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[bookmark: _Toc70489278]1. Introduction
The conflict is as old as human beings. Different disputes throughout our history, and in different facets of our lives, produced several ways to looking for solutions. Human beings can solve their dispute with communication and agreements, even though not always is the way we choose. When a dispute begins, there are at least two parts, everyone wants to win or to achieve a better condition. In this sense, disputes are not far from the work environment, even more, when there is a new context like COVID-19 that creates crisis and insecurity. Unfortunately, a labor dispute a few times have a winner because the relationship between the parts is broken. At that moment is when HR professionals have to build a new link of communication and trust. 
Under COVID-19 context, several companies restructured their businesses, because the pandemic created an important economic recession. In the United Kingdom, the gas market received a huge impact due to different factors such as a reduction of consumption from some industries. Energy demand from companies declined amid coronavirus measures, and as a result, commodity hedge had to be unwound at a loss (Naschert, 2020). If there are not purchased, there is no production, and if there is no production there is no consumption of energy. Only in the second part of 2020, energy demand from the businesses decreased 15 percent (Karunaratne, 2021), this represented a negative effect. In this sense, companies like Centrica through British Gas decided to design a new business plan which looks back to be competitive. This mechanism includes cutting jobs, but also offers new labor conditions for the current employees, though its ‘fire and rehire’ plan. This kind of plan is being used by different companies and it means diverse changes depending on each specific case. In our case, British Gas offered a ‘fire and rehire’ plan which included that employees have fewer holiday days, lower pay if they work weekends and working more hours with the same salary.
On the other hand, the trade union had several meetings with the company to look for an agreement. However, negotiations were not positives. The trade union accused the company because the ‘fire and rehire’ plan was not negotiable. In the middle of the dispute, the trade union organized strikes to show the company that the employees were not going to accept the new conditions. The company responded by saying that most of the employees accepted its offer. Currently, this is not the first negotiation between the trade unions and the companies for the same theme, because British Airways had to design a similar plan. However, this kind of legal manoeuvrer does not always produce the best result. Recently, Tesco lost a court battle in Livingston, where the trade union won a temporary interdict against the ‘fire and rehire’ policy.
This report will analyze what is the role of the HR professionals in this conflict. Despite the negotiators' presence (the Union and the company), is necessary leaders who motivate the employees in the middle of the crisis. Even after negotiation and resolution, HR professionals play a decisive role in creating employee engagement. Nowadays, the main challenge of the company is to keep the engagement of its employees and to create motivation to achieve its objectives.

[bookmark: _Toc70489279]2. Company Background
The United Kingdom lived throughout a process of privatization of the main public services, which created new political weather with an open market. That change was consolidated between 1984 and 1991, when services such as gas, telecommunications, and electricity were privatized (Parker, 1999). Companies began to manage services of vital importance under the supervision of the government. In that context, regulator organisations were born to control the performance of the companies, such as House of Commons Energy Committee (HCEC).
British Gas, which is belonging to Centrica, was one of the first companies that had control of the gas in the UK. However, after a few years, British Gas was accused by HCEC which its price rate gas depending on where the consumer lived (Manners, 1997). In the 1990s, the company suffered its first heavy financial loss due to the energy market was opened to more competitors such as Quadrant (Shell and Esso), Elf, Amoco, BP Gas, Alliance (BP, Statoil and Norse Hydro), United Gas and UtiliCorp. The new entrants with a price cheaper and a better service caused instability in the company, this created an insecurity situation that it was not possible to solve by British Gas management. During the last years, the company continued losing consumers, in part due to cheaper competitors (Karunaratne, 2021).
The company constantly suffered the loss of consumers, that tendency was growing during the last years. In 2018, British Gas had already lost 742,000 energy supply accounts (Anon, 2019). In the same sense, in 2019 Centrica recorded a £39 million operating loss in its businesses in the UK (Naschert, 2020). In 2019, the company lost 286,000 customers (Anon, 2020). Due to the constant losses, British Gas decided to redesign a new plan which includes new conditions for its employees (Karunaratne, 2021). British Gas also wants to stop the flight of its consumers, promoting new services such as its digital-only energy brand British Gas Evolve, this service offers 100% renewable electricity. In this sense, the company has the intention to become the cheapest supplier in the market (Anon, 2020). 
According to Manners (1997), British Gas had a historical monopoly of the UK market Currently, the UK industry is concentrated with the four largest companies accounting for 54% of all revenue: E. on Se, Equinor, Centrica, and Scottish and Southern Energy, but there are other competitors such as EDF, Npower, and Scottish Power. However, the gas utilities fell by 3.6% in 2020 to reach a value of $363 billion, due to different factors but mainly by COVID-19 pandemic. Also, the services include electric power generation and residential consumers. Despite being one of the biggest energy suppliers in the UK, British Gas had an important decrease. In 2019, the company reported a pre-tax loss of £1.1 billion (Anon, 2020). The big companies are seeing lose their consumers, because consumers choose a company with lower prices and a better quality of service (Parker, 1999). 







United Kingdom gas utilities industry share: % share, by volume, 2020(e)
British Gas has a market share of 14.4% in the UK gas utilities industry.
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On the other hand, the market gas can see affected their sales by temperature, the demand for gas is seasonal (Anon, 2018). There are months colder which the company has a high demand, but it is not whole the year. Nowadays, there are many factors that influence the gas market such as competitors, seasonal, innovation, or pandemic. Even, there are other factors that can change the market gas panorama like government measures. In 2019, the government-ordered price cap reduced its adjusted operating profit by approximately £70 million in the first quarter of 2019 (Rack, 2018). A market liberalized means many competitors that offer a better service with lower prices. Companies like British Gas do not find a way to be efficient and productive against global participants who also are competing in the domestic market (Bhattacharya, 2017).
	United Kingdom gas utilities industry value: $ billion, 2016-20(e)

	Year                  $ billion                 £ billion                  € billion                       % Growth
2016                       404.3                      316.8                     360.9
2017                       350.9                      275.0                     313.2                                -13.2
2018                       375.3                      294.1                     335.0                                   6.9
2019                       376.5                      295.0                     336.1                                   0.3
2020(e)                   363.0                      284.5                     324.1                                 -3.6
CAGR: 2016–20 (2.7%)

	Source: Marketline
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[bookmark: _Toc70489280]3. Background to the dispute
The company argues that, after 300 hours of negotiations with the trade union, was necessary to implement its new plan. According to British Gas, more than 83% of its employees accepted the new terms and conditions. For the company, the changes propose are reasonable, and only a minority does not want to work an extra 3 hours per week, which is a schedule makes by the rest of their colleagues. British Gas said that they survived due to the U.K. government's furlough scheme (Naschert, 2020), but now it is crucial to have a company more efficient. In the same sense, the organisation accused GMB of fighting against modernization. Finally, the company assured that they were not going to reduce base pay.
On the other hand, the employees who did not agree with the new conditions were organized under GMB Union. They are against the “fire and rehire” plan because the employees will lose rights and they will work more hours a week. The employees voted in favor of the strike against the British Gas decision to close its final salary pension scheme to new employees from January 2006 (Anon, 2005). In the same sense, GMB accused British Gas to persuade its 20,000 employees to accept poorer employment conditions or be fired. British Gas is not the only company that used this kind of plan, there are organisations such as British Airways and Tower Hamlets Council that, during the pandemic, offered “firing and rehiring” of staff on worse pay, longer hours, and fewer benefits, as Davies (2021) remarks.
This dispute caused different reactions between the employees. For example, Paul Vowles is a British Gas engineer who is living anxiety, stress, and sleepless nights caused by the new company conditions (Davies, 2021). As we can see, the relationship between the company and its employees is not in a good moment, but what will happen to the employees after the dispute? Will the company be able to rebuild the relationship broken? What should be the role of the Human Resource professionals in this case?
[image: Image]
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[bookmark: _Toc70489281]4. The legal framework of work
Throughout history, in the UK, the rights of workers were expanded. Torrington et al. (2014) affirm that companies have to respect rules such as The Equal Pay Act (1970), Regulations of 1988 about health, Employment Rights Act (1996), Working Time Regulation (1998) and Discrimination Equality Act (2010). These laws were designed to protect the weaker (the workers). The employers have to offer an employment contract under the before parameters were mentioned, and they have to respect it while the contract is in force. However, there is a possibility to sign a new contract if the situation changes, but it always necessary a previous agreement between the company and its employees, a new contract is not compulsory. When an organisation needs to redesign its business model due to it is not effective, a lot of times these include its employment contracts. This condition happened with Centrica in the UK.
The idea of the company was a “fire and rehire” plan. Despite this strategy is not illegal because employees decide if they want to finish their contracts, the method that might use the company might be illegal. In this sense, due to COVID-19, this kind of situation is not totally far from our present. The legal contract can change and if there is a previous agreement, it is legally allowed. However, if the employees perceive pressure to sign a new contract, this can interpret as a wrongful dismissal, which is when the employer in breach of his or her contract of employment as Cabrelli (2012) argues. However, if the employer wants to reduce the benefits of its employees, as in our case with British Gas, and the employees approve this new contract notwithstanding the employer’s conduct, then he will be deemed to have waived his right to claim constructive dismissal, that is called “affirmation” (Cabrelli, 2012). The employees who consent to the new conditions, even with fewer benefits, then they will not be able to claim. This is the struggle that currently involves British Gas and its workers.

[bookmark: _Toc70489282]5. The importance of employee engagement 
Although this situation is not new for British Gas since the company experienced a similar case in 2015, the organisation did not know how to solve the conflict, and how to anticipate new possible disputes. In this sense, it is important to understand that management is basically about how to manage people (Armstrong, 2012). The company must create engagement and permanent motivation in the workplace where each worker is part important because every conflict might corrode the relationship. At the same time, management has to understand that an employment contract is the first step, but it is not whole the relationship between the company and its employees. The psychological contract is a crucial element in all organisations because is a contract that people do not sign, but the company uses it to create an emotional link that stimulates the permanent growth of its employees and improves their performances. Baykal (2019) says that companies cannot limit financial contracts, because then they will not have the capacity to gain efficient performances from their employees. The main challenge of the management is to build a strong psychological contract. However, is necessary to recognize that different people in an organisation can hold different psychological contracts (Brooks, 2018). The key workers, for example, will have a different motivation if they understand that the company needs them. 
Throughout these last years, the British Gas work environment lived different tense moments due to the economy fell off the company. The employees who signed a new contract experienced constant anxiety because of negotiations between the company and the Union Trade. A big challenge for HR professionals will be to rebuild a new workplace where workers feel engaged with the organization. Browaeys, Price and Price (2011) emphasize that when employees perceive a hostile and unstable environment, the organisation needs to redefine its strategy, to give a new orientation. In this sense, a conflict environment can produce poor work performance and lower employee morale (Bhattacharya, 2017). It is necessary to remark that a strategy depends on the resources of the organization. Also, Mullins and McLean (2019) conclude that a dispute can have a causal influence on stress, and employees under stress might be more inclined to feel situations of conflict. 
At the same time, HR professionals have to keep permanent communication, especially with employees who work in strategic positions. They are the key employees, and they have rights of control and need to be stimulated to perform in line with organizational objectives, which are the employer’s aspirations (Cezanne and Saglietto, 2019). Management has to design and develop plans which stimulate all the employees. In the same line, the relationship between the company and its employees does not have to be limited to formal plans or strict indications, since there must be a humane treatment of empathy that builds a connection that produces commitment. Thus, the organisation must know that the workers respond in the way they are treated, the employees come to work with the attitude of being eager to do a good job and desirous of performing well to the best of their abilities (Mullins and McLean, 2019). It is a constant challenge to motivate them through different techniques. Armstrong (2012) observes that there are diverse motivation tactics, goal to produce a working environment and to develop rules and systems which will provide for higher levels of performance from workers.
However, motivation strategies have to be used carefully when the employees are treated under a similar context, otherwise, this could be interpreted in discriminatory terms and can be proved by either direct or circumstantial evidence (Muller, 2013). Good, clear, and precise communication is the core of a healthy work environment, and it must be stimulated. Unfortunately, not all managers recognize the importance of it, professionals who set out to increase the value of communication often believe that good communication is synonymous with the imparting of information (Rees, 2015). In this sense, share information about the goal of the company between employees and feeling them that they can contribute is also a key to commitment employees. Thus, retention strategy is to guarantee that key worker remains with the company and that expensive levels of employee turnover are reduced, as Armstrong (2008) explains. In our case, for example, we can see how British Gas can lose key people who develop a crucial paper in the company. Even though they stay in the organisation, key employees could lose engagement and motivation. The organisation has to convince the employees that to have a good performance is of benefit to them as much as it is to the firm (Cezanne and Saglietto, 2019). 
Armstrong (2012) insists that management is the method of making things happen. HR professional design a plan but is vital that managers understand it and recognize it when it is necessary to change it. The company invests in developing plans to achieve its goals, in the practice might be necessary to redesign it. In this sense, Donnellan and Rutledge (2019) suggest that managers must be willing to move beyond investments that have already been made in internal and/or external resources and admit when changes must be made. British Gas understood too late the necessity to engage employees. A strategic plan might be redirected if the conditions are different, but it is important to constant communication. Sometimes the conflicts are inevitable, but there are different options in which management can attempt to avoid harmful effects to achieve a positive rather than negative influence in the workplace (Mullins and McLean, 2019).
The British Gas case showed us that even under conflict moments, management had to look for a way to keep good communication with the employees. Scullion and Collings (2011) argue that if the employees share their knowledge with rivals, this will hurt their former organization’s competitive advantage. In general terms, Human Resource Management not only designs a plan to achieve the organization’s goal, but also, they have to prevent conflict future build links with permanent communication. A business functions best when they make their employees’ commitment, potential, creativity, and capability central to their operation, how people behave at work can make the crucial difference between business and success or failure, as Mullins and McLean (2019) conclude.
[bookmark: _Toc70489283]6.  Traditional model of HRM at Centrica
On the other hand, Centrica uses its model Three-Legged Stool to organize its HR management, but this tool is not managed properly. Firstly, we need to identify what is the mean of this mechanism. Large organisations like Centrica divide their HR function into three parts. Call-Centre, which processes payroll, benefits, and the like and focuses on productivity in transaction functions, as Joinson (1999) remarks. This area supports the role of the balance of the organisation. Business partners concentrate on strategic issues or members of teams covering operational work, this area helps to have a better business core, greater line engagement, and a higher profile for people management (Reilly, 2007). Thus, Joinson (1999) says that Business partners are generalists who report to line managers and indirectly to HR. The third leg is the Centre of Expertise, this area supports advice in different situations such as recruitment or relations with the employees. However, in this model used by Centrica, we could see that the last leg did not know to understand how to keep a permanent link with the employees. Centre of Expertise had to support HR management with the crisis and to build a way which company and employees could have communicated. When a stool has a leg lesser, the stool became to stagger and finally, the mechanism falls.   
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The British Gas company is living a process of changes, which produced different responses by its employees. The new policies of the company through the ‘fire and rehire’ plan generated a huge impact especially in two fields: legal and engagement. Legally, it is not possible to force workers to sign a new employment contract, so the company is intimidating to fire employees who do not sign. The second consequence is that employees who accepted a new contract will lose probably the main link with its organisation: engagement. The last consequence will be also a threat to British Gas. Yadav (2018) argues that attrition happens when an organisation collapses to satisfy the expectations of workers. When the employees feel changes, their behavior, motivation, and commitment also change. In the same sense, Armstrong (2012) manifests that the incompetent management of change will produce resistance. The management of British Gas did not know how to deal with the new situation and how to motivate employees before the conflict started.
HR professionals have to be creative in the relationship with the employees because the work environment should not be limited to the legal framework. There are other components like the social link. Mullins and McLean (2019) believe that human behaviour is unpredictable and technical methods of behaviour cannot be used with reliability. Under the work context, HR professionals have to create a ‘bridge of communications' with the employees of the company. The workers like having a voice and they value having their opinions listened to and acted upon (Torrington et al., 2014). The British Gas company did not understand how to explain to its employees the formula that, even in crisis, the changes might an opportunity. Some employees will welcome change as an opportunity (Armstrong, 2012). The conflict does not end with the arrangement, there is a sequel that needs to be closed because of disputes between the parties. Ineffective conflict solution styles hurt the fundamental principles of the company such as beliefs, trust, and a sense of belonging (Baykal, 2019).
Rees (2015) insists that during negotiations, the interaction methods can be vulnerable. Thus, the attrition is just due to this friction between the company and its employees in conflict moments. It is important for the effective resolution of disputes because it has an important role in both individual and organizational output (Baykal, 2019). Also, management plays a crucial role in this process, for example, when there is a possibility of conflict, they are the voicers about what the company wants to do and how they are going to do it. Mullins and McLean (2019) illustrate that the successful management of change is vital for continued economic performance and is the essence of business success. In the same line, Armstrong (2012) exposes that the achievement of change requires solid commitment and visionary management from the top. It is possible that not all employees respond in the same way, but the challenge for the management is to find a diverse mechanism to build and to create good communication. 
HR professionals have to recognize the value of the employees through knowledge about what are the skills, strengths, and weaknesses in each one of them. In this sense, Human Capital Management help to identify workers as an asset that contributes to organisational performance (Baron and Armstrong, 2007), because the human capital of the company is one of the most important sources of knowledge-based competitive advantage (Cezanne and Saglietto, 2019). In this process, HR professionals have to deal with different workers, each one with different characteristics. 
Under the current situation, the British Gas company might convert its crisis as an opportunity. Opportunity is development, opportunity is the chance to cross other way and do not make the same mistakes. This kind of crisis is not new for the company, the situation as COVID-19 could generate a huge impact on the economy of the company, but it is not the main reason for its fell. Naschert (2020) suggests that payment of consumer was not essential, because British Gas did not see a problem, it was a low delay, but it was not huge. The organisation was one of the most important gas companies in the UK and little by little its competitive advantage was decreasing. Nowadays, the firm loses money, in part because of its own mistakes. The cost of the service of British Gas might be an important factor, especially if there are companies that sell the same service at a fewer cost. However, the organisation is more than one product, there are other services such as Call centers, boilers, and central heating, or plumbing and drains, which the company also has to improve its performance. The main challenge of the company is to learn about its crisis.

[bookmark: _Toc70489285]8. Recommendations
The British Gas conflict created an opportunity to build a new relationship, but in this case, is necessary to have a strategy to link the company and employees, and this step is a way with different stages, which employees can grow and feel them in an environment where can contribute. HR professionals have to evaluate not only performance, but they also have to determine what was the moment which engagement was broken. Although external factors may be fundamental, the company has to analyse what happens with its internal resources and they have to work to build rapprochement with their employees. In this sense, the advantage to British Gas is the opportunity to deliver top service to high-value consumers, and basic service to lower-value ones (Anon, 2004).
HR professionals of British Gas have to be able to organize different approaches through meetings, face to face or online, to explain the current situation to the workers. The employees have to feel that the company wants to listen to them. In this sense, the recovery of the company must be based on developing a team of workers more committed to the objectives of the organization. Armstrong (2012) concludes that engagement is to put attention in energy, and initiative, adaptability, effort, and persistence directed towards organizational goals. A successful company not only invests in technology, but the main investment is also its team.
Finally, Chris O’Sea, the CEO of British Gas owner Centrica, played a protagonist role in the dispute. The CEO was confrontational and do not show a real way to dialogue. His declarations provoked indignation with the employees. A better way to communicate will be to create a new approach to rebuild the link with the employees. It will be a big challenge, but it is a good solution.
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