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Activity 1

Explain the concept of employment relations and what is meant by the term ‘the indeterminate nature of employment relations.  Define and compare unitarist and pluralist approaches to employment relations. 
Employee relations look at the way employers create and maintain relationships, which are shaped by internal and external influences. Managing relationships is often challenging and requires co-operation, as there is always the possibility of conflict (Ellis 2016).
‘Employee relations has replaced the term industrial relations. It refers to individual and collective workforce relationships, following the rise of individual workplace rights and the decline in trade union influence in the wider economy’ (CIPD, 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk40511381]Employee relations can be described as have an indeterminate nature, mainly since that the contract of employment agrees to exchange money for the provision of work, rather than for actual goods. The work provided, is desired by the employer who must provide something to ensure the worker is willing to perform the work. The worker sells their ability to work during the working day (Colling and Terry, 2010). 
This can be viewed as an unequal relationship, as workers tend to have a limited choice of employers, whereas employers have the option of numerous applicants or the use of technology. The employee agrees to be under the employer’s control during the working day. This relationship is dynamic and has both conflict and cooperation (Colling and Terry, 2010).

There are two definitions of employee relations; regulatory and relationship based.
Regulatory-focused, which is a more traditional definition, as stated by Gennard and Judge (2010) is established in organisations by rules/regulations/agreements. Usually seen in organisations by the existence of staff handbooks, policies and various collective agreements between managers/unions on issues such as pay or individual agreements with employees such as working patterns. Employment law influences the regulation of employee relations through the introduction of various legislation such as Equality Act 2010. This seems an authoritarian approach.
The alternative definition mentioned by CIPD (2019) ‘focusing on both individual and collective relationships in the workplace, with increasing emphasis on helping line managers establish trust-based relationships with employees.  High levels of employee involvement, commitment and engagement - can improve business outcomes as well as contributing to employees' well-being’. This recognises the relationship through the full employee lifecycle and takes more of a people approach than strategic.
Many factors influence employee relations such as introduction of legislation, uncertainty, tends in the labour market/globalisation/ageing workforce, (CIPD Megatrends, 2013), increase in social activism and more recently the coronavirus pandemic.
A key shift in HR function has devolved the management of employee relations to line managers, who play an important part in employee relations (CIPD, 2015). Having competent managers who have the confidence to act appropriately, can help build positive employee relations, thus leading to enhanced business performance (CIPD, 2019a). Adequate training must be provided for managing conflict/difficult conversations/change management and maintaining motivation. Managers must also have a softer side to effectively manage relationships (CIPD, 2019).
Effective communication is key for employee relations and should be a two-way process. Consultation and surveying/interpreting employee attitudes can assist with identifying possible conflict, and early resolution processes can be put in place. Many organisations are moving away from the traditional approach of discipline and grievance towards the alternative dispute resolution, which aims to stop conflict at an early stage for a win-win approach. 
The Coronavirus pandemic has place huge pressure on employer/employee relations in recent weeks to ensure that communication is a two-way process, employers must provide regular, up to date/accurate information and employees concerns must be heard. 
Although union membership has declined in the private sector, there is still a strong presence in public sector, therefore employee relations remain an important concept. 
Fox (1966) states there are two main ways a manager views the relationship with employees. 
· Unitarist perspective – ‘the relationship is viewed as a united team who pull together behind the authority of the manager in order to pursue the organisation’s goals’ (Fox, 1966). Harmony and co-operation between both sides, e.g. Compton Group – taking a pay cut to ensure the survival of the business.
· Pluralist perspective – ‘organisations and workers have both similar and different interests in the employee relationship’ (Fox, 1966). A pluralism approach could be an organisation looking to maximise profit and employees trying to maximise their earnings. This can result in conflict which maybe managed through discipline and grievance procedure e.g. recent pension change implications for Firefighters.

Alternative views of employee relations are:

· [bookmark: _Hlk40885839]economic – an economic exchange of work for financial reward. The view is employees work harder of more money is offered. Critics such as Budd (2011) argue that is narrow minded and that ‘work is undertaken for personal fulfilment and identity’.  Globally unpopular recently with organisations being criticised for taking huge profits, whilst their employees are paid minimum wage. Corporate Social Responsibility is being replaced with a phrase social enterprising organisation, whereby they will only seek profit if all ‘stakeholders’ benefit, whilst also improving the lot of workers, customers and the communities in which we live’ (Deloitte, 2019).

· Psychological – based on perceptions/obligations. Guest and Conway (2002, p.22) state ‘the perception of two parties, employee and employer, of what their mutual obligations are towards each other’. The current global pandemic Covid19 will see employers who have a strong psychological contract being able to rely on workers. As key workers, the Fire Service has seen employees pulling together and working in partnership with the Welsh Ambulance Service Trust.

The management of employee relations essentially revolves around trying to both control labour and secure their consent
· conducted through collective bargaining
· specific managerial approaches
· decline of trade unions and the emergence of HRM has placed greater emphasis on relationship between the individual/organisation 
· changes to HR functions threaten to undermine attempts to increase employee engagement (Gennard et al. 2016)





















Activity 2
Explain the roles and typical approaches taken by the key parties in employment relations: trade unions, management, government and its employment relations agencies (such as ACAS).
There are three main key parties in employment relations
· Management 
· Employees and their representatives
· The government and its employment agency ACAS (Ellis, 2016)

Management refers to a process, a system of authority and a group of people, all which influence employee relations. Management is a system of authority can be exercised through the development and administration of rules, this can be an individual or a group of people who have responsibility of the organisation’s operation (Ellis, 2016)

Sisson (2010, p.235) argues that since the 1980s, management ‘had become the major force for change in the arrangements governing the employee relationship’ 

This recognises that the role of management in employee relations has increased substantially in comparison with the roles of the government and trade unions. This contemporary approach is being undertaken by more organisations. Clifton and Harter (2019) also point out that managers are often the ones who lead organisations to success.

Management style is the approach adopted by managers in their interactions with employees.
Three management styles have been identified (Kilroy and Dundon, 2015):

· organisational leader – implements HRM procedures selectively
· policy enactor – implements HRM procedures rigidly
· employee coach – implements HRM procedures in a tailored way

Research found that the type of management style can vary, which in turn has implications on employment relationships.  

Trade unions are independent but work with management and the government in order to regulate employee relationship. The definition of a trade union is ‘workers of one or more description and whose principle purposes include the regulation of relations between workers and employers’ (TULRCA, 1992, Section 1).

The role of unions is to ensure democracy in the workplace. Nowark (2015, p.684) stated that unions aim ‘to win fairness, justice and equality for working people’. By acting collectively unions can exert more influence on management, even when representing individual interests. Unions emerged due to the workers desire to rebalance the distribution of power between employers and employees. Trade unions impact on employee relations by trying to secure the best possible arrangements e.g. salaries/working time arrangements. This can be seen to have a positive effect on employee relations.

Unions, employees and management rely on negotiations and consultation on matters such as pay/pension changes. Pension changes result in a strong resistance from unions who see it as detrimental to their members, this can be seen recently in the FBU challenges on pension changes introduced for Firefighters (FBU, 2020).

Trade union membership has declined considerably in recent years the private sector however, there is still a large presence in public sector. Rose (2008) suggests this decline could be due to individualism of employee relationships/unemployment/ increased legislation and decline in industrialised industries. This limited membership therefore reduces the influence on employee relations.

The government has a major impact on employee relations, through its roles as an employer, a legislator and through its agencies such as the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS), which focus on improving problematic areas of employee relations (Ellis, 2016). The government is a major public sector employer, including central/local government and NHS. 
This employer role means the government can influence policy/practices. The traditional view was that the government was a model employer and demonstrated good practice in employee relations. High levels of job security, pay/pensions were just some of the benefits associated with public sector employment. This tradition has been challenged by different governments who looked to the private sector to influence procedures to increase efficiency such as changes to pension schemes, job cuts/pay freezes, introduction of management/individual performance related pay (Ellis, 2016).
The government’s role as a legislator gives direct impact on employee relations through decisions on employment law from both the U.K. and E.U. directives. Over the last few decades there has been a substantial increase in legislation which is introduced on the 6th April/1st October each year. In 1997, the UK government signed up to the Maastricht Treaty which committed the UK to adopting EU law. EU law has had a direct impact on UK employee relations through the introduction of legislation relating to working hours/NMW/parental leave. 
The introduction on Acts such as the Equality Act 2010, Agency Workers Regulations (2010) along with recent legislation under the Good Work Plan has had a direct impact on employee relations. Recent legislation in response to the Coronavirus pandemic also has a direct impact on employee relations. 
The government can indirectly influence employee relationships through its agency ACAS. ACAS ‘aims to improve organisations and working life through better employment relations, working with employers and employees to solve problems and improve performance by providing free and confidential advice to employers, employees and their representatives on employment rights, best practice and policies, and resolving workplace conflict’ (GOV.UK, 2020). In 2014 it introduced the requirement to lodge all Employment Tribunal claims with ACAS first, in order to try and resolve the issue informally before progressing to an Employment Tribunal.
Another government agency is Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) formed in 2007, which seeks to enforce discrimination legislation and promote equal opportunities. This enforcement/promotion from the EHRC influences the management of employee relations. 
It is evident that all three key parties through their various agendas have an influence on employee relations, management through its organisation agenda, trade union through its employee agenda and the government and its agencies through employee and legislative agendas.

























Activity 3
Explain different models of employee representation, clarifying terms such as employee involvement; participation; partnership; information and consultation.
According to Benson and Brown (2010, p83) employee involvement and participation are forms of employee voice which ‘provides employees with the opportunity to express their concerns and influence the actions of management’. Traditionally this is seen as coming through trade union representation, however due to the decline in union membership in recent years, there has been an increase in direct communication between employees (both individually and collectively) with management without the need for third-party union representation (Ellis, 2016).
The two main forms of employee voice are:
· employee participation – where employees participate in organisational decision making via a representative. This is done through forums, partnership working, consultation committees. 
· employee involvement – where management introduces practices directly with employees to gain ideas and co-operation. This is done through management briefings, problem-solving groups, suggestion schemes, newsletters, email communications. 

Approaches to representative participation include (CIPD, 2020):
· collective – negotiations between senior managers/unions usually regarding pay or conditions of service
· partnership schemes – mutual gains are identified, issues tackled on a co-operative basis rather than as adversaries. Commitment to high levels of communication is essential.
· joint consultation – exists to address issues not covered by collective bargaining.
· forums/working groups – mixed groups meeting with senior management for consultation/information sharing and to discuss specific issues.
· European Works Councils (EWC) – body set up to being together management and employees to discuss transnational issues for multinational companies across Europe with more than 1000 employees.

‘Direct participation is the employee’s ability to influence decision making themselves’ (CIPD, 2020) has increased over the last decade. 
With traditional union membership in decline, employees are finding new ways to voice their opposition to corporate decisions by using social media such as twitter and instant messaging platforms such as Slack, as shown by recent events at Wayfair and Amazon (Personnel Today, 2019). The anonymity can give people increased power and this along with the increase social activism can have a damaging effect on reputations of organisations. 

Whistleblowing is recognised as an effective way to communicate messages to employers. An individual will raise concerns regarding conduct or illegal behaviour which might not directly affect that person but affects others. The Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 is a key law that protects those individuals that blow the whistle in the public’s interest. 
Under UK governance reform, it was pledged that workers would have a representative on the board, but the plans were shelved, however some companies such as Capita have gone ahead with it and recognises employee’s interest (Personnel Today, 2019). John Lewis (2020) ensure that their partners have a place on the board, bringing specialist knowledge and insights which are reflected in the direction of the business.
Technology offers a way to voice employee views with some employers setting up enterprise social networks (ESN’s) enabling employers to tap into ideas/opinions on ways to improve processes. Two-way communication is encouraged for upward problem-solving. Suggestion schemes, rewarding those whose ideas are implemented and attitude surveys designed to assess employee views/experiences on various aspects have also seen an increase in recent years. Support networks to employees from minority groups have also been set up especially in public sector organisations.
Following a Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS 2013) downward communication was identified as the most used method of employee voice in organisations. This type of communication does not involve trade unions, therefore shows an increase in non-trade-union forms of voice.
The introducing of the Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations 2004, gave employees the legal right to be informed/consulted on employee matters. This includes changes in the organisation, contractual regulations, business developments, redundancies/transfers. Organisations with less than 50 employees are exempt and non-compliance can lead to financial implications in terms of fines (Gennard et al, 2016).
The Good Work Plan introduced on the 6th April 2020 lowered thresholds that trigger employee information and consultation requests from 10% to 2% of employees (Croner Guide, 2020).

The CIPD (2020) identified that employee voice practices can have the following positive benefits for both employee and employers.
Employer
· employee skills/knowledge can be better used to increase productivity
· employees feel more valued so reduces turnover
· the organisation gains a positive reputation
· reduced conflict and increase co-operation

Employee
· Increased job satisfaction, motivation and well-being
· Increased opportunities to develop skills
· Increases influence over their work
· Increased job security

To summarise, employee voice is a legally essential feature of employee relations. The various forms all have advantages and disadvantages for employers, employees and their representatives. 


























Activity 4
Explain different types of individual and collective conflict behaviour and some of the evolving approaches that can be used to manage these. Your response should include and distinguish between:
· conflict and misbehaviour
· official and unofficial industrial action
· third party conciliation, mediation and arbitration

Sisson (2010, p.207) defines conflict ‘as the discontent arising from a perceived clash of interests, can involve individuals and/or group and take a number of expressions. Modern theories on conflict such as that of Furnham (2005) place more emphasis on perceptions, thoughts, feelings and intentions of all concerned.
Those with a pluralist view conflict is inevitable in the workplace due to the different interests of parties involved. Organisations need to have systems in place to manage this conflict. Pluralists believe conflict brings about necessary change. In contrast a unitarist view sees conflict as an exception, as it assumes conflict will not occur due to the alignment of the interest of both parties, if it does occur it is due to poor communication, lack of trust and inability of managers.
Purcell (2014, p.233) made an interesting statement which confirmed what many had known ‘line managers are at the heart of most workplace conflict, whether causing it, experiencing it, or dealing and coping with the consequences’.
Conflict can take different forms and can be organised or unorganised. Organised conflict includes strikes, protests, demonstrations, work to rule, go-slow and overtime bans. Unorganised conflict includes theft, sabotage, absence and resignation. 
Organised conflict such as strikes are usually on a collective basis. If it has been organised by a trade union it is official industrial action (CIPD, 2017), this action is classed as lawful and in compliance with the legal framework of TULRA (1992). Examples of official industrial action was the Firefighters strikes regarding pension changes, organised by the FBU (BBC, 2013) or the British Airways strike over pay organised by unite (BBC, 2019).
Industrial action not formally approved by a trade union is unofficial, this tends to be unlawful. This type of action tends to be short-term and could be employees working on a go-slow for part of the day in protest.
Unorganised conflict is sometimes referred to as misbehaviour, can be on a collective or individual basis. Examples could include damage to organisational property to show discontent. 
Statistics on strikes have shown a decline over the last 40 years. Reasons suggested for this decline include reduced trade union membership, increased complexity of the legal framework which make it more difficult to conduct lawful action.  
Contemporary organisations have seen an increase in individual conflict rather than collective forms. This is shown in the increase in grievances, absences, resignations and employment tribunal complaints.
Conflict governs all aspects of life and can arise from organisational factors such as uncertainty, power differentials, competition or interpersonal factors such as lack of communication/understanding, personal characteristic. All can have an undesirable effect on employee relations, management is keen to resolve to avoid detrimental impacts on organisational reputation/performance and working relationships. A worker in Amazon in New York recently organised a protest over Health and Safety concerns during the coronavirus pandemic (BBC, 2020).
Following the CIPD’s Conflict Management Survey in 2011, organisations have invested in training managers to deal with conflict more effectively, handling difficult conversations and to be aware of the legal framework of disciplines and grievance. This skill also needs to be complemented with supporting managers with conflict prevention to avoid issues escalating (Ellis, 2016). Following the ACAS Code of Practice is important for employers. Encouraging opinions, listening and recognising the importance of feelings, and having a clear discipline and grievance procedure in place all assist with the management of conflict.
The CIPD believe most disputes can be resolved internally, however if all avenues have been exhausted there may be a need to seek guidance from independent organisations such as ACAS who can assist through arbitration, conciliation and mediation. Arbitration can assist in resolving disputes on issues such as unfair dismissal or flexible working. An arbitrator (independent person) hears the dispute and issues a binding decision. Conciliation attempts to find a mutually acceptable resolution for an issue that is likely to be or has resulted in an employment tribunal claim. Mediation is very similar to conciliation but for issues that have not resulted in an employment tribunal claim. The process of mediation ‘involves a neutral third party bringing two sides together with the aim of reaching a mutual agreement’ (ACAS/CIPD, 2013, p3).
ACAS recognises mediation as the most appropriate form of conflict resolution. The government also encourages this form of resolution. However, ACAS also recognises that it is not suitable for all issues and is more suited in circumstances where there is a breakdown in relationships rather than a disciplinary breach (ACAS, 2020).
In summary, evidence of workplace conflict in organisations due to the varying interests of parties involved, undermines the achievability of an unitarist approach. The decline in collective industrial action has been replaced with the increase in individual discipline/grievance and employment tribunal cases. Effective conflict management is essential and helps organisations find solutions for threats and opportunities, thus assisting in improving decision making and overall performance (Ellis, 2016).
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