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Understanding the Management of Employment Relations

1. The Concept of Employment Relations

1.1 The indeterminate nature of employment relations

To achieve a good understanding of the concept of ‘employment relations’ it is worth exploring the two different definitions given, one which is based on regulation and the other on relationships. Gennard and Judge (2010, p225) considers “The purpose of employment relations is to establish rule, regulations and agreements to regulate the employment relationship” whereas Ellis (2016) considers that ‘Employee relations in contemporary organisations is about creating and sustaining effective employee relationships between employers and employees within the constraints and opportunities presented by organisational contexts’ with CIPD (2015) pointing to a new emphasis on helping line managers to establish trust-based relationships with their employees.

‘Industrial relations’ was originally the term used to describe the collective relationship between organisations and trade unions, however, this changed to ‘employee relations’ when trade union membership declined with the coverage of collective agreements between 1980 and 2000 reducing from three quarters of the employed workforce to under a third (CIPD, 2021). The relationship has since developed beyond the trade unions to incorporate the many features and influences placed upon organisations with greater reliance on the individual relationship, as reflected in the definition provided by Ellis. This includes the need for co-operation, the potential for conflict and the uncertainty that the speed of change brings, driven largely by the development of technology. 

The indeterminate nature of employee relations provides significant challenge for HR professionals as a great deal of uncertainty surrounds employment relationships with the duration and outcomes unknown. There has been a gradual shift in many aspects of the workplace: from the expectation of one employer during your lifetime to the current trend of the average person now changing their job 12 times during their lifetime with the average time working for one employer standing at 4.1 years (Kolmar, 2021), to the change in working demographics. 

The number of women in the workplace has increased in the UK over the past 40 years with women aged 25-54 being up from 57% in 1975 to a record high of 78% in 2017 according to Roantree and Vira (2018) from the Institute of Fiscal studies. This has led to a change in the working practices with an increase in part time and flexible working, and working from home typically being included as part of the working week.  The pandemic has helped greatly towards a more agile way of working and this hybrid way of working is likely to continue.

Another element of the indeterminate nature of the employment relationship is that this relationship is unequal with the employer typically holding a more powerful position (Gennard et al, 2016) which influences the terms of the ‘transaction’ of providing work for money which results in an authority relationship, however, the contract of employment cannot go into sufficient detail on how the work is to be performed and thus requires employment relations to fill this gap.  Although the balance of power is often in the employers favour, outside influences can impact this ie shortages in skilled workers.

1.2 A comparison of unitarist and pluralist approaches to employment relations

According to Fox (1966) there are two traditional perspectives of employee relations, these are unitarism and pluralism with the unitarist being a united team who all pull together, led by the manager, to pursue the organisations goal, resulting in harmony, co-operation and team ethic. Whereas the pluralist are likely to have both similar and different interests in the employee relationship and is likely to result in conflict which needs to be managed.  

The police and armed services are good examples of a unitarist approach with a real sense of comradery which helps them all to pull together in the face of danger, relying heavily on their colleagues to keep themselves safe.  This compares well with the Great Strike during 1984 – 1985 (Sheen, 2015) which saw clashes between Welsh miners and the police, led by Arthur Scargill who at the time was the President of the National Union of Mineworkers.  The mining industry took a pluralist approach and was heavily unionised.  

In addition to the unitarist and pluralist perspective, there are another two alternative views: the economic view; the psychological contract view. The economic view considers the relationship as transactional with a job being completed and payment made for the work and will often be adopted by the lower paid.  This may also be used when employment relations break down on a ‘work to rule’ basis.  

The psychological contract on the other hand looks further than the transactional contract with an implicit contractual relationship which Schein (1988) considers exists in the form of assumptions made in a ‘set of reciprocal arrangements … which may have a considerable degree of moral force’.  The main assumptions would include being treated fairly, honestly and with transparency, their work recognised and valued in order to promote loyalty to the employer.  As the world recovers from the pandemic and working practices change to a more hybrid way of working, this is likely to add greater weight as the level of competition opens up through a reduction in geographical boundaries, particularly within the public sector where often the salaries and conditions of service are limited.


1. Explain the roles and typical approaches taken by the key parties in employment relations

2.1 Explain the purpose and key developments of the trade union movement

Trade unions allow employees the ability to strengthen and enhance their interests particularly in relation to their terms and conditions by presenting a collective face to their employers. First emerging in the Mid 19th Century, the unions initially only represented skilled craft workers but then incorporated semi and unskilled workers towards the end of that century.  White collar and  public sector workers were not included until well into the 20th Century when the trade union movement peaked with the inclusion of 1400 different unions.  This number declined to 193 in 2005 (Leat,2007) after a period of mergers and amalgamations due to declining membership.

Their involvement increased in 2016 when a great deal of unrest started with junior drivers, teachers, post offices and train drivers deciding to take industrial action over pay and conditions with a move to modernise contracts which Jeremy Gautrey (CIPD, 2016) highlighted helps organisations become more competitive.

 There are essentially three types of unions: occupation-based; industrial; general unions, with the largest being Unite.  The collective voice of the trade union movement is provided by the Trade Union Congress (TUC) which was established in 1868, acting as the intermediary between the government and international trade unions and the unions they represent. 

Traditionally, unions were primarily involved in establishing collective agreements and negotiating with the employer over terms and conditions but this has changed with the reduction in membership and the number of collective agreements to represent individual members in conflict with their employers.   

Despite the move from a more collective approach to that of an individual one the trade unions main aim is to ‘win fairness, justice and equality for working people’ (Nowack, 2015, p684) and greater influence can be exerted by operating collectively. 

A recent example of this was seen during the pandemic when concerns were raised by union leaders about the working conditions and safety of Amazon staff in the US where a walkout was planned due to the sacking of an employee who was standing up for the protecting of himself and his colleagues, with strikes also taking place in respect of the safety concerns in France and Italy, and similar unrest in Spain (The BBC, 2020).  Amazon has pushed backed strongly against the unionisation of its warehouses, however, traction is now being seen to unionise a warehouse in Alabama (The Guardian, 2001) which would be the first ever union in Amazon.  Amazon has profited greatly from the pandemic but appears to put money before the welfare of its staff.  Despite being on the minimum wage, pickers in a warehouse are expected to meet their target of 360 items per hour without the protection of sanitizer or disposable masks being readily available, employees expected to eat their lunch standing up as tables had been removed to meet socially distancing rules and staff being expected to work in 30⁰ temperatures as there were problems with the air conditioning (Harris, 2020). 

2.2 Compare different management approaches to employment relations. 

According to Ellis (2016) ‘Management’ can be termed as a process (organisation and delivery of people and work), a system of authority (the power it holds and exercises through the development and administration of the rules) and a group of people (operated on a group or individual basis having responsibility for the smooth operation of an organisation) that can be used to influence an organisation’s employee relations. Sisson (2010, p235) argues that management ‘has become the major force for change in the arrangement governing the employee relationship’ since the 1980s which suggests this has increased in comparison to that of the roles played by government and the trade unions. 

Although this may have been seen as a reasonable argument at that time, this may not presently be the case as changes in more recent times has seen the ‘actors’ of employment relations becoming more involved in the change process with the government demanding on better ‘value for money’ which has seen greater competition between the private and public sector (Bach et al, 2009) which has required a more hostile approach by the trade unions.  The result of this has been an increase in the level of unrest with more action being taken by trade unions leading to strikes within the NHS, education and the travel industry. 

The management style is a key enabler to successful employment relations with Kilroy and Dundon (2015) identifying three different types: Organisational Leader; Policy Enactor; Employee Coach.   

· The organisational leader takes a selective approach to the implementation of HRM policy
· The policy enactor is rigid in the implementation of HRM policy
· The employee coach tailors the way in which HRM policy is implemented according to the employee and the particular situation		

The model created by Purcell and Gray (1986) depicts 5 management styles: 
· Traditional: where labour is viewed in terms of production with employees being subordinates in the employment relationship and unions discouraged
· Paternalists or sophisticated human relation: Employees considered as the most valuable resource with measures in place to encourage loyalty, commitment and dependency.  Unionisation is considered unnecessary
· Consultative or sophisticated modems: Techniques used to enhance individual commitment to the organisation and to change. Constructive relationship with the trade unions and incorporates them into fully into the organisation but leaves the final decision with management.
· Constitutional: Similar to the traditionalist in terms of the structure but unions are recognised although the level of control remains with management
· Opportunistic or standard modems:  a pragmatic approach is taken to employee relations which is managed at divisional level.  The union relationship typically fluctuates depending on influencing factors such as market health, level of union power and legislaton.

Gennard et al (2016) also identify five styles, following on from the work of Purcell and Sisson (1983), but the wording for the ‘Traditional’ style is replaced by ‘Authoritarian’ which probably gives a better description of this style.  
Ellis (2016) considers that management can have an impact on the employee relationships through its management styles and it may well be desirable to shift between the different styles to maximise the employee relationship. 
2.3 Explain the role of UK and EU government, and the principle employment relations agencies of the state, in managing employment relations

The government plays a number of roles within employment relations.  Being the largest public sector employer, it is responsible for leading by example and demonstrating how employees should be treated.  In addition, it provides a regulatory framework to ensure employee relations is conducted to meet current legislation ie Equality Act 2010 (Great Britain, Equality Act, 2010),  The National Minimum Wage Act 1998 (Great Britain, the National Minimum Wage Act, 1998) and the The Health and Safey at Work Act (HASAWA) 1974 (Great Britain, the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974) supported by agencies appointed to enforce these ie employment tribunals and the wider judicial system.  

Guidance is provided by ACAS who offer a conciliation service in an attempt to settle disputes outside of the judicial system.  It also provides guidance to employers in all aspects of employment legislation and produce various guides ie Discipline and Grievances at Work (ACAS, 2020)

As previously identified, the government also plays an important part in terms of the economy and the effects this has economic growth, interest rates, inflation and unemployment.  The three major changes that have had an impact on all of these in recent times are Brexit, the environmental crisis (particularly in relation to energy) and the Pandemic with measures being put into place to try to support businesses during these difficult times ie the furlough scheme, green initiatives and relief on business rates.  


1. Explain different models of employee representation

3.1 Explain the differences between employee involvement, participation, partnership, information and consultation.



There are a number of different models in respect of employee representation with employee involvement and participation forming part of ‘employee voice’ which provides employees with the opportunity to raise their concerns and influence management into action, according to Benson and Brown (2010, p83), which traditionally had to be channelled through representatives of trade unions in order to have an impact.  This is no longer the case although the input of trade unions is likely to enhance the impact of employee voice.

Employee involvement is where management communicates directly with employees to gain their ideas and co-operation through email, management briefing, focus groups, newsletters and staff suggestion schemes to encourage the feedback required to improve. The Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS 2013) illustrated that downward communication remains the most extensively used form of employee voice and although over half of employees (52%) rated their managers as being good or very good at seeking the views of their employees or their representatives, less than half (47%) considered them to be good or very good at acting on their suggestions This could well influence employee engagement and lead to change being implemented that is unsuccessful (Seddon, 2008, Guilfoyle,2013) .

Employee participation is where employees participate by undertaking in an active role in the decision-making for the organisation, through collective bargaining, and will typically involve employee forums, joint consultation forums and partnership working  (Ellis, 2016) although only 35% considered their managers to be good or very good at allowing employees or their representatives to influence the decision making (WERS 2013), again potentially damaging employee engagement.  Employee participation is often termed as ‘ power-based’ control (Gennard et al, 2016) as employees have the opportunity to influence decision-making across the whole of the organisation which is underpinned by legal rights (Dundon and Wilkinson, 2013).

Employee voice practices have benefits to both employer and employee which according to the CIPD (2011) includes maximising on employee skills and increased job satisfaction.  It is considered an enabler for employee engagement , however, Wilkinson et al (2010) suggests that these practices can have different levels of impact.  Depth and scope are considered important factors in determining the influence on decision-making.  

Traditional bureaucratic controls of employees engaged within typical hierarchical structures is having to change due to increased competition, particularly following the pandemic, and the speed in which technology is changing which means that employees need to have higher skills levels and must be able to work more flexibly.  With companies now moving towards becoming agile, good employee engagement is crucial to success which Jeremy Gautry (CIPD, 2016) considers will rely on authentic conversations and a willingness to be transparent to ensure a win-win is achieved from both sides.

1. Explain different types of individual and collective conflict behaviour

4.1 Distinguish between conflict and misbehaviour, and between official and unofficial industrial action.
Conflict at work has been defined, according to Sisson (2010, p233), as the discontent arising from a perceived clash of interests , can involve individuals and/or groups and take a number of expressions. Purcell (2014, p233) describes the line manager as ‘being at the heart of most workplace conflict’ and therefore a key player in employee engagement with the potential to nip any problems in the bud.
Conflict can be categorised into organised and unorganised conflict with organised such events as strikes, protests, demonstrations and boycotts, and including work-to-rule, go-slow and overtime bans to illustrate the discontent.
Strikes will usually occur on a collective basis and are often official ie have been organised through a trade union and complies with the legal framework set out in TULRCA (1992).  Examples of these have been given in 2.1 and 2.2 of this document.  Although changes are due to be made in relation to this legislation in 2022, the impact is likely to be minimal as the preparation for strike action already complies to the changes (CIPD, 2016).
On the other hand, unofficial organised conflict tends to be unlawful and has not been officially approved by trade unions.  An example of this within the police service was officers decided to switch off their mobile phones when off duty as the organisation had refused to listen to their concerns about minimum staffing levels.   Previously they would keep them on and come into work if needed. 
Unorganised conflict is probably better referred to as ‘Misbehaviour’ which again can occur on an individual or collective basis and would include activities such as sabotage to demonstrate the ill feeling and unrest.  An example of this was when it was reported by Matousk (2018) that an employee had changed parts of the Tesla’s manufacturing operating system code and sent ‘highly sensitive’ company data to outside parties when the employee had been passed over for promotion.
4.2 Distinguish between third party conciliation, mediation and arbitration.
ACAS (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service) is a third party agency that was created in 1974 to improve employment relations, stating its purpose as ‘making working life better for everyone in Britain’.  ACAS can facilitate a number of ways for resolving conflict in the workplace and avoid the need to take the case to an Employment Tribunal.  This can be through conciliation, mediation or arbitration. 
Conciliation takes place between the two parties with the Conciliator acting as a ‘go-between’ but does not make recommendations.  The resolution is for the two parties to agree to.
Mediation takes place between the two parties with the Mediator making recommendations for a resolution.  These recommendations can be accepted by both parties but are not legally binding. 
Arbitration takes place between the two parties with the Arbitrator reviewing and discussing the views of both parties to make recommendations and negotiate a settlement which is binding on both sides.  This is the last resort before going to an employment tribunal.
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