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Briefing Paper

AC 1.1 

Following our recent merger and changes in leadership, it is important to find better ways to engage with our staff. Two effective methods are employee involvement and employee participation. Although they sound similar, they have different meanings, and each plays a key role in building positive working relationships.

Employee involvement refers to the informal and consultative processes through which employees are encouraged by their managers to contribute ideas, raise concerns, feedback on how work is done and feel emotionally invested in the organisation (CIPD, 2025). 

It involves every day two-way communication between the employer and employees and giving employees opportunities to share their ideas, with managers listening to and responding to their feedback (CIPD, 2025). Unlike employee participation, employees do not make final decisions, but their opinions are encouraged and can help improve processes or working life (Chen, 2024). According to the CIPD (2025), involving employees in decisions boosts wellbeing and motivation, while employers gain from improved productivity, innovation, and fewer conflicts or absences. Some examples of employee involvement include staff surveys where employees can provide feedback and give suggestions for improvement, also team meetings where managers update staff on company priorities and encourage employees to ask questions or share insights. 

Employee participation on the other hand, is more formal and structured with employees directly involved in organisational decision making (Chen, 2024). Unlike informal employee involvement, participation gives employees a stronger voice, often through elected representatives or organised groups. The CIPD (2025) explains that participation gives employees a say over issues that affect them, which can range from daily tasks to contributing to broader organisational decisions. Recent changes to the ICE Regulations give employees in UK organisations with 50+ staff the right to request formal processes for being informed and consulted on key workplace issues. Employee participation empowers employees to take an active role in the success of the organisation, leading to higher engagement, motivation, and innovation. It helps build a sense of ownership and trust across the organisation (Chen, 2024). 

One key form of employee participation is collective bargaining. This is the process where trade union representatives negotiate with employers over pay, working conditions, hours, or policies on behalf of the workforce. It ensures that employee concerns are addressed fairly and that key decisions reflect the collective interests of staff (CIPD, 2025). 

Employee involvement and participation are both essential for building strong workplace relationships. Involvement encourages everyday engagement through informal feedback, while participation gives employees a formal voice in decision-making. As the CIPD (2025) highlights, combining different forms of employee voice creates a healthier workplace culture and supports better organisational outcomes. 

AC 1.2 

Following the integration of two public sector organisations, and with many of our new leaders coming from the private sector, it is essential to maintain and enhance strong employee representation. All employees, public or private, have the right to join a union and are legally protected under the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 from dismissal or disadvantage due to union activity (Mills, 2025). 

According to the CIPD (2025), trade unions have long been part of the UK workforce. Despite declining membership since the 1970s, they still play a key role in representing employee voice, particularly in the public sector. 

Union representation refers to employees being supported by a recognised trade union, which is independent from the employer and has legal rights to negotiate and consult on behalf of its members. According to Acas (2021), unions help resolve workplace issues, support members, and providing the employer recognises them, engage in collective bargaining to negotiate pay and conditions. 

An advantage of union representation is the power and influence it holds. Unions have statutory rights that give them significant authority in influencing workplace decisions, allowing them to shape policy and protect employee interests. Unions can negotiate legally binding agreements on employee terms (Acas, 2021). 

All employees have the right to be accompanied to disciplinary and grievance hearings and 
union representatives can support members in these hearings (GOV, 2025). Their presence ensures that employment rights are adhered to and helps protect employees from unfair treatment.  Unions can also appoint official workplace representatives, such as safety or union learning representatives (Acas, 2021). 

According to Acas (2021), approximately half of employee representatives in the UK are believed to be non-union. Non-union representation includes employee forums and elected representatives who operate independently of trade unions. These internally developed arrangements provide a platform for employees to share views and contribute to workplace discussions.

Although non-union representatives can attend consultation meetings, present employee feedback, and contribute to decision-making, their legal powers are limited. Unlike trade unions, they do not hold statutory rights to negotiate terms and conditions of employment, and employers are not legally obligated to consult them on matters such as redundancy, TUPE transfers, or health and safety (Acas, 2021). 

According to Acas (2021), non-union representation works best when leaders are committed to listening and responding, but without legal backing, its impact depends on the employer's willingness to engage. 

The key difference between union and non-union representation is their legal authority. Unions have enforceable rights in negotiation and dispute resolution, while non-union representation relies on employer support. 

AC 1.3 

Following the recent merger, a new leadership team with private sector experience has been appointed. To ensure a smooth transition, it is important to explore the benefits and challenges of employee voice on organisational performance in the public sector. 

Employee voice refers to the ways in which employees can express views, offer suggestions, and contribute to decisions that affect them at work (CIPD, 2025). It also enables people to share new ideas and highlight any concerns, helping the organisation improve processes and address issues. 

According to the CIPD (2025), when employees are listened to, it significantly enhances both individual wellbeing and organisational outcomes, boosting job satisfaction, motivation, and innovation. 

Employee voice can be gathered through carrying out surveys and it is a key element of the CIPD’s profession maps’ eight core behaviours. Valuing People highlights the importance of ensuring employees have a meaningful voice in matters affecting their work lives (CIPD, 2025). Employee voice allows individuals to express their views safely, creating psychological safety, which in turn ensures employees feel valued and trusted, leading to improved performance (CIPD, 2025). 

According to Investors in People (2019), encouraging employee input gives leaders access to broader insights, enabling more informed and effective decisions.

Employee voice is also highlighted in the CIPD’s 2025 Good Work Index report which found that employees who feel heard and involved in decision-making are more likely to perform well and go above and beyond to support their team (CIPD, 2025). 

Although employee voice is widely recognised for its positive impact on engagement and performance, employee silence can be an issue (Woodfield, 2022).

One key challenge is that encouraging voice without following through can have negative and damaging consequences. According to Woodfield (2022), employee voice is not always effective because employees may choose silence due to fear of negative consequences or a belief that providing feedback will not make a difference. Employees may remain silent not only due to fear of career risks or social backlash, but also because of a lack of trust in the organisation’s commitment to act on their input, especially if past feedback has been ignored. 

When voice initiatives, like surveys, are seen as mere tick-box exercises with no real intention to drive change, employees are likely to disengage. This is particularly true in unsupportive environments, where speaking up may feel unsafe or unwelcome. According to the CIPD (2025), supportive and inclusive leaders are more likely to create environments where voice contributes positively. 

Employee voice can strongly support organisational performance, especially during periods of change. However, it only works well when it is genuine, supported by a positive culture, and backed by management and leadership. 

AC 1.4 

The concept of better working lives is central to the CIPD’s purpose, to champion better work and working lives for all (CIPD, 2025). According to the Good Work Index, better working lives are underpinned by good work, which the CIPD defines as employment that is fairly rewarded, secure, and fulfilling. It offers opportunities for skill development and career growth, supports work–life balance, promotes physical and mental wellbeing, encourages employee voice and is accessible and inclusive for all (CIPD, 2025). The index measures job quality in areas like security, pay, and autonomy, linking them to employee wellbeing and organisational success.

Following the recent merger, fostering positive work environments is especially important. During periods of transition and organisational change, employee stability and morale can be negatively impacted, designing better working lives helps create a workplace where employees feel supported, respected, and secure, enhancing engagement and maintaining stability (People Insight, 2025). 

The first step in designing better working lives following the recent merger should be to review the existing practices, policies, and employee benefits from both organisations. This comparison will help identify what has worked well and what may need improvement. To ensure future people practices are relevant and well-received, it is important to involve employees in this process as this ensures employees feel heard and included, encouraging their buy in (Heart Count, 2024). Gathering employee feedback also ensures that new policies reflect the needs of the combined workforce.  Using both focus groups and surveys provider a fuller picture, as surveys show overall trends, while conversations help explain why people feel how they do (CIPD, 2025). 

The CIPD’s good work index highlights the importance of work–life balance, offering flexible working options is vital for employee wellbeing and maintaining stability. Flexible arrangements such as flexitime, job-sharing, and remote work enhance wellbeing by giving employees greater control over their time and demonstrating managerial support (Wood, 2018). Flexible working supports work–life balance, boosts job satisfaction, and aids productivity and inclusion during organisational change.

Additionally, clearly defined roles and responsibilities are crucial for maintaining motivation and clarity during organisational change. Young (2024) emphasises that when employees understand what is expected of them and how they will be appropriately challenged, they are more likely to remain engaged and aligned with the organisation’s goals. During the merger, where roles may shift or be restructured, clear communication around job expectations helps prevent confusion, and ensure that employees can contribute effectively to their teams.

Designing better working lives post-merger requires employee voice, flexible working, clear roles, and inclusive practices to support wellbeing and ensure a smooth transition.

AC 2.1 

Following the merger, tensions may arise as teams adapt to new policies and dynamics. It is crucial for leadership, especially those new to the public sector, to distinguish between organisational conflict and misbehaviour and address each appropriately.

Organisational conflict refers to disagreements or tensions that can arise in the workplace, from minor differences of opinion and one-off disagreements to more serious issues such as bullying or harassment (CIPD, 2020). As employees, we each bring different experiences, perspectives, and communication styles to work. While this diversity is valuable, especially in a post-merger setting, it can also create misunderstanding or disagreement. According to the CIPD (2020), individuals may interpret the same challenging situation in very different ways, making it essential to address conflict with sensitivity and clarity. 

According to the CIPD (2020), workplace relationships have a direct impact on well-being, performance, and the overall work environment. That is why ‘Relationships at work’ is one of the seven dimensions of the CIPD’s Job Quality Index for good work. Positive, supportive relationships can enhance employees day-to-day work experience, while unmanaged or negative conflict can lead to stress, lower productivity, and damage to team morale. Importantly, not all conflict is negative. When handled constructively, conflict can generate healthy competition, spark creative thinking, and support better decision-making.

Misbehaviour on the other hand, is deliberate and inappropriate conduct that goes against organisational policies, rules, or standards (Taylor, 2025). In contrast to organisational conflict, which arises from differing perspectives or work styles, employee misbehaviour involves deliberate, harmful actions by an individual. According to Taylor (2025), misbehaviour involves intentional acts such as rule-breaking, dishonesty, or inappropriate conduct that undermine trust, damage workplace relationships, and negatively impact morale and safety.

Unlike conflict, which can lead to positive outcomes if managed constructively, misbehaviour is inherently harmful and requires formal intervention. Misconduct is generally categorised into two levels: misconduct, which includes behaviours like persistent lateness, and failure to follow instructions, and gross misconduct, which involves more serious offences such as theft, physical violence, harassment, or fraud (Taylor, 2025). 

Workplace conflict and employee misbehaviour require different approaches. Conflict should be addressed early through open communication, mediation, and by ensuring managers are trained in people skills and resolution techniques (CIPD, 2020). In contrast, misbehaviour involves deliberate rule-breaking and must follow a formal disciplinary process, including investigation, a hearing with the right to accompaniment, a decision, and an opportunity to appeal, with all steps documented to ensure fairness (Acas, 2024).

AC 2.2 

Workplace conflict is becoming more common, according to Wigan (2024), periods of economic hardship such as the cost-of-living crisis, often lead to increased workplace conflict. When job opportunities are limited, employees are more likely to remain in roles where they feel dissatisfied causing unresolved tensions to build up more quickly, leading to more formal complaints. 

Disagreements over hybrid working are also becoming a key source of workplace conflict. The CIPD (2025) states that over half of employees feel significant pressure to be physically present in the workplace, whilst an increasing number say they would seek a new job if a return-to-office mandate was enforced.

Furthermore, despite recent changes in legislation allowing flexible working requests from day one, CIPD research reveals that nearly a third of employees feel uncomfortable requesting formal flexible work arrangements (CIPD, 2025) suggesting a gap between flexibility policies and workplace expectations. These kinds of conflicts at work can lead to stress, increased sick absence, resignations and even grievances. 

Given the recent merger, this is a prevalent issue due to leadership and general changes to working patterns across departments, some employees may feel uncertain about their roles or perceive changes as unfair, particularly if communication is inconsistent or expectations are unclear. There is a growing belief that employees are becoming less open to differing viewpoints (Wigan 2024), which can increase workplace conflict and strain team dynamics.

From an employment perspective, this shift makes it more challenging to maintain collaboration and may lead to a rise in grievances or formal disputes. According to Sutherland (2024), newer managers often feel unprepared to handle early conflict, and whilst most are supportive of informal approaches, many lack clarity on how to apply them. Therefore, equipping our managers with conflict resolution training is essential.  

Alongside everyday workplace tensions, formal disputes such as strikes and legal claims are also increasing. The CIPD (2022) highlights that a restricted job market and rising living costs promote industrial action. The UK has seen a noticeable rise in industrial action, particularly within the public sector. According to the Resolution Foundation (2023), the UK saw its highest level of strike activity since the 1980s, with nearly 4 million working days lost in the year to May 2023. This surge was driven largely by public sector workers, where pay has fell behind that of the private sector.

[image: A graph of a graph showing the price of the company

AI-generated content may be incorrect.](Resolution Foundation, 2023)

This trend is especially relevant post-merger, as staff who do not feel listened to or fairly compensated, may seek legal action. The CIPD (2022) advises employers to engage proactively with trade unions and employee representatives to prevent tensions from escalating into strikes. 

During major change, clear communication and involving employees in decisions helps prevent unrest and improve both work conditions and performance (CIPD, 2022).

AC 2.3 

Mediation is a voluntary, informal process where a neutral third party helps resolve disputes and rebuild relationships. It typically begins with separate meetings between the mediator and each person involved, followed by a joint meeting where ground rules are set, each side presents their perspective, and areas of agreement and disagreement are identified (Acas, 2025). 

The mediator does not decide the outcome but helps both sides work towards a solution, and either party can end the process at any time (Herzing, 2022). If a solution is reached, it is documented and shared only with those involved or with consent. Mediation aims to reduce stress, avoid formal procedures, and cut costs, working best when implemented early.

Conciliation is like mediation but typically addresses disputes between the employee and employer and is often used in legal claim contexts (Acas, 2025). Typically, an employee instigates the process, but an employer can also do this if they believe a dispute is likely to proceed to an employment tribunal. Except for five specific exemptions, claimants must go through early conciliation before making a tribunal claim (Daniels, 2025, p. 19). It is a free, voluntary, and confidential process that gives both parties a chance to resolve a workplace dispute (Acas, 2025). 

Early conciliation requires both parties’ agreement, after which, a conciliation officer will speak to the respondent on the claimant’s behalf, for up to six weeks. In contrast to mediation, the conciliator may take a more active role in suggesting possible solutions or helping parties understand the legal implications of their dispute.

If a settlement is reached, Acas records it on a COT3 form, which both parties sign. The employer pays the agreed amount, and the employee cannot then take the case to tribunal (Daniels, 2025, p. 20). If a settlement is not reached, or the employer refuses to engage, the claimant will be issued with an early conciliation number, and they can proceed to employment tribunal. 

Arbitration differs significantly from both mediation and conciliation as it involves a legally binding and enforceable decision made by the third party. Arbitration is a more formal process than mediation or conciliation, where an arbitrator hears both sides, examines the evidence, and makes a final decision. It is often used when other resolution methods and negotiations have failed. 

Arbitration is a trial-like process held outside of court, offering flexible scheduling and a more cost-effective, customised alternative to formal legal proceedings. (Herzing, 2022). 

A key drawback of arbitration is that the legally binding decision usually cannot be appealed, even if one party disagrees. Acas (2025) recommends using it only when both sides are willing to give final decision-making power to a third party, as it leaves no room for further negotiation or challenge. 

AC 3.1 

Following recent organisational changes, employees may face difficulties adjusting to new processes and team dynamics. This can lead to increased performance or conduct issues, which must be managed appropriately. According to Acas (2024) if an employer fails to provide a valid reason or follow a fair process, any resulting dismissal could be deemed unfair under the Employment Rights Act 1996.

UK employment law protects employees from being unfairly dismissed, and capability and misconduct are two of the five potentially fair reasons for dismissal under the Employment Rights Act 1996 (CIPD, 2024). Capability refers to an employee’s ability to do their job properly. According to Morris (2025), it generally involves circumstances beyond the employee’s control, such as illness or a lack of required skills, and must not be confused with misconduct, which relates to behaviour. Employers must demonstrate reasonable believe that the employee could not meet clear, well-explained performance standards. Morris explains that before dismissing someone for capability, employers must provide clear feedback, offer support such as training or reasonable adjustments, and give the employee time to improve (2025). 

Employers must also follow the standards outlined in the Acas Code of Practice, including written notice of concerns, evidence of underperformance, meetings with the employee, and the right to appeal (Acas, 2024). 

Misconduct involves an employee breaching expected standards of behaviour. This may include repeated lateness, refusal to follow instructions, or more serious matters like theft or violence. Misconduct must be addressed through a fair disciplinary process. This includes a full investigation, written notice of the allegation, a formal hearing with the right to be accompanied, and a chance to appeal the decision (Acas, 2024).

The CIPD reinforces the need for fair procedures, noting that even where a potentially fair reason for dismissal exists, failure to follow the correct process may still lead to a finding of unfair dismissal (CIPD, 2024). 

Currently employees generally need at least two years’ continuous service to qualify for protection against unfair dismissal. However, this qualifying period does not apply in cases of automatically unfair dismissal, such as those connected to whistleblowing, asserting a statutory right, or reasons related to trade union membership or activities (Acas, 2024). 

It also does not apply where the dismissal is considered discriminatory, for example, if it relates to a protected characteristic under the Equality Act 2010, such as disability, race, or gender. In these cases, employers must take reasonable steps, like offering adjustments or alternative roles, before dismissing staff for health or disability reasons as failure to do so may lead to claims of unfair dismissal (CIPD, 2024). 

AC 3.2 

Employee grievances can become more frequent during periods of organisational change. Grievances may arise when employees feel they have been treated unfairly or that workplace issues have not been properly addressed. According to Webber (2023), 30% of employers have reported an increase in employee grievances over the past two years, with the most common causes being bullying or harassment, relationships with managers or colleagues, and dissatisfaction with pay and grading. 

The leading cause of grievances is bullying and harassment (Webber, 2023), and during times of change and increased pressure, workplace tension can cause negative behaviours. Research has found that many managers are hesitant or lack the training to address these problems informally, allowing them to escalate. Suff (2024) states that it is vital that employers have clear, well-communicated dispute resolution procedures, and that managers receive training and understand the grievance process, to ensure that all concerns and grievances are handled fairly. 

Poor relationships with managers and colleagues also drive a high number of grievances. New reporting lines or unclear responsibilities can cause misunderstandings and distrust. Effective communication, mutual respect, and early conflict resolution are essential in maintaining healthy workplace relationships and preventing escalation. In these situations, HR also play a critical role in supporting line managers by encouraging early, informal conflict resolution through open dialogue, supported by training and tools like mediation to address issues promptly (Suff, 2024). 

The third significant cause of grievance is pay and grading, cited by 37% of respondents (Webber, 2023). Although less commonly reported than interpersonal issues, dissatisfaction with pay has become more prominent due to the rising cost of living. This reinforces the need for transparent pay structures, clear grading systems, and open dialogue about reward policies.

Bullying and harassment, poor workplace relationships, and dissatisfaction with pay are among the most common causes of employee grievances (Webber, 2023). These issues highlight the need for employers to take a proactive, structured approach in managing these issues. Key actions include training managers to respond to concerns effectively, encouraging open communication, and maintaining fair, transparent policies. Tackling the root causes of grievances supports a positive workplace culture, minimises the risk of formal disputes, and enhances overall organisational wellbeing.

AC 3.3 

Handling grievances effectively is essential for maintaining a fair, respectful, and legally compliant workplace. When concerns are addressed promptly and appropriately, it reduces the risk of conflict escalating, helps protect employee wellbeing, and supports positive working relationships.

Suff highlights the importance of resolving disputes informally wherever possible, encouraging open dialogue between employees and line managers so that issues can be raised and responded to early. Many employees and employers are increasingly open to informal resolution methods, such as mediation, which can help avoid more formal and resource-heavy processes (Suff, 2024). To enable this, organisations should ensure line managers are trained to manage conflict at the earliest stage. Early intervention not only maintains productivity and morale but helps maintain trust in management.

If a grievance cannot be resolved informally, a formal process must be followed. Under the Acas Code of Practice, the employee should submit the grievance in writing, without delay, to a manager not involved in the issue. A formal meeting should then be arranged promptly, allowing the employee to explain their concerns. Employees have a statutory right to be accompanied at both grievance and appeal meetings, and reasonable requests must be accommodated. The employer must decide on any action, communicate it in writing, and offer the right to appeal. Appeals should be handled promptly, fairly, and by an impartial manager (Acas, 2024). 

Failure to follow a fair grievance process can seriously impact employee trust, morale, and retention, and may lead to successful claims of unfair treatment or breach of conduct (Acas, 2024). It can also expose the organisation to employment tribunal proceedings, particularly if statutory rights are ignored or the process appears biased. While the Acas Code of Practice is not legally binding, employment tribunals take it into account and may adjust compensation by up to 25% if either party has unreasonably failed to follow it, potentially increasing awards against employers or reducing them for employees (Acas, 2024). 

An effective grievance procedure also demonstrates the organisation’s commitment to fairness and equality. It ensures consistency across all cases, ensures employees know what is expected of them (Suff, 2024), helps prevent further conflict, and promotes an open culture where employees feel safe to raise concerns. HR plays a central role in disciplinary or grievance investigations by supporting line managers and ensuring the process is fair, consistent with organisational policy, and compliant with employment law (Acas, 2025). 

Handling grievances effectively is not only a legal obligation but also a key factor in maintaining a healthy workplace. 
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