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[bookmark: _Toc60928774]Executive Summary

The following report outlines the importance of managing employee relations within the context of The Magstim Company Limited during the current COVID-19 global pandemic. 
The vision of The Magstim Company is to become the market leader within the medical device industry which drives innovation and to create a community of employees who are engaged, motivated and eager to make an impact.
A review of the literature reveals that employee relations focuses primarily on ensuring the relationship between an organisation and its employees is managed effectively through clear practices and relevant legal requirements. A positive employee relations environment can benefit an organisations strategic objective as well as supporting employee’s health and wellbeing.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a high number of organisations being financially impacted with the Office of National Statistics stating that redundancies rose to 370,00 in the three months to October 2020, the biggest increase since 1992. This report identified that during uncertain times employee voice, engagement and strong leadership was paramount in ensuring a positive employee relations environment was maintained. 
Recommendations are made to that will contribute employee commitment, engagement, progression of employee voice and organisation performance.
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1.0 [bookmark: _Toc60928775]Introduction 

The Magstim Company is a leading manufacturing company which designs and manufactures Transcranial Magnetic Stimulators (TMS) which is an effective, non-invasive therapy used in the treatment of depression. TMS therapy is prescribed to patients who have become drug resistant to traditional anti-depressants.
[bookmark: _Hlk60927419]Located on the Pembrokeshire/Carmarthenshire border in West Wales, The Magstim Company is a US owned company  with an innovative team of over 80 engineers, manufacturing operatives and supporting functions at its headquarters based in Whitland, West Wales and US office in Minnesota, USA. The vision of The Magstim Company is to become the market leader within the medical device industry which drives innovation and to create a community of employees who are engaged, motivated and eager to make an impact (The Magstim Company, 2020).
The Magstim Company is a Unitarist organisation with its Managers and employees working together for a common interest and values (Bennet, et al., 2020); (Dunlop, 1958). Although there is no collective bargaining in place several employees are members of the trade union Unite. 
Following several restructures over the last four years The Magstim Company has moved to a matrix model of organisation from a hierarchical one. A matrix structure allows for several departments to work closely together with improvements to communication and the decision -making process is more effective. However, there are occasions whereby decision making is arduous due to the decision-making authority being diffused (Kew & Stredwick, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc60928776]1.2 Report Aim
The aim of this report is to
1. Examine and critically analyse the impact that the recent global pandemic has had on the employee relations climate at The Magstim Company Limited
2. Critically analyse the issue against theoretical understanding, megatrends, the broader employee relations climate within the UK, terms and conditions and the roles of the organisation in terms of best practice and legislative obligations. 
3. Provide creative and innovative recommendations that will contribute to employee commitment, engagement, and the progression of employee voice, as well as organisational level performance. 









[bookmark: _Toc60928777]2.0 Literature Review 

[bookmark: _Toc60928778]2.1 Key Terminology 

There are several elements which employee relations consists of. These include the formal and informal employment policies and practices of the organisation to protect the interests of both the employees and the employer, and to regulate the ways in which employers treat their employees and how the latter are expected to behave (Armstrong, 1999). 
The historical approach to employment relations centred around trade union behaviour, collective bargaining, industrial disputes, and UK Government – trade union relationship (Gennard & Judge , 2010, p. 15). However, an updated definition is that employee relations can be defined as the relationship between employer and employee. At a level this is a simple economic transaction such as an exchange of labour for pay. Employment relations focuses on developing, applying, and negotiating processes by which the employment relationship is conducted and regulated. It also focuses on the increasing number of individualisations of the employment relationship due to an increase in workplace rights and the dramatic decrease in trade union influence  (CIPD, 2020a); (Bennet, et al., 2020). Employee relations concentrates on the regulating and controlling the behaviour within the workplace. The most important aspects are negotiating with trade unions where applicable, involving and engaging employees in the decision-making process (Bennet, et al., 2020).  
Coronavirus which is commonly referred to as COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organisation on 11th March 2020. The most common symptoms of COVID-19 are a temperature, a new cough or a loss of taste or smell. The coronavirus spreads from person to person through  close contact (World Health Organisation, 2020); (CIPD, 2020b). On March 23rd, 2020, in line with several European Governments, the UK Prime Minister announced a stay-at-home order to prevent the further spread of the virus. All non-essential shops were forced to close and the gathering of two or more people in public became an illegal activity. A working from home approach to working was adopted, where possible, and an unprecedented support package for workers and businesses was announced (UK Government, 2020). During this disconcerting period, it was imperative that Government and business leaders in the twenty first century who were faced with a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous (VUCA) environment anticipated change and developed an agile and adaptive response (Deloitte, 2019). 
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) or Furlough scheme was introduced by the UK government in March 2020 to support UK companies who faced a reduction in work for their employees. With industries forced to closed Employers were able to claim up to 80% of employees’ wages without the need to take further drastic action such as redundancies. The Magstim Company fully utilised the furlough scheme with 47 employees placed on a period of furlough following the dramatic decrease in international and UK orders (CIPD, 2020c; CIPD, 2020e). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928779]2.2 Employee Relations
[bookmark: _Hlk60580067]Employee relations focuses primarily on ensuring the relationship between an organisation and its employees is managed effectively through clear practices and relevant legal requirements. A positive employee relations environment can benefit an organisations strategic objective as well as supporting employee’s health and wellbeing. Employers have clear expectations regarding the quantity and quality of an employee’s work (Hochschild, 2012); (CIPD, 2020). The nature and success of employment relations within organisations is defined by the interaction of the employer, employee, and representation such as trade unions and the State. The State plays a substantial role in employment relations through legislation and the management of the economic growth, unemployment and interest rates (Bennet, et al., 2020). According to the Office of National Statistics 83.3% of employees work within the  private sector with 16.7% of employees work within the public sector (ONS, 2020). According to the CIPD there is a popular view that work is becoming more insecure linked to the increase in atypical forms of work such as zero hours contracts, agency working and the gig economy. A common portrayal of the UK labour market is with a decline in trade union membership employees are left in a much weaker bargaining position (CIPD, 2019).
Trade union membership, which is prominent within the public sector and not widely seen in the private sector, has seen a steady decline.  Between 2004 and 2011 trade membership decreased from 31% to 29%, however, the number of organisations with a recognised trade union remained unchanged during the same period (CIPD, 2020); (WERS, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc60928780]2.2.1 Employee engagement
There are a number of definitions on employee engagement with many theorists describing as a set of approaches or strategies designed to elicit organisational commitment, however, it can also be described as an outcome of managerial activity and action (Bennet, et al., 2020); (Purcell, 2012); (MacLoed & Clarke, 2009). In order to manage the employment relationship it is imperative that Managers ensure that employees have a sense of personal attachment to their work and enable them to be the best and  understanding that this is only possible through high involvement, respect and feeling valued (Gennard & Judge , 2010); (MacLoed & Clarke, 2009). Talented people want to be in high freedom companies, at US technology company Google management power is taken away on certain decisions – Managers are there not to focus on carrot or stick but on clearing blocks and inspiring (Bock, 2016, p. 12). 
The clear management of the employment relationship can be seen as an investment towards employees and is designed to engage their commitment to the organisation (Rees & French, 2016). A CIPD commissioned report Developing managers to manage sustainable employee engagement, health and well-being, found that Manager behaviour not only has an impact on an employee’s health and well-being but also impacts their engagement (CIPD, 2017). It is the responsibility of the Manager to discover and reinform an employees’ workplace strengths as they will be more intrinsically motivated to work, Within teams understanding individual strengths allows them to relate effectively which in turn will boost group trust and productivity (Gallup, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928781]2.2.2 Employee Voice
The dynamic of employee voice is to allow employees to feel that they have can share their views and opinions upwards and see changes being implemented as a consequence (Bennet, et al., 2020) (MacLoed & Clarke, 2009). In order to achieve successful employment relations within organisations it is imperative that employer encourage engagement by giving employees a genuine voice (Dromey, 2014). The strategic significance of employee voice was highlighted in the UK Government commissioned Good Work Plan. The report concluded that Managers and employees should discuss issues affecting them, have a safe workplace to raise concerns and influence strategic issues. This key thread will link different forms of employee voice and will provide employees with the opportunity to influence and participate in decisions impacting their day to day working lives (Taylor, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928782]3.0 Dynamics of Employee Relations

[bookmark: _Toc60928783]3.1 Redundancy
[bookmark: _Hlk60927693]A high number of organisations have financially felt the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic with the Office of National Statistics stating that redundancies rose to 370,00 in the three months to October 2020, the biggest increase since 1992 as shown in figure 1. The was fuelled by job losses within retail and hospitality (Partington, 2020).  Redundancy is defined as the fact that the employer has ceased or intends to cease business or the requirements for the employee to perform work of a specific type has diminished or expected to do so (CIPD, 2020c); (Bennet, et al., 2020); (Employment Rights Act, 1996).
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[bookmark: _Toc60928801]Figure 1- Historical redundancy figures within the UK
The economic downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic saw the UK’s value of the goods and services it produces, also referred to as Gross Domestic Product (GDP), fall sharply in the first two quarters of 2020, making it the worst recession on record and the first in the UK since the economic downturn of 2009. The economy is 9.7% smaller than before the pandemic. This has resulted in job losses with many businesses having less trade than pre pandemic times (BBC, 2020). Following a decrease in sales at rail and airport outlets WH Smith announced in November 2020 that 25 high street stores would close affecting nearly 200 roles. WH Smith posed a £280million pre-tax loss for the year up to August with revenues declining by a third (Foy, 2020). With all non-essential stores forced to close in March 2020, John Lewis was forced to lose 1500 job from its head office and was forced to close 50 department stores affecting 1300 workers (Onita & Foy, 2020). Unfortunately, The Magstim Company, both its US and UK operations were heavily impacted by the economic downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. On March 17th, 2020, the US workforce was reduced by 10 employees who worked within the Sales, training, and installation department due to the sudden closure of hospitals and Psychiatric units.  
Unfortunately, the US Government financial $376 billion stimulus programme, the CARES Act, which was announced on 27th March 2020 came into US law after the event, The Pay check Protection Programme provides small businesses with a loan to retain employees who are experiencing a temporary loss of revenue. The intention in 2021 is to be in a position for those employees who were terminated to be reinstated (US Small Business Administration, 2020). 
The UK operation of The Magstim Company in comparison was supported by the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and Economic Resilience Fund. The original projections in early March 2020 was as many as 47 employees would be at risk of redundancy. Due to the job retention scheme The Magstim Company were able to offer them a period of furlough and 28 employees returned to the workplace between July and October. Inevitably employees in roles which saw the greatest reduction in workload were placed at risk of redundancy and in July 2020 19 employees left the employment of The Magstim Company. The decision to reduce the workforce numbers within the UK and US was communicated to all employees within the UK and US. All UK based employees were invited to a company meeting to announce the company’s participation in the job retention scheme to ensure the financial stability of the company. In line with the ACAS code of practice the Senior Management Team discussed whether it was possible to temporary reduce working hours, retrain employees to work in other roles, and offered voluntary redundancy or early retirement (ACAS, 2021). However, due to the financial instability of The Magstim Company in May 2020, employees were once again invited to a company meeting where it was announced that up to 19 employees would be placed at risk of redundancy. 
All those impacted and those employees who were not at risk were spoken to individually with their Manager and a Senior Manager present to alleviate any concerns or worries. Employees who remained with the organisation can feel disenchantment and stress resulting from a large- or small-scale redundancy situation. Employees can at times feel what is referred to as “survivor syndrome”. The impact can be an increase directly or indirectly in workload, increased stress, low morale and a breakdown in trust and management. To reduce stress levels within the workforce a COVID focus group was set up with department representatives to discuss issues and their concerns over job security. Although the Senior Management Team could not promise job security it was communicated clearly that the processes put in place were done so to provide financial stability (Bennet, et al., 2020); (Murphy, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928784]3.2 Health and Wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic
The health and safety of workers has for several years been instrumental in an organisation’s employment relations. Promoting and supporting employee wellbeing can deliver mutual benefits to its workforce and the overall organisation (Bennet, et al., 2020); (CIPD, 2020e). The Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 (HSAWA) and the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulation 1999 ensures that Employers carry out risk assessments in relation to work activities and to take necessary measures to control any health and safety risks (HSE, 2020). 
The COVID-19 pandemic heightened concerns of health and well-being and in line with the Welsh Governments introduction of Social Distancing  Measures in September 2020, The Magstim Company ensured that employees work a minimum of 2 metres apart, additional hand washing facilities were introduced, staggered lunch breaks were introduced due to the limited number of seating available within the canteen at any one time. A COVID focus group was introduced and additional measures were implemented such as temperature check points and the wearing of face masks throughout the building. As part its communication strategy The Magstim Company also distributes daily updates on suspected or confirmed cases of COVID-19 (Welsh Government, 2020). In the instances where employees have returned confirmed positive COVID test results The Magstim Company implements its own track and trace system to identify potential close contacts. Employees identified as close contact are told to self-isolate for 10 days in line with UK Government guidelines and received full pay in line with the organisations sick pay policy. Those employees who can work from home during this time are encouraged to do so (NHS, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc60928785]3.3 Mandatory Working from Home policy due to COVID-19 pandemic
Following the introduction of a third lockdown in Wales on 20th December 2020 the working from home mandate was once again promoted. The Magstim Company reinforced its policy once again with most office-based roles being carried out from home. In line with its health and safety obligations a risk assessment for all employees working from home was conducted with Managers communicating daily with their team members via Microsoft Teams. In 2019 Deloitte’s Global Human Capital Trends survey determined that technological advances had allowed leader to make an impact by effective communicating the organisation values and vison internally and externally (Deloitte, 2019b). 
The COVID-19 pandemic encouraged home working; however, this was not a new phenomenon with around 29.6% of workers working from home in the last 12 months to April 2020. Technological advancement has been a large facilitator in homeworking, along with the proportion of roles which require the essential use of a computer as shown in figure 2 (CIPD, 2020f); (Felstead, et al., 2019). 
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[bookmark: _Toc60928802]Figure 2- Proportion of workers using a computer
With both the UK and Welsh Government encouraging working from home where possible, the spotlight became fixed on the technological infrastructure of organisations and their ability to implement successful remote working. 
While technology advancements have enabled more flexible and remote working, the COVID-19 pandemic has driven a dramatic spike in virtual collaboration, through systems such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams, and homeworking. Organisations have been challenged to maintain both productivity and employee wellbeing for an entirely remote workforce (CIPD, 2020g). 
A survey conducted by the CIPD’s on the impact of COVID-19 on UK workers identified several concerns, including the challenge of maintaining a healthy work–life balance, rising job insecurity, and wellbeing. When questioned, 30% of workers stated that their ability to work has been impacted by a change in caring responsibilities since the outbreak; 39% think their financial security has worsened; and 47% are concerned about catching COVID-19 at work. Technology has, however, provided an important tool for continuing productive work through the crisis (CIPD, 2020h); (CIPD, 2020i). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928786]3.4 Leadership and Management during a pandemic
It has been argued that ‘Organisations are the people in them; that people make the place’. Managing the employee experience is a ‘bottom up’ rather than a ‘top down’ process. To enhance the experience, the starting point is to gain understanding of how employees perceive what it is like to work in the sand from that analysis obtain the evidence on what needs to be done to deal with any issues (Schneider, 1987); (Armstrong, 2012). To be a successful leader, Managers should be able to develop and coach their employees, clearly communicate and make sound decisions (Burke & Collins, 2001). 
The scale and speed of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in leaders and Managers adapting to an environment which rapidly changed. For employees the increased a sense of personal vulnerability and risk. The more vulnerable employees feel, especially during the current pandemic, the more they seek leadership from the organisation or management. Employees seek to trust the top team to lead them through the pandemic (CIPD, 2020j);  (Farndale, et al., 2011). An example of good leadership during the pandemic was the Chief Executive of Timpson’s, James Timpson, who was forced to close all 2100 stores effecting over 5,000 employees. Many employees were placed on furlough. Upon a tentative reopening of stores, health and safety measures were implemented such as screens and social distancing was enforced in all stores (Financial Times, 2020). In comparison, the leadership of Boohoo Group faced allegations of forcing employees with COVID-19 to work and not adhering to social distancing measures. Allegations were also raised regarding employees who wished to isolate were being denied pay, a breach of the Coronavirus Act, and factories had been operating illegally throughout lockdown (Nazir, 2020).
Leadership involves the achievement of outcomes through the efforts of others, however, the simplest definition is that leadership has followers, as leaders cannot be leaders without followers (Yukl, 2012); (Grint, 2010). A Managers leadership style is imperative during a pandemic. A traditional leadership approaches such as democratic, which allows for a participative decision making process, would not be beneficial in the current climate (Rees & French, 2016). During the current economic climate and COVID pandemic employees require an autocratic leader whereby the leader will largely make the decisions for the organisation with employees largely accepting the decision (Rees & French, 2016); (Tannenbaum & Schmidt, 1973). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928787]4.0 Findings- The Magstim Company’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic
Johnson, Scholes, and Whittington (2004) propose a five-stage model in analysing the environment. The fifth stage focussed on identifying the principal opportunities and threats through a SWOT analysis tool framework (Kew & Stredwick, 2016); (Johnson, et al., 2004). 

Strengths
The Magstim Company’s initial communication strategy for its employees was to hold daily briefings which informed employees of the updated daily COVID confirmed cases within the UK and USA. These briefings also communicated the organisations plan to allow employees to work from home where possible. This strategy reinforced employee involvement and participation as this forum allowed employees to participate within the decision making process (Rees & French, 2016).
To protect the health and wellbeing of all employees the decision was taken, prior to international and local travel restrictions, to suspend all business travel both internationally and local. This measure was to protect both UK and US employees who were in areas with rising COVID cases. 
The Magstim Company had in place prior to the COVID pandemic a technological infrastructure which allowed employees to access documentation and software from around the world. This infrastructure although in place required updating to ensure all staff who would be working from home for the foreseeable future would be able to work effectively. 
As a contingency plan the HR department conducted a skillset analysis to identify the mixed skillsets of all employees. This analysis was carried out so that in the event a COVID outbreak occurred the workplace activities could still be carried out. For example, employees who had previously worked within the production department would be able to retrain and return to manufacturing in the short term. The learning and development of employees is essential in the transfer of learning (Rees & French, 2016). 
Weaknesses
It was highlighted during the initial stages of the COVID pandemic that The Magstim Company does not have an updated business contingency plan. People Management conducted a survey which identified that two in five organisations do not have a business contingency plan in place to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. Half of the respondents stated that they had a comprehensive or reasonably comprehensive level of pandemic preparedness in their organisations before the outbreak, while over a fifth (21 per cent) reported their level of preparedness was non-existent, and 29 per cent said their level of preparedness was not very comprehensive (People Management, 2020). 
At the peak of the pandemic it became apparent that due to the downturn in production and future revenue a reduction in headcount was necessary. During the analysis of alternatives, it was discovered that the Contract of Employment did not have a lay -off clause. Employers can lay off an employee, by either asking them to stay at home or take unpaid leave, on a temporary basis if paid work cannot be provided. This can only be implemented if the Contract of Employment allows for this (UK Government, 2021).  This omission resulted in employees being placed on a period of furlough or were made redundant. 
Opportunities
During the initial stages of the COVID pandemic within the UK The Magstim Company researched the possibility of producing ventilators and CPAP machines in collaboration with Dr Rhys Thomas and CR Clarke & Co. The CPAP machine which was approved by the MHRA in April 2020 cost less than standard ventilator systems and would have increased revenues for The Magstim Company which was facing a significant financial shortfall (Harris, 2020).
Threats 
The Magstim Company’s biggest competitor Medtronic was financially stronger and innovative prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic was a significant catalyst for change resulting in alliances being formed with other US technology-based companies. This alliance included Elon Musk’s’ Tesla. Medtronic shared the design specification for a basic ventilator model with any companies who wish to produce them for hospitals (Forbes, 2020); (Medtronic, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc60928788]5.0 Conclusion
Employee relations focuses primarily on ensuring the relationship between an organisation and its employees is managed effectively through clear practices and relevant legal requirements. A positive employee relations environment can benefit an organisations strategic objective as well as supporting employee’s health and wellbeing (Hochschild, 2012); (CIPD, 2020).
The Magstim Company is a Unitarist organisation with its Managers and employees working together for a common interest and values (Bennet, et al., 2020); (Dunlop, 1958). Although there is no collective bargaining in place several employees are members of the trade union Unite. 
The organisational structure of The Magstim Company has moved in recent years away from a hierarchical structure to a more collaborative matrix. This management structure allows for collaboration amongst departments, involvement and participation of employees in the decision-making process. 
The dynamic of employee voice is to allow employees to feel that they have can share their views and opinions upwards and see changes being implemented as a consequence (Bennet, et al., 2020) (MacLoed & Clarke, 2009). In order to achieve successful employment relations within organisations it is imperative that employer encourage engagement by giving employees a genuine voice (Dromey, 2014). 
In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic had a detrimental impact on the revenue The Magstim Company in both its UK and US business operations. The Magstim Company was not the only company which was severely impacted with high redundancy figures within the hospitality industry. Although The Magstim Company was forced to make redundancies in July 2020 the company’s decision to participate with the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme allowed for 28 employees to return to their roles. The clear communication strategy of the organisation informed all employees of its intention to place a number of employees on a period of furlough leave and the same communication strategy was implemented in May 2020 when the notice of redundancies was announced.
 In line with the ACAS code of practice all at risk of redundancy employees were fully consulted with. This was also expanded to all employees who were spoken to alleviate any concerns and inform them that they were not a risk of redundancy. 
For effective employment relations The Magstim Company introduced a COVID focus group with representative from all departments along with daily updates on confirmed or suspected case of COVID-19. This focus group discussed additional measures employees would like to see implemented within the workplace and eased any concerns employees had on returning to the workplace during the pandemic. This focus group resulted in the implementation of temperature check stations along with the wearing of face masks within public areas of the workplace. The daily COVID email also informs employees of any confirmed or suspected cases of COVID-19. 
[bookmark: _Toc60928789]6.0 Recommendations
The following recommendations are presented to contribute employee commitment, engagement, progression of employee voice and organisation performance. 
[bookmark: _Toc60928790]6.1 Recommendation 1
It was identified that The Magstim Company did not have an up-to-date business continuity plan in place which would address the line of succession and emergency planning should an unexpected event occur. A business continuity plan helps a company survive and continue running after a major disruption or disaster, like a fire or flood. It highlights the step-by-step process of what should be done to prevent risks that can lead to your business having to close down (FSB, 2020). Having an adequate contingency shows the Senior Management Team commitment to the organisation and its future operation.
Responsible person: Senior Management Team
Cost: Support consultants hourly rate range from £100-£200 per hour
Timescale: one week on site visit.
[bookmark: _Toc60928791]6.2 Recommendation 2
During the review of alternatives to redundancy it was identified that the Contract of Employment did not include a short term working or lay off clause. This would have been a benefit to The Magstim Company had this clause been in place. It is a recommendation that the Contract of Employment are reviewed by a Solicitor and this clause incorporated. This inclusion will also result in a full consultation process with all Employees as this introduction would be a change to terms and conditions. 
Responsible person: HR Manager, UK Site Director and Senior Management Team
Cost: Legal support is currently provided through a retainer with a local law practice. The cost per month is £550.
Timescale: 14 weeks (includes a possible 90-day consultation process)
[bookmark: _Toc60928792]6.3 Recommendation 3
It is recommended that the Senior management continue conducting regular focus groups with departmental representatives regarding issues and concerns during the COVID-19 pandemic and thereafter. This clear communication will in improve employee commitment and trust in the leadership team as a whole. If employees have a clear forum where they can communicate with the most senior onsite representative, they will become more engaged with the company’s strategic objectives. 
Responsible person: HR Manager and UK Site Director
Cost: Hourly rate of HR Manager, UK Site Director and department representatives
Timescale: Meeting to be held monthly with department representatives
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