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Not him again!
(Ethical Practice & Professional Courage and Influence)
Working for a Local Authority, making ethical decisions is integral to what we do as the authority can so easily become liable to intense scrutiny from the public if decision made are seen as unethical. The purpose of a Local Authority is to serve members of the public, and they demand the best service possible. As stated by the CIPD (a) (no date), making the wrong decision ‘can have a significant impact on people’s lives and the reputation of the organisation.’ 
During the COVID pandemic, additional money via Welsh Government grants were pumped into school within Wales to try and counteract the impact that being taught at home was having on pupils. School budgets were in a very healthy state during the two years of COVID, meaning that appointments to roles within schools were at an unprecedented level. In fact, ‘over £100m of new funding’ was made available to schools and colleges in Wales during COVID (Welsh Government, 2022). Towards the end of 2022, the HR team were briefed by the School Finance team who informed us that 2023 was looking like a very bleak year for school budgets, meaning there would be a distinct possibility that all schools within the County would need to make redundancies to counteract the loss of funding that they would be given from April 2023 onwards. 
Unfortunately, we had to commence a redundancy process at a few schools within the Authority, however the landscape was not quite as bleak as we had initially been informed at the end of 2022. To make the required number of redundancies at schools that would be in the ‘red’ financially if cuts were not made, we started the process early in 2023 to ensure that there would be enough notice period for August terminations. 
There was one school that needed to make redundancies of which the Headteacher has a bit of a reputation of going ‘rogue’ when making staffing decisions, either by not asking HR for advice or by going against the advice we were providing him. The redundancies that were necessary for the financial stability of the school were not huge – in fact, all the school needed to lose was one full-time Teaching Assistant and the equivalent of four days per week for a teacher. This should have been simple enough as there are two Teaching Assistant at the school of which their short-term contracts will be coming to an end in August 2023 – one member of staff with less than two years’ continuous service, and one with over two years’ continuous service. The Headteacher wanted to include them both in the redundancy ‘pot’, possibly because they were two of his better performing members of staff. My advice to him was that this was not possible, especially because ‘ethical behaviour standards hold people accountable’ (MasterClass, 2022) and his proposal was not ethical. He was adamant that this was the route that he wanted to take, and I needed to convince him otherwise. Being ethical meant that he needed to grow an ‘open culture’ at the school to keep morale high despite the situation, as well as giving him the opportunity to enhance his reputation as a strong leader (Green and Russell, 2022). 
Whatever his motives were – whether he wanted to make this decision based on some sort of loyalty to that individual, or that he genuinely did not understand the advice I gave him, ‘even well-meaning and well-informed people are more ethically malleable than one might guess’ (Epley and Kumar, 2019). 
The Headteacher was reluctant to accept my advice, so I needed to tailor the way I was providing that advice through professional courage and influence. I needed to challenge his opposition to my advice by making it clear what the repercussions could be if he proceeded with his intentions. By influencing his decision, I was also showing courage through challenging him. If he wanted to continue with what he’d planned and that another member of staff with longer service within the Authority were to receive compulsory redundancy, then they could decide to take the council to a tribunal by stating that their redundancy was because of constructive dismissal. It did not sit right with me, so I decided to speak out and ‘take a stand’ as it was the ‘right thing to do’ (CIPD (b), no date). 
Challenging a potentially awkward manager can be daunting, so by analysing the situation and considering what he wanted to achieve needed to be a balancing act. I had to prove that my advice was not impulsive, and I needed to show sensitivity with how I delivered my advice whilst also being aware of what the context was around me (Brower, 2021). What he decided after our conversation was to ask my colleagues the same question in the hope that he would get the answer that he wanted – luckily, everyone else agreed with the advice that I had already provided him with. 
I needed to weigh up the risks and the benefits of challenging his proposal. If what I was advising was incorrect, would he mention it to the Corporate Lead Officer for HR? Would he be tarnishing my reputation by undermining my abilities to other Headteachers within the county? I needed to ensure that I had my facts right and that I knew what guidance would be provided via the Managing Organisation Change in Schools Policy to back me up (Reardon, 2007). Despite his unwillingness to change his stance on including both members of staff in his redundancy proposal I needed to remain firm with my advice. It was at that point that I needed to come up with a contingency plan as an offer of compromise. The compromise was to include the Teaching Assistant who had over two years’ continuous service with the Authority in the redundancy proposal, but there was no way of including the member of staff with less than two years’ service and her post would need to come to an end and be declared as ‘natural wastage’. To ensure that the message was clear to him, I also informed the Corporate Lead Officer for Education of what his original intentions were, and I had told him that, should any tribunal be pursued, that the school would be liable for any compensation payment since he had ignored the advice that had been given to him. Overall, I managed to get the message across to him and he agreed to pursue the redundancy process as had been advised by myself. 
To convince the Headteacher to listen to my advice, I adopted the nudge theory in a way that would influence his behaviour which would result in his decision-making. By informing him of hypothetical scenarios that may well happen if he was to keep to his original decision, he could see that they were problematic and could cause reputational as well as financial damage to his school. Having dealt with him in the past on numerous occasions, I was able to forecast what his original intentions were and guide him to a path that was more ethical. 





























A voice from above
(Commercial Drive & Situational Decision-Making)
I have experienced my fair share of disciplinary hearings during my employment at Ceredigion County Council, however one hearing stands out in comparison to others. An investigation had been put into action against two employees who worked as fleet mechanics dealing with refuse lorries, gritters and other vehicles as used by the highways department. This investigation was instigated when a refuse lorry had ‘passed’ a pre-MOT inspection before being driven to an external business who would undertake the MOT. The lorry failed, and quite catastrophically as well. In fact, the lorry was classed as too dangerous to drive on a public highway, and to top it off, information provided on the inspection sheet had been falsified to make it look as if it had been completed at an earlier date than it had been. Using situational decision making at that hearing, I needed to remember that different options had to be considered when advising the panel on which sanction both employees should face ‘along with the benefits and risks associated with them’ (CIPD (c), no date). 
At the end of the hearing, the disciplinary panel decided that the more senior of the two employees would need to be redeployed, which was seen as a sanction short of dismissal. In all honesty, the decision could have gone either way. The panel and I discussed in great length what the appropriate sanction could be, and I provided them with advice on what the potential options could be whilst also making sure that they were aware of the impact that a decision to dismiss the individual (if that would have been the decision made) would have on the department. Our deliberation was subject to extreme pressure (Indeed (a), 2022) since this incident had been reported to the Chief Executive. 
My role as a HR Officer during the hearing was in an advisory capacity, and since I have a lot of experience of attending disciplinary hearings my thoughts were that the panel should have been stricter in their decision making. This was largely because I can compare disciplinary hearings with one another, and knowing what the sanctions given were, could make a decision that was consistent with sanctions given in the past. You need to be able to ‘trust your instincts’ and ‘separate facts from opinions’ (Trainer Bubble Ltd. 2022) when dealing with situational decision-making. 
From the perspective of commercial drive, as the HR contact in an advisory capacity at the disciplinary hearing, my responsibility was to identify the ‘opportunities and risks that will have the most impact on the performance and success’ of the authority going forward (CIPD (d), no date). 
The next day the three members of the hearing panel and myself were called into a meeting with the Chief Executive, two Deputy Directors and the Corporate Lead Officer for HR to explain how the decision had been made. My advice to the panel the previous day was to dismiss, and this was an opinion shared by the Chief Executive and his two directors. However, as my role was in an advisory capacity, ultimately whatever sanction was to be given was up to the disciplinary panel. 
As I was involved in the hearing it was difficult to shake off the feeling that I was responsible for decisions that had been made by others. It felt like a setback to my professional development, and I needed to show resilience by bouncing back. I needed to focus on that resilience to get me back to being a high performer, which would have a positive effect on my wellbeing. As defined by Lee (2023), I needed to build on this experience ‘to be more prepared for next time, which leads to inner confidence.’ 
Taking personal responsibility at work is important in decision-making and having the confidence in making an effective decision. Following the scrutiny of the decision that had been made the previous day, I needed to take responsibility by getting the disciplinary panel back into a meeting to discuss our options. By doing so I felt that I was able to take control of what was to happen next (Indeed (b), 2022). 
In the meeting I asked the Chair of the hearing panel if there was a position that the individual could be deployed into. He stated there were no vacant positions at the time, meaning that redeployment was not an option anyway. I had not been made aware of this previously, so we needed to decide whether to dismiss the individual from their role. As this was the only viable option, he was instantly dismissed. 
It was the first time that this had happened in my career, and by advising the panel to make this decision I was ensuring that risks had been mitigated. 
The positions that the panel members held in the organisational structure meant that I was able to use McClelland’s Needs Theory to get their thoughts to align with my initial advice. They were already in a position of power due to their roles and the responsibility that came with the hearing. The hearing was not straightforward and was further complicated by the inclusion of the Chief Executive, however I could see that they were enjoying the challenge and I needed to tap into this. A disciplinary hearing panel is always set on group work, so the affiliation that they felt in making a decision that would be successful for the organisation rather than to them personally was crucial.  














Whose fault would it be if it couldn’t be done?
(Valuing People & Working Inclusively)
December tends to be a month when dealing with recruitment campaigns and subsequently needing to create contracts gets more manageable. This was not the case in December 2022.
Following a huge restructure of three major services within Ceredigion County Council that was happening concurrently and had taken the best part of a year to fully implement, there was delay with setting residential care home positions in the organisational structure, which naturally had a knock-on effect on contract creation. Due to staff having submitted a joint appeal in relation to how their posts had been job evaluated, there was a delay in paperwork being submitted which would have allowed the team to transfer them into their new roles. The changes should have been implemented in time for the 1st of October 2022, however due to the appeal we were already two months behind schedule by December 2022.
It was the beginning of December, and the team were told that we could finally get to work on moving residential care home staff in the organisational structure. 
As stated by the CIPD (e) (no date), ‘we value what people bring to organisations’, so I needed to get the team motivated and enthusiastic in achieving the work that had been set for us. 
There were two big problems though – one was that payroll would be closing on the 15th of that month, around a week earlier than it would in any other month, and secondly that there were roughly around 150 members of staff that we needed to transfer into new roles and make sure that the payroll department were kept informed of when those changes were happening to ensure correct payment. The standards expected by the CIPD when valuing people is that they would need to be ‘at the centre’ of how I was to approach this huge task (CIPD (e), no date) – and I needed to show compassion and understanding to my team under the pressure of expectation from care home managers. 
After breaking the news to the team, I needed them to trust in my support through the process as much as I trusted them to get the job done. Key to valuing people is to ‘listen and encourage feedback’ (PeopleHR, 2023) – to get them engaged in the process I needed them to be honest with me on whether this project could be achieved and whether we needed to pull more people into the task to get it done.
The amount of work that the team needed to get through in a short space of time was huge. I needed to gather support from other functions within the HR team, so by increasing the amount of people that could tackle the issue I was feeling confident that this could be achieved. 
I would keep track of progress by having regular meetings with the two Senior HR Assistants within the Contracts team to let me know if there were any queries regarding the notifications. At the forefront of my mind was keeping morale high to increase productivity within the team. I wanted the team to feel appreciated as that would hopefully give them the incentive to ‘continue to work hard’ so at the end of the day, they would ‘feel invested in the company’s accomplishments’ (Indeed (c), 2023).   
To enable us to transfer as many of the 150 members of staff into their new roles I needed to be able to demonstrate my skills of working inclusively. I was not only trying to manage the work of the Contracts team, but I was also liaising with the payroll department, residential care home managers, service managers and the Corporate Lead Officer for HR. Expectations needed to be met so that the team deserved the praise it would receive, as well as proving that I was competent in my role. As stated by the CIPD (f) (no date), my role was to work ‘collaboratively and inclusively’ with other departments to strengthen trust in the team. 

I take pride in the way that I collaborate with other people. I feel that I can balance between conversations that are friendly and informal when it is needed, with the ability to be professional and formal at other times. To build collaborative relationships I like to ensure that my co-workers feel comfortable around me. By creating this relationship, co-workers will be able to contribute their opinions on projects or use each other as sounding boards when thinking of new ways to work (Mind Tools, no date). 

I was not going to let the team do all that hard work themselves by standing back – I wanted to get involved with the scrutiny of paperwork and transferring employees into new roles. As a good leader I felt the need to ‘lead the way’ and in doing so would ‘work hard alongside’ the team to achieve what needed to be done (Kohlbach, 2021).

By the time payroll was about to close, the team had already transferred 116 employees into new roles. Managers within the residential care homes had not completed the relevant paperwork for around 34 members of staff, but as they were all relief employees and would not be under threat of being overpaid, we were not too worried. 
In this scenario I took inspiration from McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y, where I incorporated Theory Y into how I treated members of the team to give them the freedom to find solutions on how to tackle the task. 
Touma’s (2021) journal article refers to a Theory Y manager being more ‘participative’ and therefore will ‘interact better’ with the team, which leads to a feeling of trust when needing to ‘delegate more responsibilities.’ Once the project was up and running, I did not want the team to feel that I was interfering and pointing out that what they were doing was not up to standards. By giving them that freedom I was allowing the team to become more productive. 









Sometimes, the grass is greener on the other side
(Passion for Learning & Insights Focused) 
CIPD’s synopsis of passion for learning is that ‘commitment to ongoing development is a core element of professionalism’ (CIPD (g), no date). I believe that it is not possible to stand still in the role that I am in, and that the need to be curious and keep learning is essential. 
There was a particular project that I took a lead role on in 2021 that I went into with no previous experience. An external service of which their role was to deal with clients that needed carers, and therefore needed DBS’s done, were going to be split into three and TUPE’d into three Local Authorities - Ceredigion, Carmarthenshire, and Pembrokeshire County Councils. 
For the transfer to be completed successfully and on time, I needed to create ‘sub-groups’ that would deal with different elements of the TUPE transfer. Four groups needed to be created - a consultation group with the employees that were being TUPE’d over to Ceredigion, a group for representatives from the three Local Authorities of which the staff were being transferred to, another group for managers within the service that the transfer was going into, and finally a group which included payroll and the systems team, of which would need to set up new positions in the structure on the same terms and conditions that these individuals were already receiving. 
I had never been so heavily involved in a TUPE scenario before, so this concept was alien to me. However, I wanted to throw myself into the task to show my willingness to learn and to prove to my employer that I had ‘growth potential’ (Schooley, 2023). By involving myself in such a project I was showing that I could pick up new skills quickly, be a ‘good long-term investment’ and prove my worth as a ‘team player’ (Schooley, 2023). 
I needed to create a good working relationship quickly with the trade union representative for the organisation that the employees were currently working for. It was essential that I got her to alleviate any worries that they might have, and by seeing the benefits of them coming across to work for us. 
I also held regular meetings with my peers at Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire Councils to gather information on how they were transferring staff over to their authorities. I found this incredibly useful as it allowed me to see what good practice and advice they had to share on TUPE transfers. 
We were given a very tight deadline to get the employees TUPE’d over in time. The organisation that they were currently working for had given a deadline for when their services would no longer be required, so they needed to be up and running by the end of that deadline. Failure to transfer them over in a timely manner would not only have an impact on their jobs and monthly salary, but also the ability for the Local Authority to work alongside clients in the community who needed personal carers. 
A passion for learning happens in both our personal and professional lives. Failing to respond to changes in the workplace ‘can have material consequences to both individual careers and entire industries’ (Jackson, 2017). 
Regular meetings were also held with a group of service managers that would be line-managing these employees as well as working alongside them. By involving everyone in these meetings I was able to formulate a plan of who would be involved with doing what, as well as ensuring that they were well-informed on their responsibilities to create a smooth transfer across. 
It is at this stage that being insights focused becomes more relevant. I was tapping into the expertise of various groups of people to tie everything together. 
What I needed to know firstly was why the current employer were coming to the end of their agreement with these members of staff. Were there organisational issues that I needed to be made aware of? The group that was coming over to Ceredigion Council were a real mix of personalities – some were great members of staff that were hard-working whilst others came with their own issues, such as regular sickness absences. I needed to ensure that a plan was in place prior to them commencing with the authority that would tackle the organisational issues at their then-current employer that would ‘create a healthier workspace’ which would allow us as an employer to focus our ‘energy and resources on other business matters’ (Herrity, 2022). It came to light that the employees suffering from sickness absences were not being fully supported by their previous employer with regards Occupational Health referrals, putting in place reasonable adjustments as well as other support mechanisms such as getting them in touch with an employee health and wellbeing officer. Some of the trepidation surrounding those individuals transferring over was due to them thinking that a lack of support would continue when they had transferred over. 
As the TUPE transfer was happening in the middle of COVID, I needed to ensure that managers had faith in these individuals to be able to do their work despite periods of absences. As the HR contact in this process, one of my roles was to provide a structure in which the managers could work within to allow them to give as much support as possible, whilst also making sure that absences would not be affecting productivity within the team (Ashworth, 2022). 
In this scenario, I used Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to engage with the employees that were being transferred over to the Local Authority. The process certainly started at the level of safety needs, where permanent employment was discussed to alleviate any fears they may have had prior to transferring over. Next was love and belonging, and by involving them in the process and getting them to meet and discuss things with their new line manager and get to know service managers that they would be dealing with created a sense of friendship, trust, and connection with future colleagues. By the time they had transferred over, they were able to build on a sense of esteem as the recognition of the work they do create their status within the organisation. By now, they are fully in the self-actualisation stage, where they are fully invested in their role and want to enhance their reputation within the organisation, not only as individuals but as a department. 
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