

Employment Relationship Management


(AC 1.1)
After the recent merger, the organisation now has leadership and people practice teams with strong private sector experience. While private sector workplaces often focus on efficiency and innovation, public sector employee relations also emphasise collaboration, employee voice, and formal involvement. Understanding the difference between employee involvement and participation will help build trust, stability, and engagement during this time of change.
Employee involvement is a management initiative that seeks input from employees without giving them decision-making power. It allows employees to contribute ideas, feedback, and suggestions. In this context, involvement could include team briefings where employees raise concerns or share ideas, and staff surveys to assess morale and engagement. These methods help employees feel heard and valued, which is essential for motivation and stability after organisational change. Involvement remains consultative rather than participatory, meaning employees do not directly influence decisions (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023). According to ACAS (2023), such methods foster a more transparent and open culture, particularly valuable during periods of transition.
Employee participation goes beyond consultation by giving employees a role in decisions that affect them. This may take the form of union representation, employee forums, or joint consultative committees, where representatives work with management to address workplace issues. Participation is more structured and often legally recognised, enabling employees to take a more active role in employment relations. With some employees likely to be union members, maintaining effective participation mechanisms post-merger is vital for engagement and stability. Daniels (2022) also notes that well-managed participation reduces conflict by providing formal channels for concerns and influence.
Both approaches support employment relationships but in different ways. Involvement helps employees feel acknowledged, while participation gives them ownership. After a merger, failing to support either may lead to conflict and dissatisfaction. CIPD (2022) research shows that strong employee voice improves productivity and retention, while a lack of it can reduce morale and performance. As Armstrong and Taylor (2023) highlight, aligning leadership style with a participatory culture significantly affects outcomes during transformation.
For the new leadership and people practice teams, encouraging informal idea-sharing and maintaining formal structures like union engagement will be key to managing employee relations effectively and ensuring a smooth transition

(AC 1.2)
Employee representation provides employees with a voice to raise concerns, discuss employment terms, and help make decisions. It can be done in two ways, which are union and non-union representation.
Trade union representation involves employees joining an independent organisation that negotiates with employers on their behalf. They can help to negotiate terms and conditions of employment, including wages, working hours, and benefits (Daniels, 2022). This form is legally recognised and protected under the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 (TULRCA), which allows unions the right to negotiate collectively, support members in disputes, and engage in industrial action when necessary (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023). Unions also provide legal assistance and advice to employees such as in cases of unfair dismissal or workplace disputes. According to ACAS (2023), trade unions play a crucial role in dispute resolution and ensuring employer accountability. On some occasions, union representation can lead to clashes between employers and employees, particularly in cases where industrial action, such as strikes, disrupts business operations. While unions support job security and employee rights, some employers may view them as a challenge to managerial authority.
Non-union representation does not involve formal trade unions but still allows employees to engage in workplace decision-making. This could be staff forums, works councils, employee representatives, and consultations such as regular meetings between employees and management (CIPD, 2024). Non-union models are sometimes preferred by employers who favour a more flexible working environment, as they tend to encourage direct communication and reduce conflict (Rees and French, 2021). Unlike unions, these structures do not have the same legal backing, and their influence often depends on the willingness of the employer to engage with them. Daniels (2022) notes that while non-union representation may be more adaptable, it can sometimes lack the robustness required to challenge unfavourable employment decisions.
The effectiveness of both union and non-union representation depends on the organisation and the level of commitment from both employers and employees. In industries where working conditions and wages are highly regulated, such as the public sector and manufacturing, union representation often plays a crucial role in securing fair employment conditions (Daniels, 2022). In workplaces that emphasise collaborative decision-making and employee engagement, non-union forms of representation may be more effective in promoting workplace harmony (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023). Additionally, as noted in CIPD (2024) guidance, combining formal and informal representation can help balance employee voice with organisational flexibility.

(AC 1.3)
Following the recent merger, creating a culture where employees feel heard will be extremely important to building trust and improving organisational performance. Employee voice is the ways employees communicate their opinions, concerns, and suggestions at work. According to the CIPD (2024), effective employee voice is linked to higher levels of commitment, innovation, and wellbeing, all of which have a direct impact on organisational success.
Organisations that encourage employee voice often benefit from better decision-making, improved morale, and stronger employee engagement. Research by the Involvement and Participation Association (2023) shows that businesses with strong voice practices tend to experience lower turnover, fewer grievances, and higher levels of productivity. This is particularly important in a post-merger environment, where changes can otherwise lead to uncertainty and disengagement. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) emphasise that embedding voice into organisational processes fosters openness, which is especially valuable when navigating structural changes.
Employee voice also supports performance through its impact on psychological safety. Employees who feel their views are valued are more likely to take initiative, share new ideas, and identify potential problems early. Engage for Success (2023) reports that companies with high levels of employee engagement outperform those with low engagement by up to 21% in productivity and 22% in profitability, highlighting a clear link between voice and organisational outcomes. ACAS (2023) also notes that a culture of open dialogue reduces conflict and supports early resolution of issues before they escalate into formal disputes.
It is not enough to simply offer channels for voice. The leadership team must also show that employee feedback leads to visible action. CIPD research (2024) tells us that where employee voice is ignored or handled poorly, it can actually damage trust and reduce engagement levels. On the flipside, when employees see that their input leads to change, they are more motivated to contribute to organisational goals. Daniels (2022) supports this, stating that genuine voice practices build mutual respect and long-term commitment between employers and staff.
In this organisation, enabling employee voice through team briefings, staff forums, suggestion schemes, and regular surveys could help maintain stability and performance during the transition period. Combining direct voice mechanisms with collective voice, such as union consultation, will give all employees a sense of involvement and influence. As the CIPD (2024) highlights, creating a positive environment where employee voice is encouraged and acted upon can lead to better working lives and stronger organisational performance.

(AC 1.4)
It is important for the leadership team to focus not only on operational efficiencies but also on the quality of working lives for employees. The CIPD (2024) defines better working lives as creating workplaces where individuals are supported to thrive, develop their skills, and maintain a healthy balance between work and life outside of work. 
Designing better working lives involves more than simply introducing new policies. It requires a workplace culture that respects individual needs and supports long-term engagement. The CIPD Good Work Index (2024) identifies factors such as control over work, meaningful tasks, supportive management, and access to learning opportunities as central to improving job quality. In practice, this could include offering flexible working arrangements, ensuring workloads are manageable and promoting wellbeing initiatives. ACAS (2023) also advises that embedding wellbeing enhances performance and helps to reduce absenteeism and stress-related conflict.
From my own experience of moving from managing people in the private sector to managing staff in the public sector, I have seen how the focus differs. In the private sector, especially in my role as Sales Director, there was a stronger emphasis on performance and commercial outcomes, whereas in the public sector, employee wellbeing, fairness, and inclusivity are brought to the forefront. Public sector environments can be slower to adapt, but they place a stronger emphasis on creating sustainable, supportive workplaces. This experience highlights the importance of balancing efficiency with the public sector’s values of service, fairness, and employee engagement. Daniels (2022) reinforces this distinction by noting that public sector roles are more heavily influenced by ethical and community-based outcomes, which impacts how working lives are shaped.
Research by Armstrong and Taylor (2023) reinforces that organisations that prioritise better working lives tend to experience higher engagement, better retention, and improved overall performance. Similarly, Engage for Success (2023) found that organisations that invest in the employee experience are more innovative and productive. Moreover, creating better working lives fosters psychological safety and long-term commitment, both of which are key drivers of organisational resilience (CIPD, 2024).

(AC 2.1)
Organisational conflict refers to disagreements or differences in opinions at work. According to Armstrong and Taylor (2023), conflict often arises from misunderstandings, competing interests, or changes in working conditions. If managed constructively, conflict can lead to innovation, and stronger relationships. It is important for leadership to address conflict early through open communication, mediation, and consultation, as recommended by the CIPD (2024). Daniels (2022) reinforces that early intervention can prevent the escalation of minor tensions into serious disputes that impact morale and productivity.
Conflict must not be confused with misbehaviour. This involves deliberate actions by employees that go against organisational rules or expectations. Daniels (2022) describes misbehaviour as conduct such as persistent absenteeism, insubordination, sabotage, or breaches of workplace policies. Unlike conflict, misbehaviour is a challenge to authority or a breakdown of professional standards. It requires formal management responses, often through disciplinary procedures. ACAS (2024) highlights that distinguishing between these two categories is vital, as they demand very different approaches.
From my own experience, managing people in the private sector tended to focus heavily on performance targets, with clear disciplinary routes for misbehaviour. In the public sector, however, I have noticed that there is a stronger emphasis on understanding the root causes of behaviour and supporting employees before formal processes are triggered. This reflects a broader public sector commitment to fairness, employee welfare, and preserving long-term relationships. It also mirrors the CIPD’s (2024) emphasis on creating compassionate, supportive people practices that promote trust and engagement.
Recognising the distinction between conflict and misbehaviour is essential. Treating a conflict as misbehaviour can escalate tensions unnecessarily and damage trust. Similarly, failing to deal with genuine misbehaviour appropriately can undermine management authority and demotivate other employees. According to ACAS (2024), early intervention, clear communication, and fair processes are critical in resolving workplace conflict and maintaining discipline. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) further stress the importance of equipping managers with the skills to assess intent and context when addressing employee conduct.
For the leadership team following the merger, building capability in recognising and managing both conflict and misbehaviour will be essential to creating a stable, high-performing workplace. Conflict should be seen as an opportunity for dialogue and improvement, while misbehaviour should be addressed firmly but fairly to uphold standards and values.

(AC 2.2)
Understanding emerging trends in conflict and industrial sanctions is essential for leadership teams, particularly during periods of organisational change. 
One major trend is the rise in collective action and industrial sanctions. According to CIPD (2024), the UK has seen a noticeable increase in strike action. The Resolution Foundation (2023) reports that the number of working days lost to strike action reached its highest level in over a decade in 2023. Pay disputes, cost of living pressures, and concerns over working conditions have fuelled this. This is an important consideration for public sector employers, where unionised workforces are more common. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) highlight that such action often reflects deeper concerns about fairness and equity, which leadership must address to maintain trust.
Another emerging trend is conflict through social media and public campaigning. Employees can now voice dissatisfaction publicly, creating reputational risks. Platforms such as LinkedIn, and Facebook have been used to highlight disputes, making it harder for employers to manage conflicts quietly behind closed doors (People Management, 2023). This places a greater emphasis on the need for early intervention. Daniels (2022) notes that reputational damage from unresolved conflict can have long lasting effects on employee relations.
There has also been a shift towards individual grievances where employees disengage rather than actively challenge management (CIPD, 2024). Unlike open conflict, this can be harder to detect but damaging to morale and performance. From my own experience managing teams in both private and public sectors, I have seen that in the public sector particularly, quiet conflict can result in reduced productivity and hidden dissatisfaction if not identified early. These behaviours often come from a lack of perceived fairness or psychological safety, which Daniels (2022) argues is a growing concern in modern workplaces.
Industrial action is changing. Strikes are still common, but workers are now using other methods like working strictly to rules, refusing overtime, or slowing down work .These can be less disruptive on the surface but cause operational challenges over time (ACAS, 2024). Leadership teams must be aware of these trends, engage openly with employees, and foster a culture where issues can be raised and addressed constructively. As Armstrong and Taylor (2023) suggest, anticipating workforce concerns and strengthening communication channels is key to navigating a more complex and visible conflict landscape.

(AC 2.3)
When internal attempts to resolve workplace disputes are unsuccessful, third-party interventions such as conciliation, mediation, and arbitration can offer structured ways to resolve conflict fairly and lawfully. It is important for the leadership team to understand the differences between these methods so that the right approach can be selected for different situations.
Conciliation is a voluntary process where an independent third party, like ACAS, helps both sides in a dispute to reach a mutually acceptable agreement. According to ACAS (2024), conciliation is often used before an employment tribunal claim is made. A conciliator doesn’t make a decision, but helps both sides look at options and agree on a solution. Early conciliation is now required before going to a tribunal, showing how important it has become (Daniels, 2022). Armstrong and Taylor (2023) explain that it can save time, cut legal costs, and help keep the working relationship if possible.
Mediation is a more informal and flexible process focused on repairing relationships. As described by the CIPD (2024), mediation is typically used within organisations to address interpersonal conflicts, such as communication breakdowns or team disputes. A neutral mediator facilitates a structured conversation to help the individuals involved understand each other’s perspectives and agree on a way forward. In my own experience managing public sector teams, mediation has been particularly effective in restoring working relationships after tensions have built up, without the need for formal disciplinary action. Daniels (2022) supports this view, arguing that early mediation can improve team dynamics and avoid formal grievance procedures.
Arbitration is a more formal process where an independent arbitrator hears both sides of a dispute and then makes a binding decision. Arbitration is usually used for more serious disputes where conciliation or mediation have failed, or where a legally enforceable outcome is required. ACAS (2024) provides arbitration services for both individual and collective disputes. Unlike mediation or conciliation, arbitration removes control from the parties, as they must accept the arbitrator's decision. This process may be necessary in high-stakes or deadlocked situations, though it can reduce opportunities for collaborative resolution (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023).
Each method has its place, and the choice depends on the nature of the dispute, the relationship between the parties, and the desired outcome. For the leadership team, being aware of these differences will help manage employee disputes more effectively and avoid costly or damaging escalation. Implementing the right intervention at the right time can preserve workplace harmony and demonstrate a commitment to fair and transparent conflict resolution (CIPD, 2024).

(AC 3.1)
Understanding the legal principles around unfair dismissal is essential to protect both the organisation and its employees. The Employment Rights Act 1996 (ERA 1996) outlines the requirements for lawful dismissal. Ignoring these principles can lead to tribunal claims, reputational damage, and reduced trust in the workplace.
Under section 94 of the ERA 1996, employees with two or more years continuous service (apart from where day 1 rights apply) have the right not to be unfairly dismissed. To ensure fairness, employers must show the dismissal was for a fair reason, that a fair procedure was followed, and that the decision fell within a “range of reasonable responses” (ERA, 1996; BHS v Burchell, 1980). Daniels (2022) notes that tribunals assess both the justification and the procedure used.
Section 98 of the ERA 1996 sets out five potentially fair reasons for dismissal, including capability and conduct. Capability relates to poor performance, lack of skills, or ill-health. Misconduct covers rule breaches or unacceptable behaviour.
When addressing capability, employers must follow a fair process, set clear expectations, provide support and training, and offer reasonable time to improve, typically through a performance improvement plan (PIP) (ACAS, 2023). Armstrong and Taylor (2023) highlight the need for empathy, especially in unionised settings. If ill-health is involved, employers should consider reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010 and seek medical advice before deciding (CIPD, 2024).
For misconduct, a fair disciplinary process must include a proper investigation and follow the guidance in BHS v Burchell (1980). The employer must have a genuine belief in the misconduct, based on reasonable grounds and investigation. The ACAS Code of Practice (2023) outlines minimum standards, including notifying the employee of allegations, allowing representation, and offering a right of appeal. Daniels (2022) warns that failing to follow these steps could render a dismissal procedurally unfair, even if the reason is valid.
In my experience, capability dismissals in the public sector need sensitive handling, where fairness and wellbeing are prioritised. Misconduct, on the other hand, requires prompt but fair responses.
Applying the ERA 1996, ACAS guidance, and case law ensures dismissals are lawful, fair, and respectful. Training line managers on these principles can reduce risk and promote a fairer workplace culture (CIPD, 2024).
(AC 3.2)
It is important for the leadership team to understand the most common causes of grievances in order to take proactive steps to reduce them, particularly during a period of organisational change.
One key cause of grievances is bullying and harassment. According to the CIPD (2024), bullying remains one of the leading drivers of formal grievances in UK workplaces. Bullying can take many forms and it can occur between colleagues, managers, or even clients. In public sector environments, where employees often work closely with vulnerable service users or in high-pressure teams, the risk of bullying grievances can increase if robust policies and training are not in place. From my experience, I have observed that public sector employees are more likely to escalate concerns formally, reflecting the sector's strong culture of fairness and dignity at work. Daniels (2022) highlights that anti-bullying frameworks must be backed by consistent enforcement and management accountability to be effective.
A second major cause is workload. In both private and public sector roles I have managed, excessive workload has been a source of employee dissatisfaction. ACAS (2024) identifies unreasonable demands, lack of resources, and poor workload planning as common grievance triggers. Following a merger, employees may face new duties, all of which can cause stress and resentment if not carefully managed. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) stress that excessive work demands, particularly if perceived as unfair, can lead to burnout and formal complaints. Clear communication, realistic workload assessments, and regular check-ins with staff are essential in addressing these issues early.
The third significant cause is poor communication and lack of consultation. When employees feel excluded from decision-making, or when changes are poorly communicated, frustration and mistrust can quickly escalate into formal grievances. As Armstrong and Taylor (2023) emphasise, transparent and two-way communication is fundamental to good employee relations. I have found that public sector employees often expect higher levels of consultation, especially around changes that affect job roles, work locations, or terms and conditions. Daniels (2022) supports this, noting that perceived exclusion from decision-making processes often leads to a breakdown in trust and increased formal conflict.
Bullying, workload issues, and poor communication are three of the most common and damaging causes of grievances. By identifying these risks early, implementing preventative measures, and encouraging open dialogue, the leadership team can minimise grievance claims, foster a more engaged workforce, and support a smoother post-merger transition. Promoting psychological safety and clear grievance procedures, as advised by the CIPD (2024), will further help create a fair and supportive workplace culture.

(AC 3.3)
Handling employee grievances effectively is critical to maintaining trust, morale, and organisational performance, particularly following a major change such as a merger. Poor grievance handling can damage employee relationships, increase turnover, harm the organisation’s reputation, and lead to costly tribunal claims.
An effective grievance process ensures that employees feel listened to and treated fairly. According to ACAS (2023), organisations that respond promptly and fairly to grievances are more likely to maintain positive employment relationships, reduce conflict, and avoid escalation into formal disputes. From my experience managing teams across both the private and public sectors, I have seen how early and fair intervention in grievances can prevent minor concerns from growing into wider organisational issues. In the public sector particularly, there is a strong expectation among employees that concerns will be taken seriously, addressed fairly, and resolved transparently. Daniels (2022, Ch.10) notes that the perception of procedural fairness is as important as the outcome itself in maintaining trust in the system.
The CIPD (2024) highlights that good grievance management supports employee engagement and wellbeing. When employees feel confident that they can raise concerns without fear of retaliation, they are more likely to remain committed to their work and the organisation. In contrast, mishandling grievances can lead to disengagement, increased absenteeism, and a breakdown of trust. Employees who do not feel heard may also be more likely to seek external resolution through employment tribunals, which can be costly and damaging to organisational reputation. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) warn that unresolved grievances can become embedded in organisational culture and contribute to a toxic working environment if not managed properly.
Handling grievances effectively also demonstrates compliance with legal obligations under the Employment Rights Act 1996 and the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures (ACAS, 2023). These standards require that employees have the opportunity to raise concerns, have them investigated fairly, and be informed of outcomes. Following a fair process is not only a legal requirement but also a key part of promoting a culture of fairness and respect. Daniels (2022) highlights that failure to follow procedure can lead to findings of constructive dismissal even if the original issue seemed minor.
Good grievance handling involves several key practices: early intervention, clear and accessible procedures, impartial investigations, and transparent communication. Managers should be trained to recognise and respond to grievances appropriately, ensuring that outcomes are consistent and reasonable. In my own practice, I have found that encouraging informal resolution where appropriate — through open conversations and mediation — often resolves concerns more quickly and preserves working relationships.
Effective grievance handling is a vital part of good people management. It protects the organisation legally, supports employee wellbeing, and strengthens the psychological contract between employees and leadership. For the new leadership team, embedding a strong grievance management culture will be essential to building trust and engagement across the newly merged workforce. CIPD (2024) recommends embedding grievance principles into leadership development programmes to ensure that consistent and empathetic responses are maintained across all levels of management.
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