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Introduction
21st century is also called the VUCA world since it is volatile, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. CIPD (2014) reported that the macron environment is changed significantly by megatrends, which reshaping the workforce and workplace. For instance, there are increasingly emerging vocations and international business appeared due to the technology makes people’s communication more convenient (Pratt et al., 2012; Elkington et al., 2017; Beaston, 2019; Ungureanu, 2019), and globalisation lead in employees within the organisation becoming more diverse (Tomkiewic et al., 2002; Choy, 2007).

Employee relations have been called industrial relationship in history. It has undergone a long process of evolution, from original undemocratic to the present employee relations that employee has a voice (Kumar & Babu, 2015; Maiorescu, 2017). While there still exist problems is that 74% of the employee in the past few years have claimed to be under too much pressure during working (Mental Health Foundation, 2018), which means the employee relations might be tight in the contemporary society.

Consequently, this essay will discuss the historical events and current climate of employee relations to analyse the conflicts in employee relations and illustrates some constructive strategic approaches base on the analysis.


Main Finding
The VUCA world and Employee Relations?
21st century is characterised by VUCA, and it has an extremely complicated economic environment with the features that global demands change rapidly, the rise of technology continuing influence work quality and quantity, and the change of working attitude and customer’s expectation are driven by multiple generations (five generations in the workplace) (CIPD, 2017; Press&Goh, 2018; WEF, 2018; Arogyaswamy&Hunter, 2019). Specifically, with the advent of globalisation, more people are willing to work in the in another country, and more across-culture business since the development of technology provides convenience for the organisation (CIPD, 2014; Bain, 2016). Therefore, organisations should speeds up learning and promote organisational agile and flexible to accommodate the complexity of the VUCA world (Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2011; WEF, 2016).

In the complex contemporary society, the relationships between employees and employers are no longer to be simplified as industrial relations (IR), hence, the term of employee relations (ER) appeared to replaced IR as ER has a broader interpretation of the employment relationship (Ayling and Suff, 2019). According to the Gennard et al (2016), the employee relations can be defined as a process whereby ‘developing, applying and negotiating rules to conduct and regulate employment relationship’, moreover, it also involves the facilitation and maintenance of trust and confidence within organisations (Johnstone and Ackers, 2015).

Historical events
Initially, industrial relations were full of inequality. As described by Sheen (2015) in the BBC documentary that there are no democracy and the power are only grasps in the minority person. Therefore, the civil rights movement (known as Chartists Reform Movement) has been launched by working-class between 1849 and 1858 in order to claim their own rights (Griffin, 2014), and the petitions are the core of this movement (Taylor, 1995; Chase, 2019). Research by Nash (2010) and Pool (2019) record that the petition (the People’s Charter) was submitted by London Working Men’s Association to the House of Commons at three times in 1836, 1842 and 1848, for claim 6 basic rights[footnoteRef:0]. Yet the Chartism movement ended in failure, even if there were a large number of people involved in the petition (3.3 million signed the 1842 petition)(Johnstone & Ackers, 2015) and sacrificed for it (Sheen, 2015). [0:  a) Universal manhood suffrage; b) Secret ballot; c) Members of parliament should be paid; d) Annual parliaments elections; e) Abolish the need for members of parliament to own property; f) equal constituencies] 


Nevertheless, the impacts of Chartism movement is considerable. Chase (2019) demonstrate that petitioning has shaped, articulated and mobilised the polities of a nascent working class. The reform movement provided universal suffrage for workers and opportunities of participation in state administration (Taylor, 1995; Thompson, 1996), Griffin (2014) points out that skilled workers engaged in political activities always enjoy diverse employment opportunities and relatively high wages. Besides, another significant progress is that the content of the People's Charter explicitly includes the claim of political rights for children and women (Johnstone & Ackers, 2015; Chase, 2017); by 1918, there are five rights have been achieved except the annual parliaments’ elections. The liberal party is becoming more democratic (Thompson, 1970).

In 21st century business, globalisation also marks a major turning point in the employee relations which is increasingly turbulent and diverse. As Lund et al (2019) frame that there are several structural changes brought by globalisation, increasingly knowledge-density in the global value chains (Brown et al, 2010; Savic, 2017), while labour-intensive goods manufacturing is gradually losing its market (From 55% in 2005 to 43% in 2017); besides, value chains becoming more resilient and flexible and services (including the sub-industry, such as IT service and intellectual property expenses) play an increasingly significant role in the global value chains (Lim-Camacho et al., 2019). Bain (2016) also highlights that working anytime and anywhere has shifted into everywhere and all of the time, which means the mobility of employees have been increased, meanwhile, increasingly employees are suffering from the problems of ‘always on’, which might lead them feel full of pressures and ineffective work-life balance. A (2019) has published research about the UK working lives and job quality index, the report demonstrates that overwork is commonplace in the executive levels and there are 3/5 of employees states the working hours are far excess they expected. Additionall. In addition, owing to the growth of mobility, Uchitelle (2006) and Argyaswamy et al (2019) find that employees generally lack commitment and loyalty, as well as might cause the talent outflow. A good case for reference, the rule in Google Dublin that everyone should left work at 6pm so that try and reduce employee burnout (Newton, 2015).

Under the impact of globalisation, many workers in the advanced economies lose their job or witnessing wage stagnation (Milanovic, 2016; Arogyaswamy, 2019), the transition from traditional jobs to contemporary vocation has become a hindrance to some manufacturing workers (Autor et al., 2016). Moreover, Author et al (2014) and Pessoa (2016) report that the trade competition caused by globalisation pose a negative effect on workers in advanced economies, and labour markets in advanced economies are more vulnerable to import competition (Acemoglu, 2017), particularly against minimum wage workers (Author et al., 2014).

Employee relations framework in the UK?
The most dynamic elements within the 21st century can be identified as Megatrends, i.e., demographic shifts, urbanisation, globalisation, climate change & resources scarcity and the technology. Hence, the factors that affect the UK employee relation framework are demonstrated in Table 1 through the model of PESTLE, then the detailed explanations will be illustrated:

Table 1 - Factors that Affect the UK Employee Relation Framework
	Political Factors
	Economics Factors

	· Conservative manifesto
· Brexit
· Action by the government
	· Brexit
· Depreciation of the pound

	Social Factors
	Technology Factors

	· The expectation of employees
· Working behaviour and attitudes
· Employees’ complain
· Social media
· Demographics
· Education
	· Globalisation - across culture business
· Artificial intelligence
· Faster communication way

	Legal Factors
	Ethic/Environment Factor

	· Trade Union Act (2016) and 2019 Amendments - Less power of trade union
· Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 - Employment tribunal procedure
· Employment Rights Act (1996) - Governs the employment contract
	· Corporate social responsibility
· The advancement of socialism
· Emphasis on the sustainability



As shown in Table 1, both politics and economics are affected by Brexit. CIPD (2017) and Davies (2019) found that further layoffs post-Brexit could exacerbate the scarcity of available skills and labour, particularly severe for SMEs. A finding supported by Clark (2019) reports that Nissan job losses as a result of Brexit. As for the economic aspect, the result of economic volatility caused by Brexit might lead in the devaluation of the pound, which increases the cost of employees paying wages in other currencies (Madigan, 2019).

In terms of social factors, a significant situation faced by employers is the increase in diversity in the workplace. Dibben et al (2011) support this notion that the diversity of labour has been increased due the globalisation and immigration, meanwhile, CIPD (2014) also reports a trend that the amount of females in the workplace increased from 37% in 1971 to 47% in 2013. Besides, Knight (2014) also found that there are multiple generations work together in the organisation, therefore, it is necessary for employers to learn how to communicate with employees with different ages, particularly millennials since the working attitude has been changing greatly in the new generation (Gilbert, 2011; Heal, 2018).

Furthermore, another requirement for managers is that they should pay attention to the working condition and quality of their employees. Ayling and Suff (2019) has published research about the UK working lives and job quality index, the report demonstrates that overwork is commonplace in the executive levels and there are 3/5 of employees states the working hours are far excess they expected. Additionally, many workers are suffering from the musculoskeletal, emotional and sleep problems (Manty et al., 2015).

The impact of technology aspect on the UK employee relations mainly reflects in more convenient communication and mobility improvement. The development of technology greatly promoted productivity (Dibben, 2011) and enables employers to monitor and command more closely (Hall, 2010). Moreover, a lot of new types of vocations driven by the technology, appearing into society (WEF, 2018), such as gig economy, which requires employers adapt new situation, that is, how to manage and guide the workers who work in the emerging jobs and consider the changes of the legal framework into the formulation of contract (Gautrey & Widdowson, 2016).

What is current employee relations context?
Owing to the turbulent external environment and the impact of megatrends, the context of employee relations has becoming an increasingly complex and ambiguity. The trends of contemporary employee relations climate can be roughly explained into several aspects as follows.

Firstly, alongside the trade union membership decline (GOV.UK, 2019) and there is growing concern about individual voices (Budd, et al., 2010; Wilkinson et al., 2018), the perspective of employee relations shift from pluralistic to unitarist. According to Fox (1966), the unitarist refers to the group that to meet common interests and cooperation, while the pluralistic means the separate group with different interests but interdependence. Trade unions are less attractive than before due to changes in the political strategy of the Conservative party and the influence of government legislation on restrictions on the trade union power (Taylor, 2003; Rose, 2008). Furthermore, the UK’s industrial structure is also shifting from manufacturing to the service provision as a result of globalisation, which will cause a certain reduction in a large manufacturing plant and affect the number of trade union members (Willman, 2007).

Poor labour conditions might have negative consequences such as employee relations tensions for organisations, and tense relations often erupt into larger actions, such as labour disputes and strikes (Joyce, 2015; Simms, 2018). While recently, strikes have occurred frequently for demanding better welfare. A supported case study called ‘McStrick’, one of the UK’s strongest markets first strike in September 2018 to claim a minimum wage and reasonable respect of their vocations (Syal, 2018); besides, there is also a case that strike for higher salaries and welfare which happened in Germany (BBC, 2019). Moreover, according to the CIPD (2019) report, the earning quality of UK is lower than the average level, there are only half of the employees states that they are received appropriate salary, while there are also employee expect to obtain reasonable wages. Which means benefits and pay levels would be one of the major factors affecting employee relations in the present and even in the future (Halkos and Bousinakis, 2017).

However, strikes may not only disrupt the normal functioning of society to some extent but may also lead to economic and reputational losses for enterprises. For instance, dozens of surgeries were cancelled throughout England as NHS doctors first went on strike (Triggle, 2014), in addition, owing to the post office, the London Metro and the Southern Railway, they all had disputes over wages, working hours or conditions, causing problems in the retail and higher education fields as well (Lamb, 2016).

Besides, terrible ER also have other serious consequences in the organisation. According to CIPD (2019) reports that more than 1/4 of the employee will quit next year after they experienced workplace conflict. And with increasing concern about the individual voice and development of social media, employees could complain about the organisation through social activism (Kumar & Babu, 2015; Maiorescu, 2017), so that a single mistake can get a significant attraction on social media, hitting the reputation of the company (Brian et al., 2017; Ferguson, 2019). Ayling, (2019) also report that it is important for both individual at the organisational level that there is a healthy employee relation, a positive ER can improve the well-being of the organisation's business results.

Therefore, positive employee relations in the contemporary workplace changes from adversarial to partnership relationships. Employees only just follow what the decisions of the organisation in the adversarial relationship (Gall, 2001; Haynes, 2001; Danfor et al., 2014), while in the partnership relations, employees are empowered the rights to participate in organisational decisions (Armstrong and Taylor, 2017; DeMaria, 2018; Kaufman, 2018). Armstrong and Taylor (2017) also point out that the methods of adversarial relationships at present are less common than in the 1960s and 1970s. Traditional approaches remain the most typical, but partnerships are gaining interest, rights are rarely shared. Employers need to establish partnerships to achieve the goal of win-win cooperation since the contemporary organization pursues more of the concept of sustainable development, so that in order to improve the quality of cooperation to extend the relationship between the two sides.

The strategies?
In 21st century, there are several strategies that maintain the employee relations will be introduced.

Primarily, employers can develop conversational intelligence through improving emotional intelligence, create open & reasonable communication, and establish trust within the organisation. Njoroge and Yazdanifard (2014) demonstrate that EI can help organisation managers to satisfy the individual demand of employees, enabling organisation can provide an environment with stimulating and developing talent. Armstrong and Taylor (2017) report that providing employees with a voice and opportunity to communicate with managerial are the responsibilities of employers in employee relations so as to achieve mutual understanding of expectation. Besides, employers also can reference the Primark code of conduct that provides employees with the right to free choices, such as freedom association and collective bargaining (Gennard et al., 2016).

Secondary, continuing conduct partnership within the organisation. Newbery (2015) suggest this notion that it is important for employers to focus on learning agility, specifically, offering employees with the online course and the right to access the database. And in order to response the learning agility, employers could consider ‘lifelong’ learning approach with the leisure learning subsidy that pay employees to study out of work, so that stimulate employees to develop themselves and acquire new knowledge and skills needed in future (O’Regan and Ghobadian, 2012; Salaman and Storey, 2016).

Lastly, employees can obtain the help and support from ACAS (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service), which aim to offer free and confidential advice on employment right, best practices and policies, and resolving workplace conflicts (GOV.UK & ACAS). These consultations and references could guide employers when they feel confused or unsure whether the acts are appropriate. For example, ACAS legal advice can be provided in the event of a dispute between the employer and the employee. Consequently, being good at using the support provided by ACAS can help the organization manage employee relations effectively.


Conclusion
Ayling and Suff (2017) maintain that the term of IR should be replaced by ER because the interpretation of employee relations is broader at present. After a long and painful reform, employees finally won more rights for themselves. In the 21st century, employee relations are more volatile, uncertainty, complex and ambiguous. As for the UK, the number of trade unions has decreased and the degree of individualisation of employment relations has been increasing, specifically, the fluctuation of legal policy brought about by Brexit, and the economic blow; globalisation has led to increased diversity in the workplace and has also hit many workers in the advanced economies; the mobility has greatly increased the uncertainty of employees.

Those changes shape employee relations in the 21st century and bring new challenges to managers. Employers need to deal with the work-life balance problems of employees; the capability that communicates with multiple generations; coping with the volatile external environment, and the variety of contracts that have been brought about by new types of work.

Consequently, based on previous analysis background, the resolution recommendations as follows:
· Developing the capability of conservation intelligence: creating a humorous environment for communication.
· Conducting partnership within the organisation: providing the training opportunities to acquire new knowledge and skills needed in future.
· Utilising ACAS as the support: gain the guidance and consultant.
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