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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.

Broadly understood as the relationship between employee and employer, employee relations have a coloured history.  Previously known as industrial relations, the definition has been impacted by the shift from employees’ collective representation to an employee’s individual representation (CIPD, 2021).  Gennard & Judge (2010, p. 3) talk about the ‘relative balance of bargaining power’ between both parties.  

The term ‘industrial relations’ conjures up thoughts of the Victorian-era labour market, which developed over time through various movements and precedencies.  It could be argued that human resource management is both an evolution and by-product of the collective bargaining and negotiating that has taken place since the turn of the 20th century.  However, we now know that industrial and employee relations have become almost synonymous.  In today’s terms, employee relations definitions can be split into two main categories: ‘regulatory-focused’ and ‘relationship-based’ (Ellis,2016, p.100). 

Regulatory-focussed employee relations are scaffolded by rules and regulations. Gennard and Judge (2010, p. 225) state the purpose of employee relations is ‘to establish rules, regulations and agreements to regulate the employment relationship.’   There are many instances where employee relations are influenced by regulations.  Examples of this regulatory relationship could be through workplace policies, behavioural frameworks and standing agreements between parties such as trade unions.  Many regulations are rooted in employment law, notably the right for workers to get statutory paid leave under the Working Time Regulations 1998.

Relationship-based employee relations are deep rooted in the relationship between an employee and their manager (and, by default, their employer).  Recently, there has been a shift towards developing relationships with employees as individuals as opposed to the historic collective bargaining power of the trade unions.  Many organisations advertise a ‘trusting culture’ as a USP for potential applicants.  There is also an increased focus on diversity and inclusion in workplaces, which means that employers focus more on individual personalities rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach.  There is a clear link between employee relations and employee engagement

Naturally, each organisation will have a different approach to employee relations.  This will be influenced by factors such as sector, demographics, location, size, industry etc.  There is a clear harmony between employee engagement and employment relations, with both aspects being co-dependent on the other (Kular et al, 2008).

Considering the above factors, it cannot be denied that employment relations have an indeterminate nature.  They are a blend of regulations, relationships and precedents that form a social and emotional contract between the employer and the employer.  In this vein, the factors of employment relations are almost in opposition.  It is this co-existence of factors that comprise today’s employment relations ethos.

There are two viewpoints of employment relationships; unitarism and pluralism. In a unitarist relationship, it is assumed that everyone has a shared vision of the goals and objectives needed to achieve success (Fox, 1966).  From this perspective, teamwork is the key to success.  There is also a great emphasis placed on managers and leaders, under the assumption that authority is not questioned due to the homogeneous work ethic.  Bingham (2016) states how in a unitarist relationship, because of the harmonious nature of the workforce, conflict is regarded as ‘irrational, even pathological’.   Whilst this is an optimistic approach, it is difficult to contextualise due to the inevitability of conflict.   It could be argued that organisations who take a unitarist approach are at risk of decreasing levels of engagement and thus suffer from poorer performance.

In comparison, another perspective is the pluralist approach.  Pluralism recognises that conflict happens due to differing interests between parties.  This viewpoint understands the importance of conflict in order to effectively negotiate (Adigun, 2014).  Ellis (2016, p. 101) suggests that pluralistic approaches to employee relations depend on tools such as grievance procedures and policies in order to settle differences.  It should be mentioned that these viewpoints run parallel to the market economy, with unitarism being indicative of a positive market economy and the reverse being true for pluralism (Cradden, 2011).

In summary, these two viewpoints each have their own advantages and drawbacks.  An unitarist approach is optimistic in that it assumes harmony, however it does ignore the issue of conflict being a natural (and healthy) process for high performance.  On the other hand, a pluralistic viewpoint can support functional conflict in order to reach a desired outcome, although this may make some employees feel disempowered.


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).

Within the employment relationship sphere, there are three main parties:
· Employees (either individually or collectively, represented by Trade Unions)
· Management
· The Government

Each party has a different role and function within employment relations.  Looking first at Trade Unions, their role and presence has shifted dramatically throughout the 20th century.  The Trade Union Congress (TUC, 2022) states how unions are ‘groups of workers organised together to win a better deal at work’.  Trade unions exist to represent employees (individually or collectively), negotiate pay and conditions, secure aspects of employment and to act as consulting bodies on changes (Ellis, 2016, p. 105).

Trade Unions can negotiate issues through a process called collective bargaining.  This is the foundation of a Trade Union’s influence This is a form of negotiating on a range of issues like pay and conditions which affect employees.  Usually, this is undertaken by trained representatives of the trade unions (ACAS, 2014).  Collective bargaining can lead into regulation of wages, where Trade Unions can act in a consultative role.  An example of this economic regulation is the National Minimum Wage Act (1998).

Another role that Trade Unions play is the agreement of workplace rules and procedures. This is particularly evident in the promotion of Health and Safety.  Trade Unions play a key role in maximising Health and Safety issues and have a legal obligation to consult members on such issues (TUC, 2015).  Collectively, Trade Unions also play a large role in lobbying governments to legislate in favour of policies that impact their members.

The power and impact of Trade Unions has waxed and waned over the decades, affected by factors such as legislation, economic markets and public mood.  In recent years Trade Union membership has slowly risen, particularly in the public sector, although the reverse is true in the private sector (Roper, 2021).

Aside from Trade Unions, another party involved in the employment relations sphere is Management. Depending on context, this could be defined as the collective management of an organisation or an individual manager.   In this context, it’s important to explore the role of line managers and their different management styles in the employment relations process.  The Policy Enactor style stems from the increasing need for line managers to enact HR policies.  A manager with this style tends to rely on hierarchies and policies in order to manage.  Another management style is the Organizational Leader.  With this style, the manager leads based on their team relationships rather than policies.  The final style is the Employee Coach, this is where the manager tailors their approach to each individual employee (Kilroy & Dundon, 2014, p. 413).    

Going further than the unitarist and pluralist approaches, Purcell (1987) categorised management styles into 5 distinct groups.  In this context, it’s useful to think of ‘Management’ as the organisation as an employer:
· Consultative
· Paternalistic
· Constitutional
· Opportunist
· Authoritarian
A paternalistic approach tend to hold their employees in high regard and are focused on retaining and rewarding staff.  They may or may not work closely with trade unions.  In an authoritarian environment, employee relations may be more reactive than proactive.  As the name suggests, authoritarian styles can often lead to successful tribunal claims from employees.

A constitutional approach bears many similarities to the above, however employment relations may be more confrontational than collaborative.  An opportunistic approach is more flexible in that the nature of employment relations depends more on the environmental factors (Gennard & Judge, 2005, page 56).

The third main party involved in employment relations is the Government.  In the UK, the government has a huge role in employment relationships across all sectors. Whilst this is from a legislative standpoint, it should be noted that the UK Government is also a major employee, with almost a sixth of the workforce employed by the government (Higginbotham, 2021).  Prior to the Thatcher administration, the public sector (and by extension, the UK government) portrayed themselves as a model employer by promoting employment security and secure pensions. 

Through the lens of employment relations, the government acts primarily as a legislator.  Prior to Brexit, employment relations were governed by a combination of British Law and European Union Directives.  The end of the 20th century saw a shaping of employment relations polices influenced by EU policies of collaboration with employees (Ellis, 2016).  The future of an Europe-free legislative landscape is mostly unknown as yet, although the restrictions on free-movement are already having a profound impact (CIPD, 2021).

The government also funds and contracts a number of organisations to act in mediatory roles for employment relations.  An example of this is the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service, known universally as ACAS.  This organisation provides free advice to stakeholders an all matters pertaining to employment relations (ACAS, 2021).  A similar party would be the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), which is a government department set up to promote employment health and safety issues (HSE.gov.uk, 2021).


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

There are many different ways in which employees can find representation in their workplaces.  As the presence of Trade Unions have diminished, other methods have become more appropriate.  However, this is not to say that trade unions are irrelevant, simply that their position of influence has changed from being the sole negotiator. 

The term employee voice is used in various contexts.  Whilst the CIPD (2021) puts no clear definition of employee voice in the context of employment relations, it can be understood to be the way in which employees communicate to their employers.  
Ellis (2016, page 115) states how there are two main forms of employee voice; employee participation and employee involvement.

Employee involvement has a focus on individual relations and shared objectives between employers and employees.  Gennard et al (2016, page 198) explain how employee involvement works where employers attempting to gain employee consensus on management decisions by informing them.  Some examples of involvement could be where an employer communicates through newsletters or briefings.

In contrast, employee participation takes on a more formalised (yet still fairly informal) approach.  This is where employees collaborate with employers through systems such as employee forums.  The makeup and remit of these forums can differ depending on the organisation, but generally comprise of a committee-style approach (Ellis, 2016, page 115).

Employees can find representation through consultation, whereby these committee approaches are a formalised mechanism that work on issues not usually covered by collective bargaining.  
 
4. Explain different types of individual and collective conflict behaviour and some of the evolving approaches that can be used to manage these. 

[bookmark: _Int_010zhiBD]Workplace conflicted has existed since time immemorial.  In many ways, conflict in the workplace is inevitable.  A survey by the CIPD (2015) found that four in ten employees had experience some form of workplace conflict.  From that survey, it was found that conflict happens mainly between an employee and their manager.  This is somewhat embodied by Purcell (2014, page 233) who stated that ’line managers are at the heart of most workplace conflict’.

Conflict can be characterised in many ways.  It could manifest as apathy, disengagement or not cooperating with procedure.  It could also manifest as bullying, vexation or passiveness.  There are many potential drivers of conflict within workplaces, ranging from poor communication to cultural issues (SHRM, 2021).  The impacts of conflict can range from low productivity, absenteeism and total project failure.  All of these issues are damaging to organisations and to all parties involved.  Staggeringly, a study by ACAS (2021) found that the cost of sickness absence to cover employees taking leave due to conflict is around £2.2 billion.

Through an employment relations lens, there are different types of conflict that can occur in a workplace.  Williams and Adam-Smith (2010, quoted in Ellis, 2015) state how organised conflict could take the form of striking, protests, boycotts, work-to-rule methods and overtime-bans.  Many of these types of organised conflict occur as a collective, often through trade union directives.  Successive legislation has meant that in order for a trade union strike to be ’legal’, organisers have to satisfy criteria such as balloting eligible members (UNISON, 2019).  Whilst striking is very much a last resort for most trade unions, it is what is classed as official action.  Official actions take place after following legal protocols through organised bodies.  Another option for official action is action short of strike, often called ’working to rule’. Due to the tight legal frameworks governing industrial action, working to rule activities may or may not be classed as official.  For example, unions may ballot their members on a proposed action of not taking on any voluntary activities.  If the legal framework is followed, the union would issue a directive and declare their intentions before implementing this.  This would then be classed as an official action.  By contrast, a group of employees could agree informally to boycott voluntary activities.  This would be classed as unofficial action or ‘misbehaviour‘.   Usually, unofficial action mitigates the option for future unfair dismissal claims if the action is deemed unlawful (UK Government, 2021).

As mentioned, industrial action is very much a last resort.  Employees and employers should strive to resolve workplace disputes through different processes as much as possible.  In the UK, processes such as mediation, conciliation and arbitration are the norm.

Mediation usually follows informal discussions.  It happens when two conflicting parties employ the use of an impartial third party to mediate between them in order to find a solution.  This is a voluntary process and there is no legal requirement for either party to accept a solution proposed by the mediator (UK Government, 2021).  In some contexts, mediation is beneficial to all parties due to its flexibility and informal nature.  Crucially, mediation can improve communications which may improve future employment relations.  However, one of the biggest disadvantages of mediation is that there is no guarantee of a desired outcome. 

There are times when mediation is not appropriate, such as when an employee has grounds to make (or has made) an employment tribunal claim.  In this instance, conciliation may be the most appropriate route.  If an employee has grounds to make a tribunal claim, they may wish to conciliate with their employer beforehand.  This may be to prevent issue escalating to tribunal.  If this happens, it is called early conciliation.  ACAS (2021) can act as an intermediary between the two parties at any stage in the conciliation process.  If a tribunal claim has been made, conciliation can still take place (Citizens Advice, 2021).  As with each process, there are advantages and drawbacks to conciliation.  Early conciliation may benefit both parties, as it may prevent the involvement of a tribunal.  It also means that the resolutions are nearly all legally binding which can ensure that the claimant is appropriately righted.  However, by getting to the point of conciliation, relationships between parties may have been irreparably damaged.  Similarly, the conciliation process may not result in a desirable outcome which means that tribunal is still needed.  A tribunal case can have serious ramifications for an organisation.


In order to resolve issues between a group (which could mean a Trade Union) and an employer, arbitration could be used.  This is similar to conciliation in that a neutral third party is employed, however in an arbitration process the third party (the Arbitrator) makes a decision or ‘award’, which must be followed.  Whilst arbitration is mainly used with groups of employees, there are times when individuals can use this process such as unfair dismissal or flexible working disputes (ACAS, 2021).  Arbitration can be beneficial for an organisation as it is less expensive than potential tribunal or litigation costs.  It can provide both parties with a firm legal standing without the gravitas of a tribunal.  

As we have discovered, there are many types of workplace conflict that can occur, for many different reasons.  The changing role and presence of Trade Unions has shifted the onus of conflict resolution on employees more than employers.  This paper has explored varying routes to conflict resolution in the workplace, examining the current routes available in the United Kingdom.
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