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CONFLICT RESOLUTION RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The essay is in response to conflict resolution recommendations, evaluating the contemporary issues in human resource management (HRM) in organisations across the UK. It will highlight the importance of Employee Relations (ER) and reward management has on the outcome of the business. This involves effective management policies and techniques to improve overall employee and organisational performance. The essay explores the current climate and the challenges facing organisations all over the country, from Brexit to the Coronavirus pandemic. The rise in automation, demographics and the potential change of Government are all contributing factors challenging organisations and businesses throughout the UK. It looks back on the history of the battle between Governments and trade unions since the 1970s, which led to the Winter of Discontent, resulting in a Conservative Government. Furthermore, it explores the decline of unions since the election of Margaret Thatcher and how it has shaped and altered unions of today. Due to the current state of the economy, businesses are in much need of help and guidance. The essay will include support available from work council groups, trade unions and third-party interventions. Examples of global and UK businesses using ER strategies and professional bodies are used to demonstrate how strong ER is vital in driving productivity and economic success. 

Main Body
All employers have their own objectives, their own styles of employee relations, and their own structures of organisations and associations (Gennard and Judge, 2005) However, these structures have changed in recent years, and it is vital that the employee relation professional keeps up to date with the new developments and trends. Employment relationships are influenced by external factors, these factors can be monitored through a PESTLE analysis. A PESTLE analysis is an acronym for a tool used to identify the macro forces facing an organisation. The letters stand for Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental and Legal (Oxford Collage of Marketing, 2020). Arguably, political stability is a great strength of the UK; However, the past decade the British government have been challenged by external forces creating uncertainties and political debates. 2016 saw the European Union Referendum (EU) take place, resulting with the majority choosing to leave the EU, commonly known as Brexit. According to Holbolt (2016) the outcome of the British referendum on European Union membership sent shockwaves through Europe. Brexit has changed everything-from our government, to our economy and principal trading relationship, to the organization of our state. (Evans and Menon, 2017) The aftermath of Brexit has put massive pressures on businesses throughout the UK, creating an uncertain future for employers and employees. Business optimism has been massively affected due to profit warnings, trade deals and cooperate insolvencies. Furthermore, numerous studies have been published setting out a range of projections on how Brexit is likely to affect UK economic performance in the longer term. The answers range from a prediction that Brexit will boost future economic output by up to 7% through to a prediction that it will reduce it by 18% (Institute for Government, 2018) The employment relation is a matter of economics, an individual offering their skills to an employer for a wage, the current economic state of the UK can impact the employment relation. Economic considerations, such as employee benefits, salaries and wages are major factors in establishing the employee relationship, all of which have been affected due to external and economic forces. Since the referendum, the country has reflected weakness in productivity and investment. Unemployment is currently below its natural rate equilibrium, even while realised growth remains below potential (Nabarrow and Schulz, 2019) Aside from Brexit, 2020 has seen the largest economic crash since the 2009 global financial crisis. The Coronavirus pandemic struck the UK in January 2020, sending the country into a national lockdown by March. Data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) shows the employment rate has been decreasing since the start of the coronavirus pandemic. Furthermore, in every sector the rise in unemployment and redundancies has reached a record high. The UK employment rate in the three months to September 2020 was estimated at 75.3%, 0.8 percentage points lower than a year earlier (ONS,2020) The economic crisis has put great stress on employers and employees across the UK. Prospective studies unsurprisingly show that unemployment has a causal influence on depression (Ng et al., 2013) In support with the Mental Health Foundation (2018) statement that stress levels are higher nationally: In the last year, 74% of people have felt so stressed they have been overwhelmed or unable to cope. A strong ER strategy will be crucial to maintaining employee satisfaction and economic survival. Organisations and employee relation professionals must ensure they are up to date with social trends and changes. The current social factors affecting employment relationship is demographic change. Demographic change reflects changes in population such as life expectancy, birth rates and levels of immigration. The past decade there has been a significant rise in the aging population in all regions, including the UK. As the population has aged, so has the workforce CIPD (2015) state there are 9.4 million people in employment over the age of 50 in the UK, equivalent to over 30% of the workforce. To boost productivity and economic success of the UK, Harper and Walport (2020) suggest that organisations must support the aging population, made adaptations to the workplace and ensure individuals are re-skilled throughout their lifetime. In addition, technological changes have transformed the workforce through the adaptation of artificial intelligence (AI).  No organisation in the UK is immune to the effects of technology disruption, from the use of smart phones, chat bots and algorithms. The debate between AI causing productivity and employee difficulty is on-going. The World Economic Forum (2018) states that double the number of jobs could be created as lost through the application of new technologies. However, a recent study suggests that advances in technology will lead to changes in the workplace as dramatic as the collapse of the traditional employment relationship (Parry and Battista, 2019) This different type of workforce will mean different employee relationships, change management will be vital in the survival of a healthy employment relationship. ACAS (2017) states change management theory provides useful lessons for managing technological change. Legislation can also affect the employment relationship. Recent years has seen a drive for change due to the current state of the economy, CIPD Podcast, Widdowson (2016) claims we are living in difficult financial times. Ultimately, this is affecting the way people work, causing disruption in the workplace. Contracts of employment have changed, according to Statista (2020) In 2020 there were over 1.05 million people on zero hours contracts in the United Kingdom, compared with 896 thousand in 2019.There has been bad publicity on zero-hour contract, particularly from the left-wing government – Labour party. The bad press and media have made businesses reluctant to state they use zero-hour contracts. This has become a political issue for unions and parties, union membership has declined, and the workplace appears to be growing in complexity (Gennard, et al., 2016). The environmental impacts influencing the employment relationship refer to what is happening with respect to ecology and the environment, for example the current climate. These factors can affect the industry and the ways in which employees work, therefore employment relation professionals must identify what environmental issues are having on job performance. Industrial relations broadly defined as the study of work and employment, was established as an independent academic field in the 1920s in the US and subsequently after WWII in Britain and other Anglophone countries (Frege,2007).  Since the 1970’s the UK has experienced significant economic and social changes that have shaped employee and labour-management relationships. By 1973, inflation in the UK was accelerating to over 20% (Pettinger, 2017). Contributing factors were the strength of unions, increased wages and the growth in consumer spending. The Government's response was to cap public sector pay, this created widespread strikes from trade unionists and miners claiming the pay wasn’t keeping up with the cost of living. As a result, the National Minimum Wage was introduced in 1999 to protect workers and motivate individuals to give their labour to organisations. 1978 saw Britain's workers rejecting the then labour Government’s attempt to curtail wage increase with an incomes policy. In the midst of the freezing winter of 1978–79, more than 2,000 strikes, infamously coined the “Winter of Discontent,” erupted (Martin-López, 2014). 1978 Labour leader, James Callaghan faced strikes from health workers, teachers and pay demands from miners. Trade union membership in the UK hit a peak of 13.9 million by 1979 (Claiming rights: Role of trade unions in the UK, n.d.). The Winter of Discontent forced Callaghan to process another election, by 1979 the conservative party won the general election and Margaret Thatcher commonly known as the ‘Iron Lady’ came into power. The election of Margaret Thatcher as UK Prime Minister and was used to legitimize the programme of Conservative trade union reform through the 1980s and 1990s (Heery and Noon, 2008) The election of Thatcher saw a decline in trade union members. According to Undy (2020) Union’s dropped from a high of 13 million in 1979 to 8 million in 1995. Furthermore, it is argued that as of 2020 the unions have still not recovered from this decline. Thatcher celebrated victory in 1985 by beating the miners’ strike, this led to a loss in union members. The Winter of Discontent fundamentally changed the natural allegiance of the working class to the labour party resulting appointment of a Conservative Government. Ultimately defeating the miners’ strikes, diminishing trade unions and balanced employee relationships in favour of the employer / organisations. In recent years, subsequent governments have changed this balance of power again. The past decade the UK has been a Conservative Government, labelled as Ten Years of Tory (Carmichael, 2020) The Trade Union Act was introduced in 2016, introducing new measures including, Arbitrary thresholds in industrial action ballots. 50% turnout and 40% support, Complicated new balloting, New restrictions on pickets and union campaigning (Trade Union Act, 2016) The act was designed to address the perception of widespread disruptive strikes, however, it is argued these serious restrictions put in place are unnecessary. Despite this, according to The Trade Union Membership: Statistical Bulletin (2020), Trade union membership levels among employees have now risen for three consecutive years following the fall to a low of 6.23 million in 2016. There has been a shift in members from each sector, the public sector seeing a decline and the private sector seeing an increase in members.  For employee relations, they must manage the shift by co-operative working. There are key factors of employee relations including, trust, openness and respect (Widdowson, 2016).  As of January 2020, there are 32.9 million people aged 16 years and over in employment in the UK (ONS, 2020) ER is an important part in ensuring a supportive working environment to create positive relationships and enhance productivity. Ultimately, an ER strategy is needed to ensure the balance in the relationship remains despite the Governments position. An effective employee relations strategy helps maintain the balance between the relationships with the employee, employer, trade union and Government. These current actors are all equal importance in the employee relationship; however, each actor has different interests in ER. Budd and Bhave (2008) state the Employer's interest are to maximise profit, Employee interest is an income and the Government’s interest to boose economic growth. An employee relation professional must relegate the employee relationship, this can be done through collective and individual bargaining. TUC (2020) state Collective bargaining is the official process by which trade unions negotiate with employers, on behalf of their members. Organisations all over the UK use this technique including fast food leader Mcdonalds. In 2017 the global movement labelled ‘McStrike’ came to the UK. Mcdonalds employees from Croydon and Clayford began to strike to put a ban on zero-hour contracts, an increase in pay and union recognition. Espley (2017) claims that McStrike shows us that collective bargaining is a fundamental human right. The strike resulted to a pay rise by January 2018, we know they can afford to pay it and what we’ve done with such a small amount of people going on strike shows what it’s possible to achieve, said McDonald's employee Steve Day (Chapman, 2018) Collective bargaining proved to be an effective technique for ER, employee voice and engagement resulted to organisational outcome. This has benefitted both sides by satisfying the demands of employees and increasing employee performance. To maintain strong ER there are supporting bodies available to businesses throughout the UK.  2020 has seen economy plummet due to the economic strain of the Coronavirus pandemic and the uncertainty of a Brexit trade deal.  This has brought a great deal of stress to employers and employees across the UK. In 2018/19 stress, depression or anxiety accounted for 44% of all work-related ill health cases and 54% of all working days lost were due to ill health (Murray, 2020) ER is important to ensure the employee gets the relevant help needed, some businesses have work councils available to assist employees with their issues. Trade unions and third-party intervention are alternatives to raising or taking an issue further. ACAS is a workplace expert used across the UK, ACAS stands for the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service, its purpose is to improve organisations and working life through the promotion and facilitation of strong industrial relations practice (ACAS, 2020) For businesses to survive the current financial crisis and maintain strong ER, ACAS is available for free advice to all employers, employees and representatives to understand best practice, current policies and their rights.  Get your business EU ready from 1 January 2021 (Gov,2020) is a statement advertised across British press and media to prepare businesses for the change. Aside for preparing for the physical changes of Brexit, businesses will need to invest time on training managers and employees to boost productivity and minimise conflict in this difficult time, bodies such as ACAS offer this training. The Coronavirus pandemic has created a massive impact on the UK economy, impacting workers, disrupting supply chains and businesses in every sector. The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) is a leading alliance of companies, trade unions and NGOs that promotes respect for workers' rights around the globe (Ethical Trading Initiative, 2020). Many leading organisations across the UK are members of ETI including, Sainsbury’s, ASOS and The White Company. ETI was created in 1998 to tackle the exploitation of workers involved in supply chains, involving poor pay and working conditions. ETI (2020) state, our vision is a world where all workers are free from exploitation and discrimination, and enjoy conditions of freedom, security and equity. Currently, the non-profit organisation is helping the supply chain in response to the Coronavirus pandemic. Helping drive businesses and protect workers through the pandemic, offering members advice, guidance, insight and resources. As of December 2020, the coronavirus pandemic is still on-going, the future of ER will involve effective strategies and professional bodies to use collaborative action and drive business practice. 

Conclusion
The essay has explored resolutions for conflict in an organisation, focusing on the importance of ER. In conclusion, it demonstrates how there are internal and external factors contributing to conflict within an organisation. A human resource professional must ensure an ER strategy is in place to create a fair and equal outcome of the conflict. This includes the use of individual and collective bargaining, a process of negotiating between the employer, employee and union. Mcdonalds are an organisation who have demonstrated effective collective bargaining through the ‘McStrike’ campaign. Chapman (2018) what we’ve done with such a small amount of people going on strike shows what it’s possible to achieve, said McDonald's employee Steve Day. The success of the McStrike created a foundation for other retail and fast-food employers, who are arguably underpaid. The decline of unions since the late 70s has seen a rise in work council groups and supporting bodies such as ACAS and ETI. Well-known businesses across the UK are members of supporting bodies who offer advice and help on polices, rights and the current financial climate. Due to the economic crisis resulting in a loss of jobs and an uncertain future, mental health issues are rising. Ultimately, ER effective strategies are needed now more than ever. Maintaining a good relationship between the employee and employer is crucial in employee satisfaction and retaining productivity. 
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