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The recent merger has brought about significant changes across key departments and managing employee relations is something we strongly value.
Employee voice offers organisations the chance to build relationships but this needs to be established effectively.  Gathering opinions, ideas, or even review concerns, provides a broad platform in order to make improvements across the workforce. ACAS (2020), cite employee voice as one of the levers of workplace productivity.  We can break this down further into closely related concepts: employee involvement and participation, as described by Taylor and Woodhams (2022b).      

Employee Involvement 
Communication is an essential part of any positive workplace and processes should allow employees to express their thoughts and viewpoints.  This particular concept recognises employee’s contributions for consideration before organisational management teams perform decision making processes.  
Employee involvement practice can include email communications, team meetings or suggestion schemes.  With a significant rise in digital platforms in recent years, this provides enhanced mechanisms for employees to share their views (CIPD, 2025)
With effective involvement, employees feel valued, and this helps to build trust amongst individuals, teams and their leaders.  In turn, this will encourage a collaborative approach leading to increased productivity with boosted morale amongst the workforce (Singer, 2019).   

Employee Participation 
This generally relates to employee contributions that are made through representation.  Access to policy allows for a process in which employees take part in organisational decision-making through collective bargaining alongside joint consultation and employee forums (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022a).      
Through employee participation, employees have the opportunity to influence management decisions by opening up dialogue between employees and management. It is recognised as fair practice and can promote mutual trust through enhanced communication, thus, leading to reduced conflict. 

Differences 
Whilst both concepts can contribute to effective decision-making and creating positive workplace cultures, there are some key differences between the two.  Taylor and Woodhams (2022a), outline different perspectives associated with employee relations and engagement within.  Looking at the unitarist perspective, together with employee involvement, there is a sense of unity and loyalty in reaching common goals and visions. Employee voice is encouraged by agreed mechanisms and Trade Union support is seen as unnecessary.  Conflict is rare due to effective policies and procedures in place.   
However, the pluralist perspective, in line with employee participation, demonstrates diverse groups with different interests and goals within an organisation.  Employee voice will also be encouraged but is likely to take a more formal approach, possibly through collective representation.  It is accepted that conflict exists with an emphasis on negotiation and compromise to reach effective outcomes for all.
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Taylor and Woodhams (2022b), explain the different parties involved in the employment relationship. With an overall aim to keep peace amongst all parties, both trade unions and employee forums can facilitate representations for employees to offer their views on workplace matters.  Therefore, with the merger now complete, new managers should review the roles of union and non-union employee representation, noting the key differences between the two.  A shared objective between the two will be to improve working conditions, or enhance the employee experience whilst, ultimately, helping to resolve conflicts and safeguarding employees’ rights and interests.  

Trade Union Representation 
These are organisations who offer a membership structure to workers or employees (CIPD, 2025a).  Whilst membership is reported to be at its lowest rate, it’s within the public sector that sees the higher membership rates.  They represent employees’ interests and advocate for their rights.; this may be offered through individual representation for a wide range of personal matters or via collective bargaining for overall better working conditions within the organisation. As already noted, The aim is to improve the employee experience and can support employment conflicts and disputes, ensuring that employees have access to a platform to be heard.  There are many trade unions linked to specific sector areas, one example is Unison, who act and represent for members working in a range of public service areas (Unison, 2025), where union presence is well often well established.  In a newly merged public organisation, this power dynamic can influence how effectively new policies and conditions are implemented.  New managers will benefit from understanding this level of engagement. 

Non-Union Representation
Employee forums (ACAS, 2022), are a useful process of non-union representation that allow employees to discuss a variety of important employment related matters, including policies, contractual elements or safety concerns. It provides a structured platform to engage in meaningful dialogue and seek consensus and compromise with worker representatives; thus, providing constructive feedback to management and the wider organisation.

Differences
Whilst the two types of representations above have similar approaches and aims, there are some distinct differences, as noted here:
	Trade Union (CIPD, 2025a)
	Non-Union (ACAS, 2022)

	Have legal and statutory rights to act on behalf of employees. Can negotiate and take strike action, very powerful action. 
	Generally advisory to prepare feedback or share concerns. An informal approach, aligned to organisational values. 
However, ICE Regulations (CIPD, 2020) exist to support a statutory right to consultation arrangements.  No legal/collective bargaining options 

	Nationally/sector-wide coverage allowing for high level negotiations 
	Mainly organisation specific – relies of employer support.

	Access to additional resources for potential funding (Unison, 2025)
	Non-funded internal groups. 


 
Both unionised and non-unionised forms of employee representation can support the completed merger and play a significant role. A blended approach could see trade unions work to safeguard employee rights and promote fairness, while non-union processes can help to engage a system of regular communication and engagement. 
Trade unions can provide a key role in safeguarding and protecting employee rights throughout the merger process.  This includes, initial planning, transitional steps, full implementation and beyond.  Equally, non-union structures may offer more frequent communication and encourage employee involvement.  Understanding that the combination of these approaches and mechanisms will help develop trust, whilst supporting cultural integration and stability during these organisational changes.  
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Employee voice offers a meaningful platform for employees and organisations to communicate thoughts, views and concerns in the workplace.  This effective feedback can help organisations to gather evidence-based contributions for informed decision making (CIPD, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Hlk205019725]CIPD (2024), suggest high performance can be enhanced by employee voice, whereby there is encouragement for expression of views and for organisations to respond to feedback; an effective two-way communication channel.  The Good Work Index (CIPD, 2024a) notes employee voice as one of seven dimensions key to ensuring good job quality. Those who feel respected through such channels are more likely to demonstrate a higher level of commitment to their roles, their managers and their organisation.  This, in turn, can benefit organisations by minimising costs associated with recruitment processes, reputation alongside the job satisfaction and positive effects on wellbeing for the employees (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022b).      

Despite the support for employee voice and the positive effects on organisational performance, there is some scepticism, owing to perceived obstacles.  These include the need for a cultural change, lack of urgency surrounding decision-making and the need for a consistent approach to change.  As documented in the Nottinghamshire NHS case study (CIPD, 2021), the complexities of a large operating organisation, and lack of trust and understanding of the hierarchal structures, resulted in problematic approaches to employee voice.   High turnover of staff and a poor Care Quality Commission rating demonstrates poor performance and management owing to a lack of consultation and engagement.  

Employee voice can be an effective for engagement but used correctly, it can also become a strategic strength. Organisations that embed voice into their culture and decision-making processes tend to perform better, especially in times of change or uncertainty (CIPD, 2022). However, its effectiveness depends on genuine receptiveness and integration into organisational practice. The focus on the employee experience at Nottinghamshire NHS Trust is evident that difficult changes can be made, particularly in line with the organisational culture (CIPD, 2021). 

People Professionals can help to support managers develop their understanding and review the effectiveness of existing employee voice platforms. Whilst employee voice can significantly improve organisational performance, its impact is shaped by how it is implemented and the context in which it operates. For newly merged public sector organisations, effective voice mechanisms encourage open dialogue When employee voice mechanisms are genuine and responsive, they help build trust, support workforce integration, and contribute to sustainable performance improvements, especially within a newly merged organisation.  Encouraging open dialogue and ensuring employees feel heard can ease transitional challenges and help to create a shared organisational culture. This which will have a considerable impact during periods of change, where clarity, fairness, and inclusion are imperative to the longer-term successes of the newly formed workforce.
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Better working lives signifies the quality of work settings and associated conditions and how these can impact and influence employees’ productivity and wellbeing.   It focuses on the whole design of a job within an organisation’s culture and how this can contribute positively to an individual’s personal and professional life.  (CIPD, 2024a).  

According to Suff, (2024) and employee wellbeing, creating a work environment to actively seek contentment is a factor strongly favouring both employees and employers.   This is further explored through seven domains that contribute to this: Health; Good Work; Values/Principles; Collective/Social; Personal Growth; Good Lifestyle Choices; and Financial Wellbeing.   

Expanding on the good work concept, and in line with the CIPD’s (2024a) report, an organisation should ensure these seven dimensions of job quality are accessible to all.  For example, all employees should instil positive values that underpin the sense of a positive and inclusive culture leading to better employee engagement and productivity, within an environment they feel safe.

Job Enrichment
Thackray (2022) references Hackman and Oldham’s reflections on better job design and high-level engagement which stems from three psychological states.  Enhancing roles that lead to better job satisfaction is crucial to wellbeing and productivity.  Designing roles with meaningful tasks, offers autonomy and provides feedback to support development opportunities keeps motivation high and minimises employee turnover.  

Flexible Working Options 
In line with the Employment Rights Act 1996, all employees have the legal right to request flexible working from day one of employment (ACAS, 2024e).  Working from home would be inclusive to this legislation. In line with the concept surrounding job design above, the wider scope of a role, and any positive impact remote/hybrid working could have, may help to empower staff to achieve work-life balance.  Having some autonomy around the parameters of their working environment could reduce job-related pressure, higher levels of attendance and enhance workplace performance (CIPD, 2024a). 




Progression
When reviewing job design, building inclusive practices such as fair progression routes within the organisation can provide employees with opportunities to learn new skills and develop professionally.  This is often rewarded with trust, loyalty and commitment, thus higher retention rates (CIPD, 2024a). 

As a newly merged organisation, it is important to understand the culture and diversity across the workplace.  With the support of a People Professional, Managers will be better equipped by reviewing such workplace practices, thus helping to create and maintain better working lives.  Offering consistent flexibility and support can help ease disruption and uncertainty.  Proactively supporting employees through change and integration helps build trust and create a foundation for long-term performance. 
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Organisational Conflict
Conflict in the workplace can arise where there are differences in opinions, values or personalities and this is particularly recognised under a pluralist view (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022b).  Therefore, it can be a natural part of working with others and teams, particularly in larger organisations with varying teams and high employee count (ACAS, 2016).   Such conflict can arise is many ways.  It can be linked to tackling absenteeism and poor performance.  How this is managed will determine how significant any impact is on team dynamics, individuals and productivity. Some conflict can prove to be healthy, or constructive, by achieving improved decision-making and outcome with a shared problem-solving approach (Suff, 2020).  Competition amongst ‘conflicting’ teams can be constructive.  It can encourage active listening, learning to understand wider impacts within the organisation and seek to collaborate ideas, possibly compromise, to find mutual respect with better outcomes.    

Misbehaviour in an Organisation 
Misbehaviour stems from intentional actions, by employees, who are ignoring or violating the organisation’s policies or procedures.  Misbehaviour generally creates a negative outcome.  It’s unhealthy and can lead to low morale and unwanted tensions (Gifford and Saundry, 2021).  Unethical workplace behaviour (CIPD, 2024c) can take many forms of rule breaking such as misrepresentation of falsifying records for personal gain.  An effective suite of policies, with effective communication and consistent application, will help combat misbehaviour in the workplace.  

Differences
The main difference between conflict and misbehaviour in organisations is the intent.  When organisational conflict and matters are nipped in the bud early, by proactive managers, it can lead to positive change (Gifford and Saundry, 2021).  For example, team dispute surrounding allocation of resources in the organisation.  It may take effective but simple methods of communication, or it can take a more formal approach of mediation to discuss matters professionally to seek resolutions and best fit outcomes.  In contrast, misbehaviour is a result of actions taken that violate organisational norms and negatively affect the organisation’s delivery of services i.e. misuse of organisational resources.  Corrective measures or resolution will often take formal approach with appropriate sanctions applied.  
However, if not handled well, both organisational conflict and misbehaviour can affect team morale and productivity leading to damaging effects to the organisation’s reputation; one, instinctively, may lead to the other (ACAS, 2016).  

Following a merger process, conflict maybe anticipated due to amalgamating different work cultures or, through the sense of uncertainty that it may bring.  Effective resolution approaches utilising open and transparent communication can help support for a smoother transition.
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When a public body undergoes significant change, it is vital that developments are handled carefully to support effective people management. Whilst we have now established how conflict is evitable in the workplace; we can also explore the emerging trends and how these are reforming how disputes are experienced.   
Rise in Industrial Action
There has been a recent surge in industrial actions, across varying sectors (Machell, 2023).  This report captures views of Rachel Suff, CIPD, particularly noting how many organisations and sectors are experiencing extensive employment relation challenges.  This surge is representative of widespread industrial unrest, in sectors like health, education, and transport, where disputes are driven by pay, working conditions, and inflationary pressures experienced. 
Following the ONS (2023) data, it is reported that 3.9 million working days were lost to strike action in a year period, up to May 2023.  This was the highest to note since 1989.  In addition to the surge, there is evidence of a more targeted approach to increase disruption to services.  ONS (2023a), reports a short period of intense disruption within the NHS, where different professions combined strike days, causing significant to health operations and processes. 
Hybrid Working 
Remote and hybrid working models are introducing new types of grievances (Wigan, 2024) owing to perceived inequality in flexibility, monitoring and surveillance concerns and the work-life balance issues.  Where organisations have merged, some departments may retain more flexible arrangements than others and this can easily fuel perceptions of unfairness and resentment. ACAS (2025a) reports misaligned employee and employer expectations as a driver for conflict and how this escalate without being addressed through effective policy and practice.  
In the context of organisational mergers, leaders who lack familiarity with collective bargaining processes may underestimate the tactical influence of trade unions (Machell, 2023). This can increase the risk of industrial disruption if employee concerns are not addressed at an early stage. Cheese and Clancy (2025), outline the critical importance of working and engaging proactively and purposefully union representatives to mitigate conflict and safeguard continuity of operations.  With the new measures being introduced by the UK Government’s Employment Rights Bill, this shift in focus should be mutually benefit in people management practices.   
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Involving a neutral third party in conflict resolution can help uphold trust, ensure fairness, and maintain consistency in how policies are developed and how procedures are applied.  Examples can include: 

Third-Party Conciliation
This is a voluntary but semi-formal intervention approach via neutral third party, a conciliator, who assists involved parties to reach a mutual agreement or compromise. This is not a form of any representation (ACAS, 2025).  Instead, the conciliator sets out to understand the concern and encourages the parties to arrive at mutually agreeable solutions through discussion. The role of the conciliator is to clarify the issues and understand the resolution being sought whilst facilitating discussion and negotiation between employee and employer.  This method can be commonly seen during strikes, where a resolution is sought without resorting to employment tribunal hearings (Local Government Association, 2025).

Mediation
Mediation is also voluntary but seen more as an informal approach, where a third party, known as the mediator, helps disputing parties reach a consensus. The mediator can be more actively involved in the dispute where a solution to the problem can be sought informally.  This can be seen in many potential disciplinary or grievance cases (ACAS, 2016). Mediation is a platform for neutral intervention used primarily to repair working relationships.  The mediator is able to support the parties in finding a satisfactory resolution without making the decision; that is for the employee and employer to come to a mutual agreement constructively. Suff (2020) presents mediation as a quicker and flexible approach that can improve working relationships in a less stressful process.

Arbitration
Arbitration is a more formal method in which the disputing parties agree to have a third party, the arbitrator, resolve the matter. This approach is different to conciliation and mediation as the arbitrator is required to hear evidence from both sides and make a binding decision (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022b). This is often used in collective disputes involving trade unions, such as pay or contract disagreements. The arbitrator acts similarly to a judge, considering the cases of both parties and delivering an outcome (GOV.UK, 2025).

Key Differences
The key differences between the methods noted above is their suitability to a concern, the formality of the approach and what the possible outcomes look like. Both conciliation and mediation are best utilised at an earlier stage. Arbitration, however, results in a binding decision made by the arbitrator, with more appropriate formal and decisive resolutions for example, in complex unfair dismissal cases or collective matters (ACAS, 2022b). 
 
For a newly merged organisation, Managers should develop their knowledge of conflict resolution and understand the strengths and limitations of each method of intervention. Managers will benefit from coaching or training and, with support from People Professionals, will be able to work towards protecting workplace relationships, uphold legal standards, and prevent reputationally damaging or costly consequences.  
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The Employment Rights Act (ERA) 1996 (legislation.gov.uk, 2025) sets out the legal framework surrounding unfair dismissal. Referring to Section 98, there are five potentially fair reasons for a dismissal, and these include capability and conduct. A reasonable and fair procedure must be applied. Currently, employees with over two years of continuous service are protected under this legislation and may bring a claim to an employment tribunal if dismissed unfairly.
Capability 
When a dismissal takes place due to capability, the employee has, in some way, demonstrated they are not able to carry out their job (ACAS, 2024a). This must relate to an employee’s application of skill and aptitude, health or qualifications. 
Taylor and Woodhams (2022b) report poor performance and how this should be managed.  To be fair, the employer must identify the issue clearly and formally with the employee.  Reasonable steps should then be taken in order to demonstrate support and provide the opportunity to improve. This may include training and clear performance reviews with clear targets for improvement.  Similarly, in a case of ill health capability, the same approach will be taken where reasonable adjustments may be applied to support the employee to make necessary improvements.    Employers must allow for a fair procedure; this may involve facilitating appropriate meetings, applying warnings and documenting decisions accordingly.  Depending on the nature of the capability there is a possibility to consider alternative approaches such as redeployment. Dismissal will always be the ultimate sanction so employers should demonstrate a reasonable response to the situation, acting fairly and proportionately.
Misconduct 
Misconduct refers to inappropriate or unacceptable behaviour where there has been a breach of organisation policies or expected standards of behaviour.  Whilst the ERA 1996 sets out misconduct as a potential fair reason for dismissal, there must still be documented evidence of a structured, evidence-based process undertaken.  Taylor and Woodhams (2022b), refer to the different levels of misconduct as ordinary and gross which will depend on the types of behaviour displayed.  Ordinary misconduct can include lateness, misuse of company resources whereas gross misconduct may relate to theft, violence or a serious breach of policy.
To dismiss fairly for misconduct, employers must investigate the matter thoroughly which may include gathering evidence and interviewing witnesses.  A formal disciplinary hearing should be convened providing the employee an opportunity to respond to the allegation.  An employee has the right to representation and can be accompanied during any hearings i.e. trade union representative.  Any sanctions applied should be proportionate to the allegation if found to be upheld.  These can range from verbal and written warnings with appropriate timescales.  Summary dismissal, instant dismissal without notice, is only justified in a case of gross misconduct.
In both capability and misconduct cases, procedural fairness is essential. Failing to follow the procedures above can result in a dismissal being deemed unfair, even where the underlying reason may appear rational. This is supported in the case of Rumbold v Jaguar Land Rover (Baska, 2021).  The tribunal found that the employer unfairly dismissed their employee as they’d failed to follow their own absence policy. They’d failed to explore all options before making a decision for dismissal on the grounds of misconduct and capability allegations. 
As a merged organisation, where inconsistent legacy procedures may exist, these legal principles are notably key. Applying the principles and standards set out above will ensure Managers are considering fair and lawful decisions in relation to capability or misconduct. As a public sector organisation, using employee voice mechanisms such as consultation, helps build trust by demonstrating fair and respectful treatment of all employees through approved policies for implementation.  People professionals can support managers by reviewing policies, updating processes, and identifying relevant training to enhance consistency across the organisation. 
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Grievances are generally concerns or problems raised by employees relating to their experience at work. These may be associated with organisational processes, working relationships or an interpretation of unfairness (ACAS, 2020a). Grievances can be individual or collective and are particularly likely to surface during times of organisational disruption or change. 

One common contributor to a grievance is poor communication.  During any process of change, employees will often feel a sense of uncertainty.  Couple this with a lack of clear, transparent, and timely communication, will almost certainly lead to misunderstandings and frustration with a higher risk of conflict arising in the workplace. As captured earlier in this report, the Good Work Index (CIPD, 2024a) sets out employee voice as an important factor for purposeful engagement.  Embedding this into regular people management processes improves the culture and better performance outputs.  For example, during a significant period of change communicating clear job expectations and expected behaviours or providing feedback or recognition can improve morale and reduce formal complaints.
Another regular cause for conflict is an employees view that they are being unfairly treated or discriminated against.  Whilst this may be perceived or actual unfairness, it remains a common source for grievances. This might involve bias in promotions, inconsistent workload distribution or discrimination based on any of the protected characteristics. Such issues can also expose the organisation to legal risks (Suff, 2020).
Poor working conditions are also recognised as a major contributor to formal grievances.  The impact can see both physical and psychological effects on individuals, triggered by unsafe or uncomfortable physical conditions, such as inadequate equipment or poor ergonomics.  Similarly, an unhealthy workplace culture, possibly caused by incidents of bullying and harassment, or through lack of leadership support, can significantly impact morale. When feel their well-being is compromised, they are more likely to raise concerns formally (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022a).
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Whilst we’ve established there are many causes for workplace conflict, we’ve also determined these can lead to formal grievances if not managed well.  For a newly merged organisation, a proactive and preventative approach helps to relieve tensions and lead to better working dynamics (Suff, 2020).  Considering the organisations’ values should set the tone to ensure grievances are handled effectively in order to achieve and maintain a healthy, productive, and legally compliant workplace. 
Employee voice remains a key factor in handling grievances effectively.  Knowing their concerns have been heard and taken seriously can help to promote fairness and increase trust amongst leaders and employees and the policies being followed.   Early intervention or, nipping conflict in the bud, can reduce disruption leading to formal disputes and encourage positive outcomes (Sharp, 2018).  Proactively approaching this not only safeguards an organisation’s reputation but also reduces stress on individuals and resources across an organisation.  Grievances can highlight recurring problems such as poor management practices, required policy updates or training needs.  This enables proactive and continuous improvement in organisational processes and reinforces a culture of fairness and accountability. 
Following a fair grievance procedure is a legal requirement under UK employment law (Gov.UK, 2025a:). It ensures legal compliance and demonstrates procedural fairness, which is essential in defending against claims of unfair dismissal or discrimination. Whilst the ACAS Code of Practice is not legally binding, an employment tribunal can reduce or increase any money awarded by up to 25% if the code hasn’t been followed (ACAS, 2020a).  This code sets out best practice for handling grievances by: 
· Following a clear, documented procedure
· Acting promptly and impartially
· Keeping records of all steps taken
· Ensuring confidentiality 
· Training managers to handle grievances sensitively and effectively (Suff, 2020).

In a newly merged organisation, having clear and fair grievance procedures is essential to building a positive workplace culture. It helps teams and individuals to come together, create a shared vision and achieve outcomes.   Conflict resolution and effectively managing grievances is more than solving problems. It demonstrates an organisation cares about its people and values fairness. For a public sector body, this helps protect staff, maintain service quality, and support long-term success.
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