AC 1.1 
Employee involvement and employee participation are related but distinct concepts within employment relations, playing an important role in building organisational relationships, particularly in the public sector. While the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, they differ in scope, formality and their implications for power and decision making.
Employee involvement refers to management led initiatives aiming to engage employees in improving organisational performance through information sharing, consultation and empowerment at individual and team level (CIPD, 2023). Involvement often takes the form of staff surveys, improvement groups, team briefings and continuous improvement initiatives such as those associated with public service reform (White, 2003). These mechanisms are typically informal, focussing on enhancing commitment, motivation and service quality rather than redistributing decision making authority.
Employee participation, by contrast, involves more formal and collective mechanisms through which employees influence organisational decision-making, often via representative structures (Marchington et al., 2016). In the public sector, participation has traditionally been institutionalised through trade union recognition, joint consultative committees and partnership arrangements, particularly within local government, health services and education. Participation reflects a pluralist employment relations perspective, recognising divergent interests between employers and employees and providing structured channels for dialogue and negotiation.
Both involvement and participation contribute to relationship building, but in different ways. Employee involvement tends to enhance day-to-day relationships between staff and line managers by fostering trust, communication and a sense of being valued. In public sector organisations, where intrinsic motivation and public service ethos are significant, involvement initiatives can strengthen psychological contracts and support collaborative cultures (Bach and Winegar, 2014).
Employee participation, meanwhile, builds relationships at an institutional level by legitimising employee voice and promoting fairness and transparency in decision making. In the UK public sector, where workforce change is often driven by austerity, restructuring and policy reform, robust participation mechanisms can help manage conflict, maintain morale and sustain long-term cooperation between management and trade unions (Heery and Noon, 2017).
In practice, effective employment relations in the public sector rely on a combination of involvement and participation. Together, they create complementary channels of communication that strengthen trust, enhance organisational legitimacy and support more resilient workplace relationships.
In Wales, the Social Partnership and Public Procurement (Wales) Act 2023 places employee involvement and participation on a legal footing, requiring specified public bodies to work with recognised trade unions or employee forums when setting well‑being objectives and when making strategic decisions that affect the workforce. This represents an evolution from employee involvement and participation as optional mechanisms towards a legally embedded model of collective employee voice.
AC 1.2
Both union and non‑union representation provide a collective employee voice, enabling dialogue between employees and management on workplace issues. In public sector organisations, this supports transparency and fairness, particularly in contexts characterised by political oversight, service pressures and frequent organisational change (Marchington et al., 2016).
Both forms of representation can also contribute to relationship building by facilitating communication, improving understanding and helping to resolve issues collaboratively. In public services, where professional commitment and public service motivation are significant, representative engagement can reinforce trust and cooperation between staff and management (CIPD, 2022).
Both union and non‑union representatives play a role in managing organisational change. Public‑sector reform, restructuring and austerity measures are recurring features of public services, and representative involvement can help reduce resistance by allowing employee views to be heard and concerns addressed (White, 2003).
Despite these similarities, union and non‑union representation differ markedly in the public sector due to questions of independence, legitimacy and power.
Trade unions are independent organisations, legally separate from the employer, accountable to their members. This independence strengthens their legitimacy and capacity to challenge management decisions, particularly in large, hierarchical public sector bodies such as local authorities, NHS organisations and government departments (Heery and Noon, 2017). Non‑union representatives, by contrast, are typically employees of the organisation and may be perceived as less autonomous, limiting their influence (Bach, 2011).
A key distinction lies in collective bargaining. Trade unions are able to negotiate binding agreements on pay, terms and conditions, redistributing power within the employment relationship. This is especially important in the public sector, where national and sectoral bargaining arrangements remain influential (Bach and Edwards, 2013). Non‑union representation is largely consultative, with final decision‑making authority resting with management (Marchington et al., 2016).
Union representation is also supported by stronger legal and institutional frameworks. In Wales, this has been taken further through the Social Partnership and Public Procurement (Wales) Act 2023, which places a statutory duty on public bodies to work with recognised trade unions and to seek consensus or compromise on strategic decisions. This embeds union participation within public‑sector governance rather than treating it as discretionary consultation (Welsh Government, 2025). 
In summary, both union and non‑union representation support employee voice and relationship building in the public sector. However, trade unions provide a more independent, powerful and institutionally embedded form of representation, particularly in Wales where social partnership elevates union participation into law. This strengthens legitimacy, trust and long‑term cooperation in managing public‑sector change.
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The CIPD (2026) defines employee voice as employees’ ability to express views, concerns and ideas, and to influence decisions that affect their work. 
There is evidence to support a positive relationship between effective employee voice and performance outcomes. CIPD research consistently demonstrates that organisations with effective voice mechanisms benefit from higher levels of engagement, improved decision‑making and enhanced productivity (CIPD, 2026). The CIPD Good Work Index 2025 shows a significant association between employee voice and outcomes such as job satisfaction, discretionary effort, reduced absence and intention to stay, all of which underpin sustainable organisational performance (Young and Tong, 2025). In the public sector, where service quality is closely linked to employee motivation and wellbeing, employee voice enables frontline staff to identify inefficiencies and risks early, improving service delivery and public value (Budd, 2004).
Employee voice supports high‑performance working by leveraging employee knowledge and fostering psychological safety. When employees feel safe to speak up, innovation and problem‑solving improve, particularly during periods of organisational change (Morrison, 2023). Public sector research indicates that employee voice is especially beneficial under conditions of high stakeholder pressure, where employee insight helps organisations balance competing demands effectively (Kim and Cho, 2024).
To demonstrate the strong link between employee engagement and trust performance, the case of Salford Royal NHS Foundation Trust provides compelling evidence (Dawson, 2014). The Trust consistently achieved high levels of employee engagement, reflected in staff surveys where it ranked top among acute trusts in England. This engagement was directly matched by exceptional organisational performance, including very high patient satisfaction and one of the lowest mortality rates in the country. The Trust recognised that employee engagement is crucial for improving services, and supports a culture of devolved decision-making, visible leadership, and shared values. Staff are actively involved in designing and implementing changes, not only increasing their motivation but also leading to better outcomes for patients. 
However, the relationship between employee voice and performance is not automatic. CIPD (2026) cautions that poorly implemented voice mechanisms may become tokenistic, generating cynicism rather than performance gains. Where employees perceive that feedback is ignored or that voice lacks real influence, trust deteriorates and engagement falls, negatively affecting outcomes. This risk is particularly evident in large public sector organisations reliant on surveys or consultation exercises without visible follow‑up action.
Performance improvements linked to employee voice depend on leadership capability and organisational culture. Recent studies highlight management responsiveness, “closing the feedback loop” and leadership which builds trust as essential mediating factors between voice and performance (CIPD, 2025; Idrissu, 2025). Without these conditions, the potential benefits of voice may not be realised.
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CIPD defines better working lives as work that is productive, inclusive and fair, where people experience good job quality, wellbeing and opportunities to develop, while organisations achieve sustainable performance (CIPD, 2025a). 
At the core of better working lives is the Good Work agenda. The CIPD’s Good Work Index identifies key dimensions of job quality, including pay and benefits, job design, work–life balance, wellbeing, relationships at work, employee voice and development opportunities (Young and Tong, 2025). Evidence from the UK shows that employees who experience higher job quality are more engaged, healthier and more productive, demonstrating a clear link between better working lives and organisational effectiveness.
Designing better working lives requires deliberate and integrated people management practices. One critical design principle is effective job design. Roles should provide clarity, manageable workloads, autonomy and opportunities for skills use and progression. Poorly designed work, particularly in the public sector has been associated with stress, absence and reduced service quality (CIPD, 2025a), particularly relevant in the context of the merged public sector organisation with leaders and people practitioners who are new to the public sector. Human-centred job design therefore plays a key role in improving both wellbeing and performance, 
Another essential element is employee voice. CIPD (2026) emphasises that better working lives depend on employees being able to express concerns and influence decisions that affect their work. Designing meaningful voice mechanisms such as regular team dialogue, consultation forums and responsive feedback processes enhances trust, fairness and engagement, which are fundamental to positive working lives.
Leadership and line management capability are also central to delivering better working lives. Research shows that supportive line managers significantly improve employee wellbeing, motivation and retention (CIPD, 2025b). Organisations must therefore invest in management development, ensuring managers have the skills and capacity to support people effectively.
Finally, designing better working lives requires fair organisational policies, including flexible working, inclusive employment practices and support for health and wellbeing. For UK organisations, particularly in the public sector, this approach supports resilience, workforce sustainability and improved service outcomes.
The practical, and relevant in the context of the public sector, impact of better working lives on both wellbeing and performance is illustrated through a public‑sector case study in Figure 1, reinforcing the argument that job design and employee voice are critical enablers of sustainable performance.
[image: ]Figure 1: Work redesign, wellbeing and performance outcomes at North Bristol NHS Trust (adapted from NHS Employers, 2020)
In summary, better working lives are achieved through fair, inclusive and well‑designed work that prioritises job quality, employee voice and supportive leadership, enabling higher wellbeing and engagement while delivering sustainable performance, evidenced by improved outcomes at North Bristol NHS Trust.
In summary, better working lives are achieved through fair, inclusive and well-designed work that promotes wellbeing, employee voice and effective leadership. 
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Conflict and misbehaviour are both common features of organisational employment relationships, but they differ in their nature, causes and implications for people management. Understanding this difference is essential for managers and HR professionals in maintaining effective employment relations and positive working environments.
Organisational conflict refers to situations in which individuals or groups perceive incompatible goals, values, interests or expectations. Buchanan and Huczynski (2019) define conflict as a process in which one party believes another has, or may negatively affect something of significance to them. Conflict is therefore a normal, often unavoidable feature of organisational life, particularly in complex and resource constrained environments such as the public sector.
The CIPD similarly defines workplace conflict as a spectrum ranging from low level disagreements to serious relationship breakdowns (CIPD, 2024). Conflict does not necessarily involve intentional wrongdoing or rule breaking. Task or process conflict, for example, may arise from differing professional perspectives or role ambiguity and can be constructive when managed effectively. In the case study organisation, conflict may emerge as employees from the two legacy organisations adjust to different working practices, management styles and organisational cultures. 
Research suggests that well managed task conflict can enhance decision making and organisational learning. However, poorly managed relationship conflict is associated with negative impacts, including stress, reduced collaboration, sickness absence and lower engagement, particularly when disputes remain unresolved (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2019; CIPD, 2024). As a result, the organisational impact of conflict largely depends on how it is addressed, with early informal resolution mitigating harm and supporting wellbeing.
In contrast, organisational misbehaviour involves intentional breaches of organisational rules, norms or values. Vardi and Wiener (1996) define misbehaviour as any deliberate action by organisational members that violates core organisational expectations. Ackroyd and Thompson (2022) argue that misbehaviour should not simply be viewed as individual deviance, but rather as behaviour shaped by organisational power relations, poor leadership or perceived injustice – each a potential outcome of the referenced public sector merger.  Examples include bullying, harassment, discrimination, sabotage or abuse of authority, all of which involve a clear element of intent.
The organisational impact of misbehaviour is typically more severe and immediate than that of conflict. CIPD evidence highlights strong links between misbehaviour, particularly bullying and harassment and reduced psychological safety, increased stress, higher turnover and reputational and legal risk for organisations (CIPD, 2024). In public‑sector contexts, failure to address misbehaviour effectively can undermine trust in leadership and damage service delivery. Consequently, CIPD and Acas guidance emphasise that misbehaviour requires formal investigation and proportionate disciplinary action to protect individuals and uphold organisational standards (Acas, 2019).
In summary, organisational conflict is a common, relational and context dependent occurrence that can be either constructive or damaging depending on its management, while organisational misbehaviour involves deliberate rule breaking with consistently negative consequences for individuals and organisations. Distinguishing between the two enables people professionals to respond proportionately.
Organisational conflict and organisational misbehaviour differ in both cause and management response. Within the merged public-sector organisation, conflict may arise naturally from uncertainty, organisational change and differing perspectives following the merger and can often be addressed through consultation, communication and informal resolution. Misbehaviour, however, involves deliberate breaches of workplace standards, such as bullying, harassment or abuse of authority, and requires formal intervention. Distinguishing between the two enables leaders who are new to the public sector to apply appropriate employee relations practices, maintain workplace harmony and reduce the risk of employment disputes.
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In assessing emerging trends, Figure 2, drawn from recently published ONS labour disputes data, places recent patterns of industrial action within a long‑term historical context. It shows that industrial conflict peaked sharply during the 1970s, before entering a prolonged period of decline through subsequent decades. 
[image: ]Figure 2: Drawn from ONS data on labour disputes (graph generated using AI software based on author selected data)

The A decline in industrial conflict after the 1970s reflects major changes in UK employment relations, including tighter trade union legislation, deindustrialisation and a shift towards individualised employment practices. These developments reduced union power and collective strike action, leading to historically low levels of industrial conflict by the 2010s (The Conversation, 2025; Economics Help, 2025; IEA, 2024).
While levels recorded in the 2020s remain historically modest, Figure 3, drawn from the same data source ONS data but focussing on quarterly movements from the 1990s to present day, clearly shows a renewed resurgence in public‑sector industrial conflict. following a prolonged period of low activity. 
[image: ]Figure 3: Drawn from ONS data on labour disputes (graph generated using AI software based on author selected data)

Statistics shows a sharp rise in working days lost to strikes since 2022, with disputes largely driven by pay erosion and cost‑of‑living pressures (ONS, 2023). Industrial action in sectors such as health, education and transport continued into 2024 and 2025, highlighting renewed union activity after decades of relative decline. However, the nature of action has changed, with unions increasingly favouring short, targeted or rolling strikes to maximise impact while limiting financial loss for members (DWF Group, 2025). These trends are particularly relevant to the case study. Significant organisational change, workforce uncertainty and leaders unfamiliar with public-sector employment relations may increase the likelihood of collective disputes. Employees may have concerns regarding changes to terms and conditions, organisational culture, workload expectations or job security following the merger. Given the renewed levels of industrial action across the public sector, trade unions may be more willing to use industrial sanctions where consultation processes are perceived to be inadequate. It is essential that management engages proactively with employee representatives and unions to maintain constructive relations and minimise the risk of escalation.
Acas and CIPD evidence suggest a resurgence in the number of industrial disputes follows a prolonged period where workplace conflict was increasingly individualised, with grievances and tribunal claims rising sharply as collective sanctions declined (ONS, 2026; Acas, 2025). 
The graph shown below (Figure 4), based on Ministry of Justice statistics shows a sustained upward trend in employment tribunal claims over the past decade. (with a brief dip during 2020/21 linked to COVID‑19 disruption) indicating a growing reliance on individual, legalised forms of conflict at a time when collective industrial action had been comparatively subdued.
[image: ]Figure 3: Drawn from Ministry of Justice data (graph generated using AI software based on author selected data)

Acas (2025) reports record levels of workplace conflict, with two in five affected, reflecting a shift towards individual grievances linked to workload, wellbeing, discrimination and management practices. In the public sector, this has contributed to rising grievance and employment tribunal cases, indicating a move away from collective resolution towards formal legal and procedural routes (Acas, 2025). For the organisation in the case study, this suggests that conflict may not always manifest through industrial action. Individual grievances relating to perceived unfair treatment, discrimination, workload increases or poor communication during the merger may be equally significant. Managers who are inexperienced in public-sector employee relations should therefore be trained to identify and address concerns early through informal resolution mechanisms, reducing the risk of escalation into formal grievances or employment tribunal claims.
A further trend is the increasing use of informal and digital expressions of conflict, including social media activism, whistleblowing and online campaigns, allowing employees to exert reputational pressure without using formal means, reflecting changing expectations around 
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These are all forms of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) and are distinguished mainly by their degree of formality, the authority of the third party, and their relationship to the legal system. They can be seen as operating along a scale of formality, with mediation as the least formal, conciliation occupying a middle position, and arbitration representing the most formal.
Mediation is a voluntary, flexible, and informal process in which an impartial third party facilitates communication between disputing individuals in dispute without exercising authority over the outcome. Mediators do not impose decisions, judge the merits of cases, or determine settlement terms. Instead, They create a safe, and confidential space where parties can clarify issues, explore perspectives, and collaboratively develop mutually acceptable solutions, while decision‑making responsibility remains with the participants (CIPD, 2025)
Mediation is characterised by minimal procedural constraints: there are typically no formal rules of evidence, no fixed stages, and no requirement that agreement be reached. Outcomes are not automatically legally binding and may remain informal unless the parties choose otherwise to formalise them. This intentional informality supports party autonomy and makes mediation particularly suitable for relational, organisational, and workplace disputes (Queen Mary University of London, 2021).
Conciliation, while sharing mediation’s non‑adversarial ethos, is generally more structured and outcome‑focused. In the UK, conciliation is closely associated with statutory frameworks, most notably through ACAS in employment disputes. ACAS conciliation, especially Early Conciliation, is embedded within employment law and functions as a mandatory precursor to most Employment Tribunal claims (ACAS, n.d.). The conciliator plays a more interventionist role than a mediator, often relaying offers between parties, reality‑testing positions, and suggesting potential settlement terms. Although conciliatory processes preserve voluntariness in settlement, their institutional embedding and legal consequences make them more formal than mediation (Latreille and Saundry, 2016).
In contrast, arbitration represents the more formal mechanism within the spectrum of alternative dispute resolution and differs fundamentally from mediation and conciliation in its adjudicative nature. In arbitration, the arbitrator performs a quasi‑judicial role, considering the parties’ submissions and evidence before issuing a decision that is final and legally binding. In England and Wales, arbitration is governed by the Arbitration Act 1996, which establishes a comprehensive statutory framework governing arbitral proceedings, the powers of arbitrators, and the enforceability of awards. 
Although Arbitration offers advantages such as confidentiality and greater procedural flexibility when compared with litigation, but it closely mirrors court processes in its emphasis on finality and the limited degree of party control over outcomes. Consequently, arbitration occupies the most formal position within the ADR continuum (Daniels, 2025).
In the merged public-sector organisation, all three approaches could support positive employee relations during change. Mediation may help resolve interpersonal disagreements between employees or managers from the two former organisations, preserving working relationships and preventing escalation. Conciliation may be appropriate where concerns about merger-related decisions develop into formal grievances or potential Employment Tribunal claims, with ACAS Early Conciliation offering an opportunity to reach agreement without litigation. Arbitration is likely to be used less frequently but may be suitable for collective disputes, such as disagreements with trade unions over terms and conditions, where an independent and binding decision is required.
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Capability and conduct are two of the five potentially fair reasons for dismissal set out in section 98 of the ERA 1996. To be lawful, a dismissal must be for a potentially fair reason and the employer must act reasonably in all the circumstances.
Daniels (2025) references the ERA (1996) in defining capability as skill, aptitude, health or any other physical or mental quality with qualifications defined as any degree, diploma or other academic, technical or professional qualification relevant to the position which the employee holds. In capability cases, the key legal principle is that dismissal must be a last resort following a fair and supportive process.
Employers are expected to identify performance concerns clearly, provide adequate training, support and reasonable time for improvement, and consider adjustments where appropriate. For ill‑health capability cases, employers must also consider medical evidence and engage with the employee before reaching a decision. Failure to follow a structured capability procedure, including warnings and review periods, is likely to render the dismissal unfair, even where performance issues are genuine (CIPD, 2024).
The fairness of a dismissal on capability grounds turns on whether the employer acted reasonably in light of the information available at the time. This requires a balanced, evidence‑based approach, taking account of medical evidence, operational pressures, the prospect of improvement, and the availability of alternative roles or adjustments.
In assessing the fairness of a dismissal on grounds of capability, it is useful to have regard to a number of guiding legal cases, outlined in Figure 5 below, summarising key aspects of each case and aligning this with Acas guidance.
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Tribunals will assess whether the employer acted reasonably in treating capability as a sufficient reason for dismissal and whether they followed their own procedures consistently. In the public sector, additional duties may apply, such as the obligation to make reasonable adjustments under equality legislation where a disability is involved.
Misconduct is another potentially fair reason under section 98 ERA 1996 and relates to unacceptable behaviour, such as breach of policies, insubordination, or dishonesty. The key legal principle governing misconduct dismissals is derived from the Burchell test, which requires employers to demonstrate that they held a genuine belief in the employee’s guilt, based on reasonable grounds, following a reasonable investigation (British Home Stores Ltd v Burchell, 1978).
Unlike capability, misconduct may justify summary dismissal in cases of gross misconduct. However, fairness still depends on procedure. Employers must carry out an impartial investigation, inform the employee of the allegations, allow them to respond, and apply sanctions proportionately (Acas, 2015). A failure in procedural fairness, even where misconduct occurred, can result in a finding of unfair dismissal.
Capability and misconduct are two of the five potentially fair reasons for dismissal under Section 98 of the Employment Rights Act 1996 (ERA 1996). To dismiss fairly, the employer must not only have a potentially fair reason but must also act reasonably in all the circumstances.
In the merged public-sector organisation, capability issues may arise where employees are unable to meet the requirements of revised roles, new systems or changed ways of working following restructuring. In such cases, managers should clearly identify performance concerns, provide training, support and reasonable time for improvement, and consider alternative roles or reasonable adjustments where appropriate. This is particularly important where poor performance may be linked to health conditions or disability. A dismissal is more likely to be fair where support, review periods and appropriate warnings have been provided before dismissal is considered (CIPD, 2024).
Misconduct relates to inappropriate behaviour such as breaches of policy, bullying, dishonesty or failure to follow reasonable management instructions. Within the newly merged organisation, misconduct issues could arise where employees resist organisational changes inappropriately, engage in unacceptable behaviour towards colleagues from the former organisation, or fail to comply with new procedures. Before dismissing for misconduct, employers must undertake a reasonable investigation, inform the employee of the allegations, allow them to respond and apply sanctions consistently and proportionately. The principles established in British Home Stores Ltd v Burchell (1978) require the employer to hold a genuine belief in the employee's misconduct based on reasonable grounds following a reasonable investigation.
For the new leadership and management teams in the case study, distinguishing between capability and misconduct is essential. Poor performance resulting from a lack of skills, training or support should normally be managed through capability procedures, whereas deliberate behavioural breaches should be addressed through disciplinary procedures. Applying the correct process will help ensure dismissals are fair, lawful and consistent with Acas guidance and the Employment Rights Act 1996.
Under Section 98 of the Employment Rights Act 1996 (ERA 1996), capability and conduct are two of the five potentially fair reasons for dismissal. However, having a potentially fair reason alone is insufficient. An employer must also demonstrate that it acted reasonably in all the circumstances when deciding to dismiss.
Capability refers to an employee's ability to perform their role and includes factors such as skill, aptitude, health and qualifications (ERA 1996). In capability cases, the key principle is that employers should follow a fair procedure before dismissal, including identifying concerns, providing support and training where appropriate, and allowing a reasonable opportunity for improvement. Employment tribunals will consider whether the employer acted reasonably in treating capability as a sufficient reason for dismissal (CIPD, 2024).
Misconduct relates to unacceptable behaviour, including breaches of workplace rules, dishonesty or insubordination. In misconduct cases, employers must establish a genuine belief that misconduct occurred, based on reasonable grounds and following a reasonable investigation. This principle was established in British Home Stores Ltd v Burchell (1978), where the Employment Appeal Tribunal held that employers do not have to prove an employee's guilt beyond doubt but must demonstrate that they genuinely believed the employee was guilty of misconduct, that they had reasonable grounds for that belief, and that they had carried out as much investigation as was reasonable in the circumstances. These three elements, known as the Burchell test, remain central to assessing the fairness of misconduct dismissals. For managers in the newly merged organisation, this means that allegations of misconduct should be investigated objectively and consistently, ensuring that decisions are based on evidence rather than assumptions arising from organisational change or tensions between newly integrated teams.
In both capability and misconduct cases, employers should follow the Acas Code of Practice (Acas, 2015). Failure to do so may be taken into account by an employment tribunal when determining the fairness of a dismissal. 
In the context of the newly merged public sector organisation, capability issues may arise where employees are adapting to new systems, structures or job requirements following organisational change. Managers must ensure that any performance concerns are addressed through a fair capability process rather than treating them as misconduct. Equally, where behavioural issues arise during the integration of teams, such as failure to comply with policies or inappropriate conduct towards colleagues, disciplinary procedures must be followed. By applying the principles of the Employment Rights Act 1996 and the Acas Code of Practice consistently, the new leadership team can reduce the risk of unfair dismissal claims and support positive employee relations during the period of organisational change.
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Employee grievances arise when individuals believe they have been treated unfairly or have experienced a breach of their rights or expectations at work. In the UK, grievances are a critical employee relations issue. Acas and CIPD highlight three common causes of employee grievances as being line management behaviour, employment terms and conditions, and organisation change (Acas, 2015; CIPD, 2024)
Poor line management behaviour includes bullying, harassment, unfair treatment, inconsistent decision‑making and weak people management capability. CIPD (2024) research shows that many grievances stem not from policy failings but from the way managers apply policies in practice. Where managers lack confidence or skill in managing performance, absence or conduct, employees may perceive decisions as biased or punitive.
This issue is particularly acute in the public sector, where managers often balance operational responsibilities with people management duties, increasing the risk of conflict escalation. Poor manager–employee relationships undermine trust and psychological safety, making formal grievance procedures more likely when informal resolution could otherwise have occurred.
Disputes around pay, workload, working hours and contractual terms are another major cause of grievances. While pay levels may be externally constrained, particularly in the public sector, employees may still raise grievances about perceived inequities, pay progression, or inconsistent application of terms and conditions. According to Acas (2015), grievances often arise where changes to terms are poorly communicated or implemented without sufficient consultation.
These grievances are frequently linked to the psychological contract. When employees believe that organisational promises regarding fairness, reward or security have been broken, dissatisfaction may crystallise into formal complaints. This can be exacerbated during periods of pay restraint or cost‑of‑living pressure, where expectations and realities diverge sharply.
Organisational change is a growing source of employee grievances. Restructuring, role redesign, redundancies and increased workloads can generate uncertainty, stress and perceptions of unfair treatment. CIPD (2024) highlights that poorly managed change, particularly where employee voice is limited, significantly increases the likelihood of grievances.
Employees may raise grievances if they feel selection processes are unfair, workloads are unmanageable, or consultation has been tokenistic. In the public sector, prolonged periods of reform and resource pressure intensify these risks, making grievance procedures a mechanism for employees to seek voice and redress.
In summary, grievances commonly arise from poor management behaviour, disputes over employment terms, and the impact of organisational change. Addressing these root causes through management capability, effective communication and early conflict resolution is essential for maintaining positive employee relations.
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The way organisations respond to grievances has significant implications for trust, morale, legal compliance and organisational performance.
An important reason for handling grievances effectively is to maintain positive working relationships and trust. When employees feel that their concerns are listened to and treated fairly, it reinforces perceptions of organisational justice. CIPD (2024) emphasises that fair and transparent grievance handling helps preserve the psychological contract between employer and employee, reducing the likelihood of disengagement, absenteeism or conflict escalation. Conversely, poorly managed grievances can damage relationships irreparably and lead to long‑term hostility.
Effective grievance handling is also critical to preventing escalation and formal disputes. Acas (2015) highlights that unresolved grievances often develop into more serious issues, such as employment tribunal claims, industrial action or prolonged sickness absence. Early, fair and informal resolution where possible can save organisations considerable time, cost and reputational damage. This is particularly important in the public sector, where formal disputes can disrupt service delivery and attract scrutiny.
Another important consideration is legal and procedural compliance. Employers should always follow fair processes consistent with the Acas Code of Practice on disciplinary and grievance procedures. Failure to follow the Code does not automatically result in liability but employment tribunals may increase compensation where employers have acted unreasonably. Handling grievances effectively therefore reduces legal risk and demonstrates that the organisation takes its duty of care seriously (Acas, 2015).
From an organisational perspective, grievance data can provide valuable management and cultural insight. Patterns in grievances may highlight systemic issues such as poor management capability, excessive workloads or discrimination risks. CIPD (2024) notes that organisations that learn from grievances can improve policies, management training and working practices, contributing to better working lives overall.
Finally, effective grievance handling supports wellbeing and engagement. Conflict and unresolved concerns are significant sources of stress, negatively affecting mental health and productivity. By addressing grievances promptly and sensitively, organisations demonstrate empathy and commitment to employee wellbeing, supporting retention and performance.
Handling grievances effectively is not just a procedural requirement but a strategic people management activity. It supports trust, reduces risk, improves organisational learning and promotes healthy, sustainable employment relationships.
A widely cited example of effective grievance handling is Tesco’s reform of its grievance procedures. Tesco identified that traditional, formal grievance processes were inadvertently escalating conflict, generating counter‑grievances, increasing sickness absence, and placing heavy demands on HR and management time. The organisation shifted its approach towards early resolution, equipping managers with skills in values-based conversations and promoting mediation and facilitated dialogue at the lowest appropriate level. This change resulted in quicker resolution, reduced conflict related absence, fewer formal litigation style grievances, and improved trust between employees and management. (The TCM Group, 2021).
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 Consistent with ACAS guidance
on capability, this case confirms
that the fairness of dismissal
must be judged on the
information reasonably
available to the employer at the
time. Employers are expected to
obtain and properly consider
up-to-date medical evidence
before reaching conclusions,
rather than relying on
assumptions about an
employee’s fitness to work.

« Reflecting ACAS guidance on
managing long-term sickness
absence, this case establishes
that employers must fairly
balance the employee’s
circumstances against the
operational needs of the
organisation. Dismissal may be
fair where a reasonable process
has been followed, consultation
has taken place, and continued
absence has a significant impact
on service delivery, even where
the employee’s situation evokes
sympathy.

In line with ACAS guidance, this
case confirms that employers
should consider whether
allowing further time for
recovery or improvement would
be reasonable before making a
dismissal decision. However,
ACAS principles do not require
employers to postpone
decisions indefinitely; the focus
remains on what is reasonable
in the circumstances.

Consistent with ACAS guidance on
fair dismissal procedures, this
case supports the expectation

that employers should consider
reasonable alternatives to
dismissal, such as suitable
alternative employment, as part
of a fair process. While not an
absolute duty in every case,
failure to consider alternatives
may render a dismissal unfair.
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Case Study: North Bristol NHS Trust

Following severe operational pressures in 2017/18, including high sickness absence, low staff
engagement and declining service performance, the Trust adopted an organisational approach to work
redesign that treated staff wellbeing as a strategic priority rather than an individual responsibility.
Key interventions included redesigning workloads and rotas, increasing staff voice through listening
events, enhancing leadership visibility and embedding wellbeing into operational decision-making. As
a result, staff engagement and wellbeing scores improved from below to above the NHS average,
sickness absence reduced by almost 4,000 working days in one year (saving approximately £301,000),
and operational efficiency increased, with the Trust caring for 6% more patients while reducing bed
occupancy by 4%.
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