Understanding the Management of Employee Relations 	Student Number 1707444

Assignment – Understanding the Management of Employee Relations
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 is a broad subject and includes many different topics and factors to consider. In the last century, employee relations have replaced industrial relations as the widely used term for describing the relationship between an employer and employees. As workplaces and the landscape of modern working practices changes, employee relations focus more on helping management to form trusted relationships with employees and focuses on both individual and collective relationships within the workplace to support a more positive workplace for both the employee and employer. (CIPD, 2020) 

Good employee relations make for not only a more positive environment for employees, which not only encourages engagement and commitment, but can also lead to improved business performance overall. It can be said that the link between productivity and employee relations is undoubted, with many studies identifying that by enhancing employee relations, and employee wellbeing, both employee and organisational performance can be improved (Robertson & Cooper, 2011). Many theorists also believe that trusted relationships between employees and employer are the basis of employee engagement, for example Macey et al (2009) wrote that “put simply, without trust, engagement cannot exist.”

The indeterminacy of employment relations is where the labour (employment) contract involves the exchange of money not for actual goods or services, but for the “capacity to provide something” (Colling & Terry 2010). In the labour (employment) contract, the worker agrees or sells their ability to work, which they carry out by working a certain number of hours for their employer in exchange for pay. From this, expectations have been formed by employers of their employees, such as performance and the expectation that their employees carry out work efficiently. 

Pluralist and Unitarist approaches are linked to how an organisation manages employee relations. Pluralists are associated with the school of thought that employers and employees have “multiple different interests”; for example, employees will look to improve working conditions such as hours or look for increased pay, whereas the employer will want a lot of control over what their employees are doing, will look to have low labour costs and a high degree of flexibility from the workforce (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016). This will cause conflict between the employer and employees, as they are split on their interests. 

However, more positively, Cradden (2011) points out that companies who are more pluralist in their approach value negotiation and coming to agreements that benefit both employees and the employer. In comparison, pluralism can cause an employer to gain too much control over employees which can cause an imbalance of power. This can lead to distrust between employees and management, which in turn can impact employee performance within the organisation (Adigun, 2014). Pluralist organisations usually see a Trade Union having a limited relationship with management due to management having the ultimate control over decision making, however this is seen as normal by pluralists. HRM, in this situation, is seen as two individual parties constantly negotiating and trying to come to agreements on various issues whilst maintaining their own interests. 

Unitarist approaches are the opposite of pluralist. Unitarists see employees and employers having the same interests and ultimately the same long-term goals, for example, both parties have a shared interest in the organisation being successful and look to reduce or solve conflict between management and employees (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016). This approach usually relies on having good practices in place to ensure relations between the employer and employee are positive, such as having structured policies and procedures in place to maintain good relations between the two parties. Wood and Elliot (1997) argued that this approach, although harmonious in concept, can lead to a limitation on conflict which is not realistic in a working environment. It can also be said that organisations require a certain level of conflict in order to understand employee relations fully, and limiting this can result in a misunderstanding between employer and employees, which may break down communication or result in communication barriers where employees may feel they cannot raise issues. 

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 many parties linked to the process of employment relations, all at various degrees of involvement and management. Some may be involved in the internal relations, such as management, some parties may be a link between employees and employers for example Trade Unions and external bodies such as ACAS support employee relations from an independent perspective. 

Management within an organisation take a key role in employment relations, but there are many approaches that management can take in order to manage relations with employees. For example, managers may take a coaching style of approach where they move away from controlling practices and will give employees more autonomy on decisions and encourage employee voice. This can also support managers to develop “creativity and learning out of the people with whom they work.” (Scoular and Ibarra, 2019)  

Trade Unions historically have been seen as having bias towards the needs of employees rather than the wider organisation, whereas in modern workplaces, trade unions have a more collective relationship with both employees (members) and management. Developing this relationship is key in order to make constructive decisions around pay and conditions for workers, to avoid conflict or industrial action as much as possible. Negotiations will take place between an organisation and a trade union to safeguard the interests of employees and a trade union will act as a representative for employees in several situations including negotiations around pay, disputes and also in disciplinary situations. 

Externally to an organisation, there are also a number of other parties that support with employment relations. ACAS (The Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service) is a public government body which “improves and organisations and working life through the promotion and facilitation of strong industrial relations practices.” (ACAS, 2020) In summary, ACAS supports as an independent body for employees and organisations to receive free and impartial guidance on all aspects of employee relations. ACAS also operates early conciliation, should a dispute lead to an employee taking tribunal action. This can help support an employee and their employer to resolve disputes, before a tribunal process is undertaken. 

3.Explain different models of employee representation, clarifying terms such as employee involvement; participation; partnership; information and consultation. (3.1)

Employee representation can come in many different forms, and many models have been developed to explain the concept. Employee voice is a concept that has come about in the past two decades, which is where individual employees have had more of a say rather than decisions being collective. A CIPD podcast describes employees feeling as though, in recent times, they have more opportunities to voice concerns about their workplace and employer, and also their happiness at work. However, it was also pointed out that there may be doubts about the effectiveness of the mechanism and whether what employees say is listened to, and ultimately responded to. (CIPD, 2016) 

Employee representation can be explained through various models, all of which describe different ways of how employees can be represented within an organisation. Employee involvement, or employee voice, is where employees communicate and voice their views about things that impact them at work to their employer. This can be encouraging for both employees and employers, as employee voice often adds to innovation and improvements in an organisation (for instance, productivity) and employees feel more valued, have better opportunities and are more likely to be productive. (CIPD, 2020) This adds to employee engagement and can lead to a better organisational culture. 

Similarly to employee involvement or employee voice, employee participation encourages employee involvement to influence decisions within a business, and also, take part in decision making on matters which affect them if appropriate. Porter and Steer (1987) wrote that employees who participate in work related decisions or activities can increase the amount of information employees have about their working practices, which in turn leads to employees wanting more autonomy and ownership in their roles. This will not only aid productivity and the overall success of the business, but also allow employees to have visibility on what is happening or is due to happen within their organisation, leading to better trust and positive relations between management and the workforce.  Ramsay (1977) divides employee involvement and participation into four types:

· Communications systems – downward and upward communications
· Task and work group involvement – teamworking, or initiatives that encourage participation as a group
· Financial participation – profit sharing, for example
· Representative participation 

Partnerships within an organisation does not only include internal parties. Employers, employees and external bodies such as unions should all aim to work together proactively to form strong and trusted relationships, in order to focus on improving working conditions for employees and ensure organisations are successful. This can support employees and the external climate in relation to economic growth and development. The TUC has completed many studies and reports into how positive partnerships can improve the workplace, and even advised that partnerships can reduce health and safety incidents at work, work related stress and other work-related ailments by over 60% (TUC, 2001) as employees are more likely to feel less pressure within an organisation that is supportive and encourages positive relationships between the workforce and management. 
Employee consultation is where management within an organisation will actively seek and take account of employee views before making decisions. ACAS advises that organisations should include a communication and consultation policy within their policies and procedures, as this clearly advises employees about the organisations attitude towards communication, culture and responsibilities. Managers are responsible for two-way communication both to the workforce and to the management team, and also actively encouraging employees to share views. (ACAS, 2019) 
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

Conflict is a common occurrence in workplaces, and Mullins (2005) stated that “conflict is a behaviour intended to obstruct the achievement of some other person's goals which is based on the incompatibility of goals and arises from opposing behaviours.” It can be argued that some conflict at work is healthy, for example to encourage competition to reach goals. However, certain types of conflict can also be detrimental to individuals such as bullying for instance. 

When referring to individual conflict and how it can be managed, the focus should be on changing the behaviour of individuals involved within the conflict (George and Jones, 2005). The most common (formal) tools to manage behaviour within an organisation are disciplinary and grievance processes. Less formal processes may also involve mediation between two parties, or even involvement from an external body such as ACAS to mediate the situation independently or offer training on managing conflict within an organisation. This can help to support with finding conflict resolution. 

Collective conflict behaviours involve, in opposition to individual conflict behaviours, changing the behaviours of groups within an organisation. This could mean changing behaviours of a team, or a certain department which an organisation may wish to do for instance, to support a certain change within the organisation. Bargaining and negotiation can be used to support these changes, and commonly, external intervention is required for this. This is usually a recognised Trade Union and can be supported by the Acas Code of Practice, for additional guidance. 
Within the law, there is the right to organise industrial action, such as strikes, provided certain conditions are met. As industrial action is a breach of employees’ contract of employment, a Trade Union calling for industrial action encourages employees’ to be in breach of this. (Daniels, 2019) For industrial action to be official, and lawful, Trade Unions must ensure the below points are met:
· the dispute relates to a trade dispute between workers and their employer;
· a secret postal ballot has been held and the majority of members voting have supported the action;
· detailed notice about the action has been given to the employer before it commences. 
(TUC, 2020) 
Industrial action is deemed official if it is formally supported by a trade union and members are taking part in the action. Employees are unlikely to be paid by their employer when taking industrial action as it is a breach of contract. Members can also not be dismissed for taking action provided their Trade Union has followed the correct process to take industrial action. 
In comparison, unofficial industrial action carries a lot of complexities. Employees can be dismissed should they take part in unofficial action, which are sometimes referred to as ‘wildcat strikes’ as they are not lawfully organised. Action defined as unofficial is where action has taken place without a ballot or the ballot was void. (Daniels, 2019) A recent well publicised example of unofficial industrial action was the 2019 British Airways pilots strike, which was deemed unlawful as the trade union had balloted many people who should not have been balloted, and even though the additional balloting would have made no difference to the outcome of the ballot as there was still a massive majority in favour of strike action, it was still ruled to be illegal as the process was flawed. (Telegraph, 2019)
It is good practice to try and resolve conflict before industrial action is taken, and commonly organisations will choose to negotiate with employees when conflict arises to try and come to a common agreement on how to settle the issue. Other forms of conflict resolution include:

· Mediation – where an independent party discusses the issue between the employer and employee, or between employees, to try to find a resolution. It is voluntary and parties can choose not to take part if they do not wish to do so. 
· Third Party Conciliation – in similarity to mediation, conciliation is used to come to an agreement between two parties, however differs as the individual involved is going to make a claim at employment tribunal or has already made a claim. Again, this process is voluntary, and this process is usually implemented through Acas as it is a free service. It is also known as ‘early conciliation’. 
· Arbitration – this is when a third party makes a final decision on a case once everything has been considered. If an individual does not agree with the outcome, they can take the case to employment tribunal. (Gov.uk, 2020) 

Employers should have an appreciation of how to manage conflict and try in all circumstances to reduce conflict, and ensure conflict is managed appropriately firstly with informal intervention, and if necessary, take more formal steps should this be required. 
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