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“We talked about the future of work an awful lot before this, but now we are living the future of work"

Josh Bersin, Founder and Dean of Bersin Academy during closing keynote at the CIPD Annual Conference 2020


Glossary of Terms 

ACAS	Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service
AI	Artificial Intelligence
BSC	British Safety Council
CJRS	Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme
EAP	Employee Assistance Programme
ER 	Employment Relations
GMBU	General Trade Union in the United Kingdom
HSE	Health & Safety Executive
ONS	Office for National Statistics
PESTLE	Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Legal and Environmental
PPE 	Personal Protective Equipment
RA	Risk Assessment
SWOT 	Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats
TU	Trade Union
VCL 	Viscose Closures Limited (the organisation) 
VUCA 	Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, Ambiguity
WERS	Workplace Employment Relations Survey


Executive Summary

The following report outlines the impact COVID-19 has had on employee relations at an SME manufacturer of predominantly tamper evident seals based in Swansea.  
Viscose Closures Limited (VCL) target for 2021 is to achieve aggressive sales growth with existing staff and resources.  
The report considers how the global pandemic has impacted the wider employee relations climate in the UK.
The literature review provides a critical analysis of the pandemic against theoretical understanding including historical ER theories, financial considerations and legislative obligations.
Recommendations are made that will contribute to improve employee commitment and in turn lead to improved organisational performance.
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1.      Introduction
Viscose Closures Limited (VCL) is a manufacturing company based in Swansea, UK. VCL is regarded as one of the leading UK players in the caps, closures, seals and sleeving markets. With over 100 years’ experience, Viscose is known for their manufacturing expertise and exceptional customer service.
VCL is a SME with 49 employees.  VCL recognises the GMBU and there are currently 20 members at VCL.  VCL has recently welcomed a new CEO in February 2018 and is experiencing improving culture changes as a result.  The management style is also undergoing a period of transition from autocratic to a more laissez faire approach (Lewin, 1939).  Senior Management are now enabled and authorised to make their own decisions.  
COVID-19 was named by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in February 2020.  COVID-19 presents itself with a wide range of symptoms and some carriers are asymptomatic (Public Health England, Gov.uk, 2020).  The rapid rise in infection rate in the UK led the Government to introduce strict lockdown measures on the 23rd of March 2020.  The source of the outbreak remains unknown. 
VCL’s target for 2021 is to achieve aggressive sales growth with existing staff and resources whilst it continues to navigate through the global pandemic.  Many of VCL customers are in the hospitality sector which has been greatly impacted by the pandemic.
The aim of this report is to review the impact the global pandemic has had on employment relations at VCL and to provide recommendations which could contribute to improved employee commitment, engagement and in turn improve organisational performance.  


2. What is “Employment Relations” (ER)?
Employment relations can be considered as the development, application and negotiation of processes and rules used to manage and regulate the employment relationship whilst at the same time developing and maintaining a level of trust between employers and employees (Bennett, Saundry and Fisher, 2020a).
The nature of the employment relationship must first be considered as well as the interests of the parties in the employment relationship.  These interest are outlined in the table below:
Table 1	Interests in employment relations
	Employee
	Employer
	The State 

	Employment
	Profit maximisation
	Power

	Income
	Shareholder value
	Economic growth

	Fairness
	Stakeholder interests
	Ideology

	Voice
	Quality and service
	Continuity

	Job Satisfaction
	Employee engagement
	

	Occupational identity
	Creation of employment
	

	Autonomy
	Control
	


Budd & Bhave (2008) 
There is generally considered to be an imbalance of power between the parties and it could be argued that the employer holds more of power than the employee as the employee could be replaced more easily than the employee can find work.  This is particularly evident in times of recession such as in 2008 and now during the global pandemic.  Employees are less likely to “rock the boat” during uncertain times for the fear of losing their jobs and not being able to secure alternative employment (Barrett, C, 2020)
Previously referred to as industrial relations employment relations today reflect increasing emphasis on supporting line managers to build trusting relationships with employees. A positive employment relations climate can result in high levels of engagement from employees leading to better outcomes for the business as well as improving employee wellbeing (CIPD, 2020a).  
Whilst the written contract of employment outlines the basic requirements of what is expected from both employee and employer Watson (1995) suggests that an implicit contract exists between the two parties. Such a contract refers to unwritten expectations from both employers and employees.  These expectations can be interpreted differently due to the perceived unequal nature of the employment relationship and potentially lead to breakdowns in the relationship. (Cullinane and Dundon, 2006)
Preventing potential breakdowns in the employment relationship is critical and can be achieved through effective, open and honest communication and focusing on creating a positive climate of employment relations and strategy.  A key player in supporting any ER strategy would be the Trade Union (TU) representatives or employee representatives within the organisation.  Whilst membership of trade unions overall has declined over the years (from 13.2 million members in 1979 to 6.8 million members in 2018, (Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2019) an experienced, impartial and knowledgeable trade union representative can provide vital support to both the organisation and the employee when faced with a difficult grievance or disciplinary situation for example. 
The importance of statutory procedures governing the employment relationship must not be underestimated here.  Procedures for dealing with matters such as disciplinaries, grievances etc. are vital for both employees and the company. Such processes and procedures set out rules and expectations on how the parties should behave and what the consequences could be if these rules are not followed.  ACAS set out minimum requirements for businesses to follow (ACAS, 2015). 
Recent years has seen an increase in the popularity of using mediation as a way of dispute resolution.  Mediation can be a quick way to resolve a dispute without the formal process.  Mediation can be beneficial as it finds ways both parties agree to commit to move forward which is sometimes not the case with formal process.  However mediation may not always be appropriate for example if there is an accusation of bullying and harassment but where it is appropriate the success rate is usually high.  ACAS reported that 80% of ACAS led mediations in 2018 and 2019 were fully or partially resolved.  (ACAS a, 2020) 
2.1. Employment Relations at Viscose Closures Limited (VCL)
As mentioned in the introduction VCL welcomed a new CEO in February 2018 and since then has experienced positive changes in culture and improved employment relations.  VCL could be classified as a pluralist organisation meaning that conflict is considered inevitable due to the differing interests in the employment relationship. (Fox, 1974). The pluralist model assumes that conflict can be managed through institutions such as trade unions, collective bargaining and dispute resolution procedures.  There are 20 members of the GMBU at VCL and the relationship between the organisation and the TU representative is a positive one.  Collective bargaining is still prevalent at VCL with annual pay negotiations being carried out on a collective basis.
Unitarist organisations are those where both workers and managers are united by common interests and values and enterprise is harmonious.  A radical organisation would be one where a gross disparity of power exists between the employer and individual employee (Bennett, Saundry and Fisher, 2020b)
2.2. COVID-19 – The Global Pandemic
COVID-19 is a serious global health threat (CDC, 2020).  At time of writing on 4 December 2020 there have been 60,113 deaths within 28 days of a positive COVID test in the UK (Gov.uk, 2020).  The impact of the global pandemic has not only been on global health but there has been a major impact on the global economy too which has been felt in every business in every country across the world.  
The pandemic has reignited the discussion around the concept of VUCA and has dramatically amplified the elements within it. (Koshemani O, 2020a) VUCA stands for Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity.  The concept was initially classified in the 1990s by the US Army War College to explain a new world of military engagement at the end of the cold war.  Since then the concept has been welcomed by business leaders due to its’ practical code which can be applied to current challenges faced by organisations (Koshemani O, 2020b).
What has been different around the world is the government responses regarding restrictions on people and on business.  Government support for businesses, self-employed workers etc. has also been very different depending on the nation.
The UK response to the first wave of COVID-19 was an imposed nationwide lockdown whereas Sweden had an optional lockdown with voluntary measures.  The death toll in Sweden on 4 December 2020 is a fraction of that in the UK at 7,067 (John Hopkins University, 2020) which leads one to consider the reasons for this.  It could be argued that Swedish nationals followed the rules more dutifully than their counterparts in Europe and had more trust in their government / leadership of the country (Le Page/New Scientist, 2020).  We could draw clear comparison to a company’s workforce based on this and a workforce that trusts in the leadership of the company is more likely to work harder to meet the objective of the company as they are aiming for the same goal. MacLeod and Clarke argued that in order to gain the trust of its employees leadership must act with integrity and in a way which is consistent with the values of the Company. (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009)
Following the imposition of the national lockdown in the UK the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme or CJRS (HM Treasury, 2020) was introduced by the government and has been a key political measure used to keep people in employment during the pandemic.  The purpose of the scheme is to pay those employees who are on furlough from their work due to the business being unable to trade (such as hospitality or retail for example) 80% of their salary up to a maximum of £2500 per month (The Coronavirus Act 2020).  The CJRS has been extended to the end of April 2021 with a potential review of the percentage for February and March (Barnett D, 2020a).  Perhaps this is an indicator that the pandemic and the difficulties facing the economy are not going to end at least in the near future (Lawrie E, 2020).


3. Macro Factors
3.1 PESTLE Analysis
A PESTLE analysis is a framework which can be used to analyse 6 key external influencing factors which are Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental). (CIPD, 2020b)
COVID 19 is a macro factor which has had an impact on all PESTLE components. 
A PESTLE analysis for VCL can be found in Appendix 1.  In the next sections of the report the key findings of the PESTLE analysis will be critically reviewed.
3.1.1 	Legal 
Possibly one of the most important points from the PESTLE to consider aside from the pandemic itself is the implication of additional health and safety requirements.  Such measures include social distancing, screens, PPE etc. which have been either newly required or made more important due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Advice on how to make workplaces COVID secure can be found on the HSE website (Health and Safety Executive, 2020) It is worth noting that implementation of such COVID-19 safety measures can result in substantial costs to an organisation.  The importance of such implementation cannot be underestimated.  This is not only due to the legal nature of the requirement but without the appropriate COVID-19 safeguarding measures it is likely that an organisation will fall short of fulfilling Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 2019) for its’ employees.  


Figure 1: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (MacLeod, 2020)
[image: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs | Simply Psychology]
Safety is considered a basic need by Abraham Maslow and in accordance with his theory it is only when the basic or physiological needs of an individual have been met that they can attempt to do more on a day-to-day basis. Clearly it is in the interest of good employment relations to ensure the basic needs of the employees are met. These “new” requirements based on the global pandemic are requirements over and above the requirements of Health and Safety at Work etc. Act (1974).  There have been several examples of where it could be considered that organisations have failed to meet the basic needs of its’ employees and perhaps none so prevalent as the NHS.  At the start of the pandemic it was widely reported that medical staff did not have sufficient PPE.  (Donnelly, 2020)
Online retailer Boohoo also came under scrutiny due to concerning allegations made that PPE and social distancing rules were not adhered to during the pandemic leading to enforcement notices being issued by the Health and Safety Executive (BBC News, 2020).  Claims were also made that employees were forced to come to work when sick with COVID-19 (Labour behind the label, 2020).  Already under fire Boohoo stated that it would investigate it’s supply chain after some workers claim they were paid less than the minimum wage and were not protected from COVID-19 during the pandemic (TUC, 2020)
Gig economy and insecure workers experienced failure from the Government to protect their Health and Safety as the High Court found they were not provided with the same rights to PPE as employees (Baska, 2020)
3.1.2 	Political
At the time of writing the UK has still not agreed terms for a Brexit trade deal.  While a deal is considered to be “imminent” (Gregory, 2020) uncertainty around what the deal may look like remains as well as what Brexit could mean for workers’ rights.  Pay freezes and redundancies are being announced daily and unemployment could rise to 2.6 million by the second quarter of 2021 (Sunak, 2020). This creates nervousness which calls for good employee relations now in so far as to be best prepared for the outcome of the Brexit deal.  However, in light of the Good Work Plan (2018) workers in the UK should feel reassured by the fact that their rights are always improving.  The commitment made within the Good Work Plan is to improve the quality of work as well as enhancing rights to receive Terms and Conditions before or on day 1 of employment as well as other positive enhancements (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2018) This is in stark contrast to the times of the Chartists where workers believed the political system had failed them. In November 1839 whilst attempting to secure their right to vote 22 Chartists were shot dead. (“Michael Sheen: Valley’s Rebellion”, 2015)

3.1.3 	Economic
The UK economy has been massively impacted by COVID-19. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported GDP in October 2020 was 7.9% below the level of February 2020, having risen by 0.4% compared with September 2020. October 2020 saw the sixth consecutive month of growth, but the rate of recovery has slowed each month since the largest rise of 9.1% in June 2020 (ONS, 2020a)
There can be no doubt that the jobs market remains extremely volatile.   Figures published by the ONS state that the UK unemployment rate in the three months to October 2020, was estimated at 4.9% which was 1.2% higher than a year earlier and 0.7% higher than the previous quarter. Redundancies reached a record high of 370,000 in the three months to October 2020, an increase of a record 217,000 on the quarter, although the number of redundancies fell slightly in October 2020 (ONS, 2020b). 
There is however some light at the end of the tunnel as according to a survey carried out of 1,000 employers by the CIPD and the Adecco group the decline shows signs of levelling off. (CIPD/Adecco Group UK, 2020)
Key factors to consider to minimise redundancies include use of the government furlough scheme, pay freezes, redeployment, termination of contractors etc.  Most hard hid sectors include retail and hospitality. As of the 6th of October there were almost 500,000 planned redundancies in the UK since the start of the pandemic (King 2020).
Regardless of sector the importance of carrying out any process of redundancy in a fair manner must be the key objective.  This is vital for the company making the redundancies to avoid a potential employment tribunal but also to ensure the wellbeing of both the individuals being made redundant and the staff who remain after the process is complete (Bennett, Saundry and Fisher, 2020c). The process must involve genuine consultation and if this does not occur an application can be made for a “protective award” to be made (Barnett D, 2020b)
Some employers may consider the risk of not carrying out the process correctly and the potentially resulting tribunal as minimal.  This could be due to the introduction of fees which must be paid by the individual to bring a claim to tribunal as well as the now very lengthy delays due to the pandemic (Owen, 2020).  However, if a large number of employees are involved in the claim the financial implications could be quite significant. i.e. a small protective award multiplied by 100 employees for example. 
Even the fairest, most comprehensive redundancy process can have a lasting impact on the remaining employees.  This is known as survivor syndrome which encompasses several feelings employees can feel as a result of redundancy.  These symptoms include feelings of guilt for the colleagues who have left the business, feelings of bitterness as they may have to take on extra work, fear for their own job, loss of trust in leadership to name a few (Williamson, 2020).  All of these symptoms can be very detrimental for employment relations and could lead to decreased organisational performance.  Minimising the impact of survivor syndrome can be achieved by conducting open and honest discussions with employees and offer further assistance such as counselling if necessary.  This could be achieved via an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) for example.


3.1.4	Social
One of the biggest changes to working practices since the pandemic began is the dramatic rise in homeworking.  In January 2020 5.7% of the UK workforce worked exclusively from home.  This rose to 43.1% in April 2020 (Felstead and Reuschke, 2020).   
The increase in homeworking has been challenging for both employers and employees.  Women in particular have been detrimentally impacted by COVID-19 and in a global survey conducted by Deloitte 70% of women felt that their career progression would be slowed down as a direct result of the pandemic.  The report suggests that the impact can be minimised by organisations taking a customised approach to the needs of the women in the business and highlights making flexible working the norm and leading with empathy and trust as key factors (Deloitte, 2020).
The wellbeing of homeworkers is concerning and results from a study carried out by the Institute for Employment Studies (IES) 50% of all respondents reported not being happy with their current work-life balance; 33% frequently feel isolated, 21% are worried about job security, while 41% are concerned about health of family members (Bevan, Mason and Majorek, 2020)
Work pressures may also have increased due to other employees being furloughed for example (Suff, 2020).  Managers should be reviewing workloads regularly to avoid over-burdening employees and taking action where employees are struggling.  
Talking openly about mental health is also key especially during the pandemic as more people are likely to be experiencing poor mental health (Mind, 2020).  The Mental Health foundation reported in November 2020 that 45% of the UK population had felt anxious or worried in the previous two weeks, which rose to 64% of respondents who have a pre-existing mental health condition.  (Mental Health Foundation, 2020)
Employee Assistance Programmes (EAP) are a way in which businesses can support the wellbeing of employees.  An EAP provides managed access to a range of experts and mental health professionals, accessed through a single-entry point and via a structured assessment of need, that will provide support, guidance and information on a wide range of work related and personal issues that can affect work performance and attendance (IOD, 2019).  This resource is always available and support can be accessed more quickly than via the NHS for example.  Offering this as a benefit to employees will likely have a positive effect on an employees wellbeing and improve engagement. 
3.1.5	Technological 
The Government decision to enforce lockdown in March was made with no warning.  Businesses had to respond quickly to ensure employees could work from home effectively.  The importance of technology has been highlighted throughout the pandemic and developments in apps, software platforms etc. have increased.  This will likely impact the way we eat out in future for example as apps have been created for diners to order themselves.  This will likely have an impact of the number of staff required. Whilst these changes were emerging they have been accelerated by the pandemic. (Wallace Stephens and Morgante, 2020)
Businesses and employees had to adapt quickly to a very different way of working heavily focused around collaboration platforms or video conferencing for example using software such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams.  Both companies have seen a huge rise in users since the pandemic began.   In October 2020 Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella revealed that the Teams platform now has more than 115 million daily active users which is an increase of 53% since April 2020. (Hughes, 2020).  Similarly Bernstein Research Analysts reported that in the months of January and February 2020 the company added 2.22 million monthly active users, while in the whole of 2019 it added 1.99 million amid corporate concerns about the spread of coronavirus. (Novet, 2020)
Businesses with an online presence already such as global giant Amazon have benefitted massively from the pandemic. At the end of July 2020, the company announced that it had doubled its quarterly profits to $5.2bn (£3.95bn), compared with $2.6bn at the same point in 2019. Net sales had risen by 40%. (Harris J, 2020) Arguably the increase in profits may have come at a cost to employee wellbeing.  Working conditions at the online retailer have been found to be detrimental to employee wellbeing due to unachievable targets, long hours, uncomfortable working conditions due to heat / cold etc. long before the pandemic began (BBC Panorama, 2014).  These were exacerbated by the sudden increase in customer orders at the start of the pandemic as well as the lack of PPE, hand sanitiser etc. (Harris J, 2020)



4. Evaluation of the response by VCL to COVID-19
4.1 SWOT Analysis 
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	1) Rapid response time taken to make site COVID secure and carry out additional Risk Assessments and Audits (see appendix 3 for RA)
2) Site remains COVID-free 8 months into pandemic
3) Short amount of time required to set up new homeworkers with IT equipment etc.
4) Weekly attendance bonus provided to all workers attending site who were unable to work from home
5) Creation and implementation of home working guidelines (see appendix 4)
6) Strong, regular, open and honest communication between Management and workforce (see appendix 5)
7) Rapid response to decline in Closures department resulting in release of consultant
8) Placed employee on furlough upon request after receipt of shielding advice from Welsh Government
9) Forward production of stock at start of pandemic to ensure business continuity
10) Instigation of “scheduled fun” for remote and onsite workers
11) Recognition that work at home may not be sustainable for all
12) Recruited electrical engineer using virtual process
13) Re-accreditation of ISO standards ISO9001 (Quality) and ISO14001 (Environmental) and achievement of ISO45001 (H&S)
14) Extension of BRC accreditation following remote audit of COVID-19 response
15) Site visitor control / track and trace
	1) Grievance raised highlighted inadequate grievance procedure
2) Additional overtime costs to ensure business continuity 
3) Orders undelivered due to lack of communications between VCL and Customers
4) Conflict arising in the senior team 


	Opportunities
	Threats

	1) Consider flexible / agile working on a more permanent basis post COVID
2) Consider continuing with virtual recruitment process 
3) Source raw materials more locally 

	1) Lack of recovery for hospitality sector resulting in revenue loss and risk to jobs
2) Further lockdown measures
3) Confirmed COVID affecting workforce (particularly those unable to work from home) 


 4.1.1	Strengths
As illustrated by the table above the response by VCL to COVID-19 has been overwhelmingly successful.  
VCL responded quickly and thoroughly to the news on 24 March 2020 that all individuals who could work from home should do so.  This involved cost to purchase equipment and allowing employees to take home any furniture to make their home working environment more comfortable.  All those able to work from home were doing so within the first 24 hours of the announcement.  After a few months it became apparent though that work from home was not sustainable for all due to mental wellbeing reasons.  Those employees who live alone were most negatively impacted.  VCL response to this was to allow 2 members of staff to return to working in the office to improve their mental wellbeing.   These 2 members of staff are not alone as research has revealed as many as 80% feel that working from home has negatively impacted their mental health (Nuffield Health, 2020).   
VCL implemented a financial bonus payment to those employees who were unable to work from home and were required to still come to work.  This bonus was used to demonstrate to the workforce that their roles are critical to the success of the business and that their commitment is appreciated by management which in turn motivates them (Taylor, 2020).
VCL involved homeworkers in the creation and implementation of Home Working Guidelines.  Bennett, Saundry and Fisher (2020d) argue that engagement cannot be imposed rather it is dependent on engaging employees through the creation and development of trust and security.  Alfes et al (2020) pointed out that all employees can contribute to the success of organisational processes.  The commitment level at VCL could be described as high which is in keeping with the Workplace Employment Relations Survey results for organisational commitment in the manufacturing sector (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2014).  This is further supported by the work of van Wanrooy et al highlighting levels of organisational commitment to be higher in smaller workplaces due to the personal nature of the employment relationship. 
Throughout the pandemic communication between leadership and employees was open, honest, frequent and relevant.  This has been recognized as an important factor in how employees feel they have been looked after during the pandemic (Connley C, 2020). This enhanced the relationship of trust between employees and management and enabled management to call upon the goodwill of employees when needed.  An example of this relates to the forward production of stock which was carried out at the start of the pandemic to safeguard the continuity of the business against potential sickness absence.  At this time employees were asked to work overtime on weekends to make the stock.  Had the competence of management been viewed as poor the request to work additional hours would potentially have been denied whereas it was carried out without any issue (Sadun, Bloom and Van Reenen, 2017).  
4.1.2	Weaknesses
A grievance raised related to COVID-19 highlighted that the VCL grievance process was not in line with the minimum ACAS guidelines (ACAS b, 2020).  This resulted in a lengthier than required grievance process taking place.
Conflict between the senior team arose due to lack of empathy among the team as some were homeworking and some were not.  Open and honest communication resolved the situation. 
There can be no doubt that COVID-19 has changed the landscape of employment relations.  Agile working, flexible home working, increased reliance on technology and possibly the most important factor is the increased importance of the ability of HR professionals to demonstrate compassion and compassionate leadership.  The pandemic has forced businesses to learn about what individuals need in a human way.  (Gallacher, J, 2020).  Whilst it could be argued that some aspects of HR can be replaced by a robot / artificial intelligence (AI) emotions, creativity and human judgement cannot be replicated (HR Technologist, 2020).  This is where HR professionals will shine in the future.


5. Recommendations  
Based on the findings of the SWOT report below are the recommendations for VCL.
5.1	Creation and implementation of Wellbeing Strategy 
The pandemic has accelerated the need for such a strategy in every workplace and focus should not only be physical health but mental health too (WHO, 2020).  Several organisations can assist with this.  However, it could be carried out in house by the Head of HR and HSEQ Manager using the Time to Change Employer Action Plan for example (Time to Change, 2020).  The structure of the action plan covers the 6 core standards from the Thriving at Work independent review commissioned by Government and led by Paul Farmer, CEO of Mind and Lord Stevenson (Department of Work and Pensions, 2017).  
Increased employee wellbeing can lead to increased employee engagement and enhance business performance.
5.2	Review and update of current Employee Handbook and policies and procedures (specifically relating to grievance)
This can be achieved at low cost by Head of HR through assessing the current handbook and policies and procedures against the ACAS guidelines. (ACAS c, 2020)    
5.3	Consider the feasibility of an EAP
The merits of an EAP should be reviewed against budget restrictions at VCL.  There is a plethora of options available in this area.  More information can be accessed through The Employee Assistance Professionals Association (EAPA) website.  In a report published by the EAPA it was stated that for every £1.00 spent on an EAP in the UK, employers see an average return on investment (ROI) of £7.27. (Farrell and Roberts, 2020)
5.4	Mediation
Mediation is an alternative approach to dispute resolution and could have been considered as an option during the recent grievance situation.  The pandemic has made conflicts in the workplace more challenging due to remote working and mediation when used as a proactive tool can assist in resolving issues removing the need for them to follow official grievance processes for example (Bennett, Saundry and Fisher, 2020e).  Whether this is an option for VCL will need to be determined by the Head of HR and the senior team.  With an SME it is likely the mediation would need to be facilitated by an external mediator.
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Appendix 1 – PESTLE for Viscose Closures Limited
	
	External Factors
	Effect on VCL
	Importance

	Political
	Government policy on lockdowns / restrictions, 

Brexit


Global trade agreements and or restrictions

	Reduced customer base as many are in hospitality sector

Affects import / export customers and supply chain.  Trade deal still not reached

Uncertainty of tariffs and potential restriction on movement of goods within Europe
	Critical 

	Economic
	Economic decline


Cost base increase


Economic instability


Pay freezes / redundancy



Consumer spending habits

	Shrinking hospitality sector has resulted in decrease in demand for some products

Increase costs of raw materials, increase in transport costs

Difficult to forecast business performance with any accuracy due to pandemic

Zero redundancies and no pay freeze.  1% pay increase agreed during annual collective pay negotiations in Nov 2020

Less money being spent in restaurants / bars more products purchased at supermarkets (positive for VCL)
	Critical (some positive)

	Social
	Lifestyle factors / work – life balance
Career attitudes / team 
	Large number of workers now working from home due to pandemic.  Whilst this has suited some it has not suited all – wellbeing issues
Positive focus and dedication shown from all employees.  Workforce pulled together almost as a family unit supporting each other
	Critical

	Technology
	Automation / IT 





Upgrades


Security
	Increased need for IT provision due to pandemic for homeworkers

Training and learning time required to adapt to new platforms such as MST

Large, unexpected cost of provision of equipment required for those to work from home effectively 

Review undertaken and investment needed to improve system security (2 stage verification etc)
	Medium

	Legal
	Employment law – EU Workers after Brexit 1 Jan 2021


Health and safety regulations
	2 affected employees at VCL have already achieved settled status.  No imminent plans for recruitment so impact low.

Review regularly for any updates relating to COVID-19 safeguarding measures
	Medium

High 

	Environmental
	Plastics Tax
Waste reduction
Environmentally friendly
	Single use plastic to be eradicated

Pressure to reduce waste and energy consumption

Push towards more eco-friendly products and promote cellulose product
	High





Appendix 2: The Chartist Petition (UK Parliament, 2020)
In 1838 William Lovett and Francis Place (both self-educated radicals) drew up a people’s charter for the London Working Men’s Association:
The Charter had six demands:
1) All men to have the vote (universal manhood suffrage)
2) Voting should take place by secret ballot
3) Parliamentary elections every year, not once every five years
4) Constituencies should be of equal size
5) Members of Parliament should be paid
6) The property qualification for becoming a Member of Parliament should be abolished
The charter was rejected by parliament which led to unrest.



Appendix 3	VCL COVID-19 Risk Assessment
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Appendix 4	VCL Home Working guidelines[image: ]

Appendix 5	Example of VCL CEO Communication during pandemic[image: ]
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Task Infection - Covid 19 

Specific area General

RA team SA, RP

Date 17.08.2020

Review date 19.08.2020

Reason for review General review

Reviewed by RR, V Moses

Review date 17.12.20

Reason for review 5 people in canteen

Reviewed by RR

Ref no.: RA 120

L x S L x S

Getting or spreading 

coronavirus by not washing 

hands or not washing them 

adequately

Workers

Customers

Contractors

Drivers coming to site

Visitors

H H H - Follow UK and Welsh government guidance

- Provision of hot/cold water, soap and drying facilities at wash stations

- Provision of displayed information on how to wash hands properly and display posters

- Provision of hand sanitiser for the occasions when people can't wash their hands

L H M N/A N/A N/A

Getting or spreading 

coronavirus in common use 

high traffic areas such as 

canteens, corridors, rest 

rooms, toilet facilities, 

changing rooms and other 

communal areas

Workers

Customers

Contractors

Drivers coming to site

Visitors

H H H - Follow UK and Welsh government guidance

- Prop open frequently touched doors during working hours

- Pinch points identified and one way system implemented for access to welfare suites

- Floor markings used to illustrate safe distance from colleagues

- Provision of additional areas for rest breaks

- limiting number of people allowed in all welfare suites

- only one person to visit toilet at any time

- maximum number of people in canteen is 5

- Offer made to staff to amend shift working pattern to reduce number on site at any one time

- Visitor health questionnaire to be completed upon arrival to site

- Monitoring people are following control measures

- Near miss reporting if people are not following rules

- Increase onsite cleaner working hours 

- Provision of additional cleaning of high traffic areas

- Ensure windows can be opened to allow ventilation

- Maximum number of staff allowed in office at any one time

- Perspex screens installed in between all desks

- limit number of people in meeting rooms

- Provision of lockers for people to store personal items so they are not left in the open

- Provision of washing / sanitation at accessible places near high traffic areas

- signage regarding  proper hand washing 

- Increase on site cleaner working hours to provide additional cleaning of high traffic areas

- Individual / tool box talks

- Provision of hot/cold water, soap and drying facilities at wash stations

- Provision of displayed information on how to wash hands properly and display posters

- Provision of hand sanitiser for the occasions when people can't wash their hands

L H M N/A N/A N/A

Getting or spreading 

coronavirus through 

workers living together and 

/ or travelling to work 

together

Workers



H H H Identify groups of workers who live together and group them in a work cohort



Identify groups of workers who travel to work together and group them into a work cohort



L H M Discuss with workers who live 

and or travel together to agree 

how to prevent the risks of 

coronavirus spreading

Line Manager / HR as 

appropriate

As 

appropriate

Further Control Measures

Who needs to carry out 

the action?

When is the 

action 

needed by?

L S L S

Residual Risk

Risk What is the hazard? Who can be harmed?

Inherent Risk

Control Measures Risk

H&S Risk Assessment
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Getting or spreading 

coronavirus by not cleaning 

surfaces, equipment and 

workstations

Workers

Customers

Contractors

Drivers coming to site

Visitors

H H H - Identify frequently touched areas such as door handles and specify the frequency of cleaning and 

by whom

- Reduce the need for people to move around site as much as possible - no unnecessary access to 

the shop Floor without authorisation from Head of Operations

- Avoid sharing equipment by allocating it to each individual or cleaning in between use if this is 

not possible

- Identify where contact of people with surfaces can be reduced - e.g. doors propped open if not 

fire doors

- Provision of cleaning wipes / sprays as appropriate

- Keep surfaces clear to make them easier to clean and reduce likelihood of contamination

- Provision of lockers for personal items

- Isolation room created with dedicated route from shop Floor and process for what to do if 

someone needs to use the room

-  Provision of hot/cold water, soap and drying facilities at wash stations

- Provision of displayed information on how to wash hands properly and display posters

- Provision of hand sanitiser for the occasions when people can't wash their hands



L H M N/A N/A N/A

Mental health and 

wellbeing affected through 

isolation or anxiety about 

coronavirus

Workers L M L   - Provision of thermometers and encourage staff to check temperatures daily to negate possible 

concerns over having coronavirus

- Regular keep in touch meetings / calls with people working at home to talk about any work issues

- Talk openly with workers about the possibility that they may be affected and tell them what to 

do to raise concerns or who to go to so they can talk things through

- Involve workers in completing risk assessments so they can help identify potential problems and 

identify solutions

- Keep workers updated on what is happening so they feel involved and reassured

- Discuss the issue of fatigue with employees and make sure they take regular breaks, are 

encouraged to take leave, set working hours to ensure they are not working long hours

L M L    - Share information and advice 

with workers about mental 

health and wellbeing

- Consider an occupational 

health referral if personal stress 

Line Manager / HR as 

appropriate

As 

appropriate
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Musculoskeletal disorders 

as a result of using DSE 

equipment at home for a 

long period of time

Workers L M L There is no increased risk to those working from home temporarily but if the arrangement 

becomes long term the risk needs to be assessed

- DSE assessment of  home work areas

- Offer workers to take home any equipment from the office to make work environment more 

comfortable

- Encourage regular breaks

L L L N/A N/A N/A

Poor workplace ventilation 

leading to risks of 

coronavirus spreading

Workers

Customer

Contractors

L H M - Identify if additional ventilation is needed

- Ensure doors and windows can be opened where safe to do so

- Switch Heating ventilation and air conditioning (HVAC) systems to draw in fresh air where 

possible 

L H M Consider turning off HVAC 

system due to location of units 

(these are inside the building 

therefore not drawing in fresh 

air)

Directors 20.08.20

Increased risk of infection 

and complications for 

vulnerable workers

Workers L H M - Identify who in our workforce fall into one of the following categories:

Clinically extremely vulnerable

People self isolating

People with symptoms of coronavirus

- Discuss with employees what their personal risks are and identify what we need to do in each 

case

- conduct individual risk assessment for each vulnerable worker when returning to work

- identify how and where someone in one of these categories will work in line with current 

government guidance

- if coming to work identify how we will protect them through social distancing and hygiene 

procedures

- Return to work  procedure

- Inform all employees on the return of a vulnerable person to work and necessary precautions to 

take

L H M Inform staff members to notify if 

they fall into one of these 

categories - e.g. become 

pregnant, start chemotherapy

Line Manager / HR  20.08.20
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Behavioural  Communication  Reporting  Image  

Maintain a work - life balance: Set  boundaries between work and  home/leisure time      Have a clear workspace in your home.     Start and finish work on time -   like you  would when working at the office.      Be proactive and maintain  professionalism in this new  environment      Continue to work hard, learn to adapt  and stay positive.      Be kind, empathetic, encouraging and  supporting to ot her colleagues.      Take time to rest, communicate and  catch up with other colleagues on non -   work matters     Be organised  –   Use apps, calendar  updates, agree to deadlines on work  and maintain Flexibility     Establish encouragement and  recognition     Maintain routines     Trust  –   build trust with your colleagues,  trust that they are fulfilling their roles  etc.      Make yourself visible at work/online  Communicate face to face wherever possible  utilising tools such as Teams and Zoom with  email being the least   preferred method.       When accepting meeting requests ensure you  are logged on ready to start the meeting on time  if you are experiencing connection issue let the  people in your meeting know via another  communication method such as phone, text etc  as a cour tesy.     Have respect  –   no eating, smoking, leaving  screen etc whilst on calls     Managing diary and teams status  –   please ensure  you mark yourself as available or busy when  appropriate on teams to let your colleagues  know if you are contactable. Similarly ens ure you  book out space in your calendar for specific tasks  if you will not be available for meetings.     Maintain a professional environment by  minimising background noise, removing  distractions and ensuring a neutral background  for video calls .  Ensure good posture in relation to  pc and monitor, adequate lighting, removal of  any trip, slip, fall hazards, comfortable working  temperature, working fire alarm and safe  evacuation route.     Promote an open, honest and respectful  communication culture by d iscussing points of  conflict directly with those involved and avoid  unnecessary email chains.   If in doubt ask yourself would I do this in the  office and if the answer no don’t do it!    Be responsive to requests and queries      CRM Reports:   -   High Importance   -   Require High Accuracy Levels   -   Should be updated by the end of the day     Emails Including Attachments :   - Should be used for high accuracy reporting.   - Side note  –   be cautious of using r eply all.     Phone Calls   –   Includes Daily calls for Sales update :      - Can be used for Urgent Informal In - house clarification   - To be confirmed and formalised via email and may  require a file to be attached for additional reporting  information.     Teams Chat :   - As with phone calls above, can be used for non - urgent  informal in - house clarifications and later confirmed and  formalised via emails.   - Shared Spreadsheets/Software  –   Forecast File/Score  Cards   -   “Accuracy of estimates”   -   Includes the range of office softwar e that can be used  for collating the information for your reports.     Meetings  :    Either in Office or on Teams Calls   - Meetings are a form of reporting using a combination of  all previously mentioned methods of reporting.     Additional Notes   - Standards of  others may slip when individuals are  consistently not completing their reporting within  deadlines.   - Hiding Negative News is bad, always better to report  this as soon as possible to ensure enough time for  contingency plans/solutions to be put in place.    If  your day does not require  customer facing  (internal or external customers) still get  dressed “for work”.  This does not have to be  clothes that you would were when coming to  the office but should be something different  to what you would wear if just stayin g at  home.  This will help get you into the correct  mindset for work and will also allow you to  feel a distinction between work and home  when the working day is finished.     If having a video call with a customer  (internal or external) maintain professional  personal appearance.       If having a video call with a customer  (internal or external) be mindful of what can  be seen behind you via your camera on your  laptop / tablet / phone etc.  For instance if  your work station at home has a “busy”  background consider   using one of the teams  static backgrounds.  Do a test call with a  colleague perhaps beforehand.  This will help  maintain professionalism and be re - assuring  to customers that even though we are  working from home everything is under  control as it would be w hen we are in the  office.     Dressing for work is likely to make you more  productive.       Dressing for work with a favourite top / piece  of jewellery can have a positive impact on  your mental health  –   when you look good  you generally feel good too.  This will   give a  positive mindset for the day        
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Dear Colleagues   Easter 2020   I don’t have to tell you how busy we have been as a business, during the first quarter of 2020.   Our Production Teams have been responsible for some truly remarkable and  record - breaking  figures.  We have achieved these results due to the continued hard work and dedication of  every member of the Viscose Closures Family.   We have therefore decided it is right and proper to close the factory for the four - day Easter  holiday  ( Ap ril 10 - 13).     This well - deserved break will give you time to reflect on a job well done, in a time of  unprecedented uncertainty.  It will give us time to reassure our families that everything is  going to be okay.  Importantly, it will allow us all valuable   time to recharge our batteries,  before we go again.    Our order book remains full in both cellulose and film for the foreseeable future and we do  not intend to slow down.  We will be looking to maintain our momentum by being proactive  in our markets and by   providing high - quality products, backed with industry leading service  levels.   When life eventually returns to normality, we will be ready and waiting to make our Company  even stronger and more successful in the years ahead.   I hope you all manage to enjoy  a quiet and peaceful break, and that you come back refreshed  and ready for the challenges that lay ahead.   A huge thanks to you all   on behalf of the Board   and   Senior Management  Team   for your team  spirit and dedication to our business.   Please stay safe.   Be  mindful that we have a duty both to our colleagues and to our families.   Happy Easter   to you all.         Vince  
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