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[bookmark: _Toc59198320]1.0 Executive Summary 
 
The purpose of this report is to evaluate British Airways response to the Covid-19 crisis and the conflict that has arisen due to the decision made. This includes the background context of the role of trade unions, how this has changed over time and the benefits of using ACAS services. Finally, British Airways employee relations are evaluated from the perspective of key stakeholders including the employee, employees, trade unions and customers.  
 
This report analyses the role of trade unions for business and how trade unions are perceived by businesses which are dependent on business perspectives including Unitarist, Pluralist and Marxist. The report looks at how trade unions have changed over time from events in the 1970s and 1980s to the present day. Finally, this section analyses the role of collective bargaining and how this affects employees and employers. 

An insight into the impartial body ACAS is given including the services they provide and the benefits these yield for the business and their employees. 

How British Airways dealt with the Covid-19 repercussions is analysed in relation to the conflict it caused for British Airways themselves, their employees, trade union and customers. The employee relation perspective of each stakeholder has been discussed in relation to how they managed the response. 

Finally, three recommendations are provided for British Airways to avoid conflict occurring in the future. These are mutually beneficial for all sides, feasible and financially viable. 
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[bookmark: _Toc59198322]2.1 Introduction

This report aims to analyse British Airways response to Covid-19. This will include the role of trade unions and how their role has changed over time, the benefits of using an impartial body such as ACAS, employee relation conflicts surrounding British Airways decision to cope with the crisis and finally, recommendations on how British Airways could avoid further conflict in the future. 
 
 
 Arimie & Oronsaye (2020) describe employee relations as the need to create an environment which satisfies the needs of the employer and employees to harbour mutual trust and respect. CIPD (2020) state that business operations are influenced by forces such as market changes and the external environment and therefore it is important that employers manage change efficiently to maintain strong relations and avoid conflict. The most prominent change facing current business is the Covid-19 outbreak which has halted many businesses, creating financial constraints. Karabel (2018) states that change which is not handled correctly will face resistance due to conflicting employee and employer interests.  It is therefore important that businesses manage change effectively to avoid conflict which could damage employee relations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[bookmark: _Toc59198323] 2.2 The Role of Trade Unions
 
Doucouliagos, Freeman & Laroche (2017) describe trade unions as key institutions which represent workers to provide a positive outcome for workplace problems such as wages, working conditions and job satisfaction, helping to increase productivity and motivation. This can benefit employees and employers as conflict can be solved effectively, increasing job satisfaction and business efficiency. However, businesses will view trade unions differently, depending on their employee relation perspective. A common perspective is the unitarist perspective whereby the employer believes everyone within the organisation shares common interests and goals and works happily as a team, minimising conflicting interests (Bingham, 2016). Conflicting interests are limited to poor communication and employees who do not suit the company culture (ibid). As a result of this, trade unions are viewed as unnecessary and by not using unions, unitarian business believe it strengthens employee loyalty (Cullinane & Dundon, 2014). This perspective can improve employee relations as everyone in the organisation is working towards the same goal and so objectives are more likely to be met, providing motivation, and potentially allowing employees access rewards. Additionally, by working together, employees are viewed as key stakeholders, creating a sense of importance role their job. However, by viewing conflict negatively and enforcing one goal for all, employee problems may not be recognised as everyone is expected to conform to the same goals and trade unions are not present to solve concerns. This could leave employees silently suffering if they are unable to discuss problems with their employer, reducing morale.  
 
Another common perspective is the pluralist approach. An organisation following this approach would consist of employees who have individual goals and values creating a competitiveness between managers who strive for profit maximisation and employees who look for job security (Mzangwa, 2015). In this workplace, conflict is inevitable and so trade unions are a necessity to collectively bargain with employers for employee needs and to resolve conflict (ibid). This could be a healthier environment than unitarist as conflict, if dealt with correctly, can lead to better outcomes as people can express their feelings, improving relationships (Gallo, 2018).  As conflict is viewed as inevitable, trade unions are beneficial as they can balance interests between the employees and employers to strengthen employee relations. Abbott (2006) supports this stating that this perspective allows for fairer outcomes for employees as unions can bargain with employers, creating an efficient means for resolving workplace conflict.  However, collective bargaining and union presence is limited unless both parties are willing to compromise and so employees and employers must engage and trust the process for a resolution (Goldsmith, 1986).  
 
A less common perspective is the Marxist perspective which is based on capitalism whereby it is believed that businesses only employ staff to exploit them for higher profits (Leat, 2008). Unions are essential for workers in a Marxist working environment, however unlike pluralists, conflict cannot be solved via bargaining but rather through ongoing revolution (ibid). The role of unions is not to resolve pay issues but fighting to overcome a class war and reduce the division between the social classes (Swayambika, 2020). While the presence of trade unions seems essential, a resolution is not as simple as other perspectives and so relations will be strained for longer as neither side looks for compromise, leading to poorer productivity and low employment engagement.
 
The role and view of trade unions have changed over time and are dependent on the current government relationship. In the 1970s, unemployment was increasing under the Labour Government, from 2.7% in 1974 to 5.9% in 1978 (Shipman, 2015). ONS (2019) states that in 1979 the average number of working days lost was 29.5 million. While this demonstrates how much power unions had and from one perspective is positive as workers are well represented and protected, it also means that workplace conflicts could easily result in nationwide disruption with strikes across industries. The high unemployment levels led to the conservatives campaigning under 'Labour Isn't Working' and in 1979 Thatcher became the new Conservative Prime Minister (Shipman, 2015). Trade unions underwent the largest changes during Thatcher's power and the effects of declining union membership are still seen presently. Thatcher believed unions held too much power, so to reduce their impact, privatisation of national industries such as railways occurred and 5 policies between 1979-1990 were introduced to make striking harder, further reducing power (Striking Women, 2020). Union membership peaked in 1979, before thatcher at 13.2 million, however presently it is only 6.5 million, showing the lasting impact Thatcher had. However, union membership has increased for three consecutive years with a 91,000 increase from 2018-2019 (BEIS, 2020). This is positive as more people have access to working rights and representation if conflict arises.  
 
Trade unions can resolve conflict through collective bargaining which is the process between a trade union and employer that seeks to improve the conditions of multiple employee contracts (McIlwee, 2020). Employee engagement is key to strong employee relations and so employers will benefit by enduring the collective bargaining process to help their employees. Moore & Mendes De Brito Antunes (2018) state that collective bargaining creates concrete outcomes such as a reduction in unsociable hours and higher wages and is more effective when workers unite as a team. This should improve employee motivation and thus productivity for businesses. However, one drawback is that it does not suit those looking for individual contractual changes and so individuals may be unhappy within the workplace. However, individual bargaining is not as successful as collective bargaining as individuals cannot bargain as effectively, lessening the chance of change (Cazes et al, 2019).  
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Employee relations can be difficult to navigate and so one solution is to use an impartial body such as ACAS. This is the advisory, conciliation and arbitration service which aims to improve employee relations in workplaces across Britain (ACAS, 2020a). ACAS offers several services such as advice which guides employment laws, conciliation which resolves a dispute between an employee and employer with the mediation of a third party and finally, arbitration which is when a third party decides on a dispute after hearing two sides (ACAS 2020b). Having an impartial mediator can be beneficial for employees and employers as there is no bias creating a fairer and more equal outcome. ACAS services have proved successful, particularly their advice service and early conciliation service. Davies (2016) states that 71% of claimants avoided tribunal because of ACAS. This avoids the businesses reputation becoming damaged and tribunals are often stressful and worrisome for employees and so should be avoided if possible. Khalil (2019) supports this, stating that a negative outcome can result in negative publicity, and employees affected, if not dismissed, often take leave due to stress. Negative publicity is not only damaging for company image but can also place doubt on existing employees trust with the employer. Additionally, employees may feel that relations have been too damaged to return and are therefore left in a difficult situation. ACAS’ advice service via their helpline also proves successful. ACAS (2014) states that 87% of people who used the helpline believed their query was answered in full and 52% of employers reported that they amended existing policies due to advice given. This is beneficial for employees who do not feel comfortable approaching their employer and allows employees to receive the correct advice so that workplace discussions can be fair and organised, reducing heated tensions. Additionally, by employers reviewing and updated policies, it creates a sense of trust and respect between themselves and employees and shows employees that they support their wellbeing. It is evident that ACAS is a successful service and so businesses should make use of this if they are unable to reach an agreement with their employees.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc59198325]2.4 British Airway’s Response 
 
The view British Airways (BA) stakeholders take on the current Covid-19 repercussions is dependent on their employee relations views. Stakeholders have conflicting interests meaning their individual goals will differ. Bacon et al (2006) discuss these concerning the three key employee relations actors. Employees look for security, income, equity and voice whereas employers strive for profit maximisation, stakeholder value and power and control. Finally, the state requires economic growth and power. It is clear from the case study, that the owners of BA (employers) are demonstrating their interest in profit maximisation as they need to cut costs to remain profitable. As they are negotiating with trade unions it could be argued they are taking a pluralist perspective. As discussed above, this perspective acknowledges that conflict is inevitable as employees and employers have different interests. BA demonstrate negotiations with the trade union by cancelling their original plan of laying off 12,000 employees to opting for voluntary redundancies, employee holding pools and reduced pay. This pluralist approach can also be shown by how they handle conflict using the Thomas Kilmann model which assesses an individual’s conflict behaviour (Kilmann, 2020).  
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Figure 1: Thomas Kilmann Instrument. (Source: Kilmann, 2020).

Figure 1 shows this model and based on this BA demonstrate a compromising approach as they altered their original plan to benefit employees. This demonstrates a pluralist perspective as BA is aware that employees will demand a different outcome and that their goals are not aligned. However, BA could have done more to save jobs such as outsourcing which transfers employees from the business to an external provider to carry out work which can reduce costs and improve service (Belcourt, 2006).
 
BA employees demonstrate their need for job security and equity by using BALPA to negotiate their fate at BA. Employees appear to be taking a pluralist approach as BA originally strategised 12,000 job losses as well as a fire and re-hire scheme for which employees used unions to bargain for a different outcome, proving their objectives for the business are not the same. Additionally, BA appear to be focusing on cutting employee costs rather than costs elsewhere, questioning BAs employment loyalty. Herzberg (1959) states that employees require job security and good pay to prevent job dissatisfaction which conflicts BA's approach of pay cuts and dismissal. While many employees are not working due to the pandemic, this may result in conflict and high turnover when business resumes, potentially resulting in BA losing their trained and highly qualified staff. Although employees used the union as a voice and for involvement, employees had little direct participation with their employer. Strauss (2006) states that participation is an active role that can influence decisions made whereas involvement is having a say but with little impact. By BA ‘handing’ out fire and rehire notices, it seems that employees had little participation and were simply told what was happening, creating a loss of respect within relations.  
 
 Martinez, Fiorito & Ferris (2012) state that unions seek a balance of power between employees and their employers and so they stand in the middle of a pluralist approach. BALPA negotiated for three months with BA to get the best deal for employees to minimise job losses and stated their disappointment at BA rejecting initial proposals to save jobs, showing they are on the side of the employees. With trade unions defending employees and employers looking to save their business, conflict will naturally arise and so a third party such as ACAS could mediate to help negotiations. Despite union input, BA deemed redundancies essential, however, the union was able to complete redundancy consultations with BA, resulting in some redundancy avoidance outcomes such as holding pools and part-time working, giving employees a better chance of remaining employed.  
 
Customers require a fair price, quality service and value to remain loyal to a brand (Dhasan & Aryupong 2019). The BA article states that most of its fleet has been grounded for four months which will place stress on customers who had existing bookings. Additionally, with BA reducing working hours and making redundancies there may be delays in customers getting support about cancelling or amending bookings, creating customer dissatisfaction. From a theoretical standpoint, it could be argued that customers would want businesses to take a unitary approach. As stated above this perspective means employees and employers have the same goals, resulting in minimal conflict. Therefore, customers would rather this as conflict in a pluralist approach could disrupt their travel plans via strikes and reduced staff, creating frustration with the business. 
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It is evident that trade unions defend workers rights, however not all businesses deem them essential, while pluralist and Marxist workplaces do, unitarist do not. There is no doubt trade union influence is reliant on governing power and while Thatcher caused a lasting decline, union membership has risen for three years, with BEIS recording a 91,000 increased between 2018-2019, showing workers are being represented. ACAS is also a useful resource when managing workplace conflict with Davies stating that 71% of users avoided tribunals due to their services. In terms of British Airways, their decision to generate redundancies and introduce cuts in hours and pay will ultimately cause conflict. Employees will prioritise job security while the employer will focus on profit maximisation, placing stress on employee relations. Additionally, only cutting employee costs could question employer loyalty. Trade unions will naturally conflict with the employer as they defend employee rights and so redundancy avoidance strategies such as pooling were negotiated with BA. While BA’s decision was not welcomed by stakeholders, the employer did show collaborating actions by changing their initial plan of large unemployment and opting for a more generous package for employees, showing some good conflict management, however, other methods such as outsourcing could be used to save jobs. 
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· One recommendation for British Airways would be to consider reducing costs elsewhere in the business. British Airways could negotiate a deal with suppliers for fuel and catering supplies that were bought in advance and can no longer be used. Additionally, they could look at consolidating staff into a smaller number of properties. They could then sublet properties no longer required or sell them to reduce property costs. These would not be costly for British Airways and could save employees losing jobs or reduce the number that do, benefitting both sides.  
 
· Another recommendation would be to use services from ACAS. Due to conflicting interests, unions and employers will inevitably encounter conflict. British Airways and trade unions were negotiating for three months with early proposals denied proving it was difficult for them to reach a fair compromise. ACAS could be beneficial for this as they take a neutral standpoint making their advice fair for both sides. This could also accelerate the time it takes to make a final decision reducing the waiting time for employees at a worrying time. This could benefit both sides as ACAS is a free service so there is no financial implication for British Airways and employees could potentially receive a better deal, reducing job losses and improving relations. 
 
· A final recommendation would be for British Airways to outsource call centre employees. They could do this by restructuring the business and selling the call centre as an entity. The business who buys this off British Airways would adhere to TUPE regulations to protect the employment rights of the employees. While British Airways would have to pay the new business for work carried out, this would be significantly less than if they were to do it themselves. This reduces British Airways costs and protects the wage, job security and holiday entitlement of the employees. 
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