthy increases stress-related illnesses, affects work performance (Bryan, Bryce and Roberts, 2022), and lowers the quality of life. Promoting wellbeing, therefore, forms part of the duty of care employers have towards their employees. Furthermore, it demonstrates to them that they are valued as individuals. In return, employees will further commit to work (Brunner et al., 2019), increasing productivity, improving engagement and leading to a more positive work culture (Adams, 2019). Wellbeing initiatives should be curated with employees to ensure a genuine and long-lasting impact (Ungureanu, Bertolotti and Pilati, 2019). Discrimination legislation (AC 3.3)
The Equality Act 2010 protects nine characteristics from discrimination. They are: “age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation” (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2021). 
The legislation outlaws behaviour such as direct discrimination, which happens when an individual uses somebody else’s protected characteristic as one reason for treating them adversely, and indirect discrimination, which happens when an individual’s certain actions unfairly harm a group, including the victim, who share a protected characteristic (Campbell and Smith, 2023)
Discrimination has grown more insidious and can occur at all stages of the employee lifecycle (Thirusanku and Singh, 2021). 
During the recruitment and selection process, a biased job description could exclude potential candidates from applying (Wingfield and Chavez, 2020). 
During the employment relationship, employers’ preconceptions about women have contributed to the gender pay gap (Sevilla, 2020), which is consequential for the social care sector as women comprise most of the workforce (Hayes, 2018). Employees can also experience lower-quality relationships with their line managers (CIPD, 2023), potentially affecting opportunities for training and progression. The organisation could also face increased long-term sickness absences which have been linked to experiencing discrimination (Clark et al., 2021). 
Upon dismissal, the employee could spread negative feelings (online and face-to-face) about the organisation if they had a poor employment experience (Citizen’s Advice, no date).
Implementing fair and clear procedures and policies means better outcomes for workers with protected characteristics (Sharma et al., 2016), including better mental wellbeing (Maletta et al., 2023).




Diversity and inclusion (AC 3.4)
Diversity is the “process of recognising, understanding and accepting the differences of individuals” (Cletus et al., 2018, pp. 37), such as the characteristics protected by the Equality Act 2010. The practice of inclusion furthers an organisation’s diversity goals by fostering an environment of inclusivity for all individuals. It involves top-down leadership action to tackle deep-rooted discrimination and facilitate the idea of equal opportunity (Ali, 2022), a justice-based concept that ensures the equality of access and treatment of individuals no matter their background. 
Challenges still widely faced by minority groups, such as BAME+ (Thirusanku and Singh, 2021, p210), disabled and neurodiverse employees (Ford, 2022), have resulted in criticisms over the effectiveness of diversity and inclusion (D&I) initiatives with employers’ intentions raised as serious concerns (Jordan, Ferris and Lamont, 2019). However, 

initiatives can succeed if D&I are genuinely understood and worked on together to reshape the core work culture and structure (Garg and Sangwan, 2020).
D&I bring tangible performance outcomes in the workplace. Diversity stimulates creativity by sharing different innovative ideas to reach solutions. While such a workplace will not be completely immune from biased perceptions, there may be more meaningful interpersonal communication and relationships, as conflicts will likely be handled better (Cletus et al., 2018). The inclusive leadership shown by line managers and other senior staff increase employee engagement and psychological safety. Such qualities are pertinent in care provider organisations where there is an embedded organisational hierarchy and employees at each level experience different demands and challenges (Shore, Cleveland and Sanchez, 2018). 

Fair and unfair dismissal (AC 3.5)
Dismissal is an involuntary exit whereby the employer initiates the end of the employment contract (Acas, 2022). The Employment Rights Act 1996 states five reasons that the employer can use to justify a fair dismissal, and they pertain to an employee’s lack of capability or qualification; if they have shown misconduct; if have been made redundant; if they are unable by law to perform their job; or for “some other substantive reason” (Waite et al., 2021).
On the other hand, there are various reasons which can class a dismissal as unfair, such as being dismissed for wishing to take maternity or paternity leave, being part of a trade union or if the employer has not conducted a fully fair procedure (Collin, 2022)
The dismissal procedure can be difficult for everyone involved and can affect the subsequent behaviours of employees (Lee and Varon, 2020). For the employee undergoing dismissal, their perception of fairness is influenced by how they judge the kinds of support given to them, the reasoning behind the dismissal and their line manager's respectful treatment. A dismissal meeting with an employee’s line manager lowers the perceived fairness of the procedure (Richter et al., 2018). A perception of unfair dismissal has costly legal implications for the organisation if the employee makes a claim and is successful (CIPD, 2022b). 
For their colleagues, uncertainty surrounding the dismissal leaves room for assumptions, thus, affecting perceptions of fairness. To reduce uncertainty, line managers should inform them as soon as possible about their co-worker’s dismissal in a formal and face-to-face capacity (Benedict, 2020). Perceived fairness of the dismissal can help cope with concerns they may have about their potential future treatment and the organisation’s values (Richter et al., 2018).


Conclusion
There is a moral and business case for promoting the quality of happiness and safety of employees at work. To ensure staff meet the leadership standards, they can attend available training workshops. We also recommend keeping up to date on current employment legislation and organisational practices, including those briefly outlined. Further information on all aspects of the guidance document can be found on Healthcare on Hand’s website.
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