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Understanding the Management of Employment Relations
1.1
Employment relations is described as indeterminate because various sources define it differently, there is not one description which fits all. Employment relations is described by the CIPD as the relationship between employees and employers as a collective workplace or with individuals (Suff, 2020). The shift away from trade unions and towards individualism has meant an increasing emphasis being placed on establishing trust-based relationships between line managers and employees (Suff, 2020). Others extend the definition to include that employment relations covers working conditions and safety, benefits and pay, work-life balance, recognition and rewards along with workplace conflict (Down, 2021). It is important to organisations to encourage positive employee relations because it improves business performance (Down, 2021). Another definition of employee relations refers to an organisation’s efforts to create and maintain  positive, constructive employee relations in the hope that employees are retained and more engaged in their work, leading to higher productivity levels and an increase in overall organisational success (BambooHR, 2019). There has been a decrease in the collective relationships or ‘industrial relations’ to individualism along with a fall in trade union membership and industrial action over the last few decades. Trade union membership has seen an increase over the last few years with employees in the public sector choosing to join (Suff, 2020).
1.2
Unitarism is based on the shared interest of all employees within the organisation whereas pluralism acknowledges various groups of employees and individuals as having different demands and requirements (Compare the Difference Between Similar Terms, n.d.). Unitarist share common goals and interests, expects loyalty to the organisation and views conflicts as dysfunctional. All employees and management in a unitarist organisation should share the same goals and work for the welfare of the organisation (www.stepbystep.com, n.d.).
Pluralism views an organisation as having many sub-groups with their own interests and goals, accepting that some of these may conflict with the organisations. Conflict is seen as desirable in pluralist organisations and there is no expectation of loyalty from the employees. Conflict still needs to be managed through policies and procedures. Pluralism views every employee and management as important and focuses on individuality, trying to satisfy everyone’s needs and demands (www.stepbystep.com, n.d.).
2.1
[bookmark: _Hlk90476093]The Trade union, an organised labour movement, was developed in the 19th century. The core legislation surrounding Trade Unions is the Trade union and Labour relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 with additions being made with the Employment relations Act 2004 and Trade Union Act 2016 (CIPD, 2021). A trade union is a group of employees who join together to improve their conditions of employment, whether that be seeking better working condition or better pay etc (UNISON, 2013). Currently nearly 7 million people in the UK belong to a trade union. Trade unions have workplace representatives who help union members with a variety of issues presented at work. Union reps offer support and advice to members with issues such as pay and conditions, redundancy, accompanying person to disciplinary or grievance meeting and offer legal and financial advice (UNISON, 2013). In organisations with unions, HR builds relations with representatives. In organisations without unions, HR focuses on employee engagement and managing conflict. Unions have brought significant changes to society throughout the years, such as a national minimum wage, the end of child labour, reducing the number of working hours a week, improved parental leave, equality legislation and improved worker safety to name a few (UNISON, 2013). In the future key developments arising from the Trade union act 2016 include a possible move to electronic balloting and a future cap on trade union representatives time to perform their union duties during working hours (CIPD, 2021).
2.2
Management is defined as “the act or skill of controlling and making decisions about a business, department, sports team etc” (Merriam-Webster, 2019). Most managers are responsible for employee relations as part of their general role as managers. Conflict in the workplace is a common occurrence so needs to be managed in a positive and proactive manor, to act in the best interest of the organisation and achieve good employee relations. The CIPD carried out some research into conflict in the workplace and found a quarter of employees, one in five, saying that conflict is a common occurrence with over a third having experienced some interpersonal conflict at work within the last 12 months (CIPD, n.d.). Employees in the UK have continued to complain about long working hours, poor well-being and stress, lack of development, poor work-life balance and too high workloads (CIPD, n.d.). These factors all contribute to increased workplace conflict and impact on employee relations. Management needs to be trustworthy, demonstrating equality, good communication and promote engagement along with a shared vision and provide inspirational leadership (The Online Learning Platform, 2017). 
There are different types of front-line management styles towards employee relations:
· Organisational Leader- The employee has an experience of general leadership. The manager relies on their employee relationships to manage and HR policies that support this (Kilroy and Dundon, 2015).
· Policy enactor- This is a very HR focussed manager and relies on these practices and hierarchy to manage. They use the organisation as an excuse to why things happen (Kilroy and Dundon, 2015). The employee views this style of manager through the formal mechanisms of HR.
· Employee Coach- The manager tailors his style to the needs of individual employees. HR practices and policies are used to enhance employee competence. They use coaching skills to manage and avoid disciplinary action as this is seen as them failing in their position (Kilroy and Dundon, 2015).
Defining the different management styles can allow people to explore the different approaches and the affects they have on employee relations (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016).
2.3
[bookmark: __DdeLink__208_143119566]The role the UK Government plays in the management of employee relations has many aspects from an employer to legislator and the agencies it runs such as ACAS and the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). The UK Government is a major employer with the size of the public sector, such as the NHS Trusts and Central and local Governments. Previously the Government used their employer position to demonstrate best practice and be referred to as the model employer, however in recent years as the Government have looked to increase efficiency of the public sector they have looked to the private sector for best practice (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
As legislator the Government has a direct impact by deciding and implementing employment laws which affects employee relations. This legislation has also been influenced by the European Union previously but with the UK having now left the EU, this should not be the case going forward. 
The UK Government can also affect employee relations through its agencies. Agencies such as ACAS claim to be independent but are funded by the Government (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016).  ACAS aims to improve employee relations, working conditions and organisations by advising on best practice, offering training and support. In 2014 the Government made it a requirement that any claim to be brought before the Employment tribunal must be logged with ACAS first to try and resolve the issue (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). This leads to less cases getting to tribunal and is an example of how Government can influence employee relations through one of its agencies.
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) was founded in 2007 by the UK Government as a  way to enforce discrimination legislation and promote equal opportunities. The EHRC can influence the management of employee relations through enforcement and promotion, meaning the Governments overall agenda on Equality and Diversity can help to be achieved (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
3.1
[bookmark: __DdeLink__89_182913100]Different models of employee representation happen both internally and externally of an organisation. Employee involvement and participation are forms of employee voice which gives employees a chance to express their thoughts and influence management (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016).  Previously employee voice was channelled through a trade union representative but in recent years, with the decline in union membership, non-trade-forms of employee voice have been formed. 
Different forms have their advantages and disadvantages for the employer and employee. Employee participation is where the employee actually takes part in the decision making in the organisation through their representation (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). Employee participation practices include employee forums, partnership working and joint consultation committees (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). With the rise of social technology employees are gaining more ways to have a voice at work. Employee apps and internal intranet services means employees can communicate their thoughts directly to employers (CIPD, 2021).
Employee involvement is where management puts practices and operations in place to gain employees ideas and involvement. Management briefings, email communications, newsletters and idea groups are all forms of employee involvement. The most popular method in today's organisation is downward communication even though evidence suggests the process is shallow in depth and narrow in scope. In 2005 the UK introduced the Information and Consultation Employees (ICE) Regulations which means employees have the right to be informed and consulted with on matters concerning employee matters, employee relationships and job security (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
Benefits of employee voice practices for employer:
· Higher levels of productivity due to better understanding of employee’s skills and knowledge.
· Employees who feel appreciated and part of the organisation will offer discretionary effort.
· Listening to employees will promote a positive reputation, making it easier to recruit and retain employees.
· Reduction in conflict due to an interrelationship between employer and employee (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
Benefits to Employees of employee voice practices:
· Increased opportunity to develop within the organisation.
· More influence over their work.
· Increased levels of job satisfaction.
· Greater job security if the organisation is more successful due to employee voice activities (CIPD, 2021).
Employee voice means people are able to communicate their views and opinions to their employer and have some influence over their work (CIPD, 2021). This two-way communication helps build a trusting relationship which can influence innovation, productivity and organisational success. Employees who feel they are listened to and that their opinion matters, will feel valued, have increased job satisfaction and will display discretionary behaviour (CIPD, 2021).
Whistleblowing is a form of employee voice. This is when an employee raises a concern with their employer or a regulator about an issue, illegality or danger in the workplace that affects others (CIPD, 2021).  Whistleblowing is not just about a wrongful act by the employer, it can be regarding a colleague, client or an outside contractor/third party. The Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 protects the whistle-blower from unfair treatment or dismissal (CIPD, 2021). For personal complaints such as discrimination or harassment in the workplace most organisations have a grievance policy so an employee can make these issues known (CIPD, 2021).
Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations means in the UK employees have a statutory right to request information consultation arrangements in their workplace. Employers are legally required to change their practice on employee voice if they receive an official request from at least 2% of the workforce. It’s advised that employers are proactive in their approach to employee voice in order to take advantage of the benefits it brings (CIPD, n.d.). 
4.1
[bookmark: __DdeLink__98_4147760686]Conflict is defined by Sisson (2010), as “discontent arising from a perceived clash of interests, can involve individuals and/or groups and take a number of expressions” (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). Conflicts in the workplace do happen and are seen as inevitable in an organisation that adopts a pluralist view of employee relations. In organisations with a unitarist approach to employee relations, conflict still arises but is seen as the exception rather than the norm due to the alignment of management and employee interests. 
Conflict can be organised or unorganised. Organised conflict forms are strikes, protests, demonstrations, boycotts, work-to-rule, go-slow and overtime bans. Unorganised conflict can take the forms of fiddles and thefts, sabotage, absence and resignation (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). 
[bookmark: __DdeLink__140_4058454493]Conflict can be individual or collective. Collective conflict means when there is a collective, a group taking action. Strikes are an organised collective conflict form. Strike action can be official if organised through a trade union or unofficial if it has not been formally approved by a trade union. Trade union strikes are official because there is an expectation that they follow the legal framework set out in the Trade Union and Labour Relations Consolidation Act (TULRCA) 1992 (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016). Unofficial organised conflict is usually unlawful and tends to take the form of a group of colleagues purposely on a ‘go-slow’ for a few hours at work in protest about an issue. Organised strike action has declined in recent decades, with the reduction in union membership. Individual conflict which takes the forms of grievances, absence, resignations and complaints to employment tribunals have risen, going from 151,028 tribunal claims made in 2008/9  to 218,100 by 2010/11. To curb this growth the Government increased the qualifying period for unfair dismissal from 1 year to 2 years and introduced fees for those wanting to make a claim. Since these reforms, between January - March 2015 the number of applications to an employment tribunal dropped to 4,878 (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016)
Misbehaviour can be a group activity or done by an individual and usually involves sabotage or damage to company property (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016).
4.2
Most conflict is witnessed by line managers or involves them. Line managers are at the fore of dealing with issues day in day out and are usually the first port of call for a disgruntled employee. Lots of organisations now invest in teaching line managers how to deal with conflict, to have difficult conversations, teach them basic HR processes and employment law. The CIPD found in their conflict management survey (2011a), that 85% of disciplinary and grievance cases are resolved within the organisation (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016).
For conflict which cannot be resolved internally, organisations will seek the help from ACAS. ACAS offers help and support to employers and employees and seeks to resolve conflict before needing to get to an employment tribunal. Methods of conflict resolve include:
· Mediation
· Arbitration
· Conciliation
[bookmark: __DdeLink__142_2354553720]Mediation involves an impartial, independent person helping both parties to resolve the conflict and find a resolution (Acas.org.uk, 2020). 
Arbitration is when a third party can make a decision on the dispute to settle it if both sides still cannot settle it using mediation (Acas.org.uk, 2020). When there is more than one employee involved in the dispute, collective arbitration can be used. The arbitrator is an impartial person who considers both sides of the dispute and then makes a decision based on the facts. Both sides must agree before arbitration starts that they will accept the arbitrator’s decision. This is an agreement signed by both sides beforehand.
Conciliation is used when both parties cannot reach an agreement with talks between them. The conciliator is an impartial person who does not take sides. Research shows conciliation resolves 9 out of 10 workplace disputes (Acas.org.uk, 2020). Conciliation can be individual or collective. Collective conciliation is very flexible, and the conciliator will speak with both sides, either jointly or separately to understand the dispute. They will highlight options to both parties to resolve the dispute and create an environment of positivity to have progressive discussions. If an agreement is reach the conciliator will help to draft that agreement and write up the notes of the discussions so that both parties are clear what has been said and agreed (Acas.org.uk, 2020). If the dispute is not resolved, then a claim to the employment tribunal follows. 
Mediation is the most common used form of conflict resolution as it is now required that parties use this and log the issue with ACAS before being able to bring a case before the employment tribunal. Conflict will always arise in organisations because there are different interests between the parties and employees.
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