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Employee involvement vs Employee participation (AC 1.1)

Employee involvement and employee participation are distinct yet complementary frameworks for engaging staff, defined differently in HR and organisational studies. Employee involvement refers to systems and practices that empower employees—individually or collectively—to influence day-to-day operational decisions. This includes workplace designs like self-managing teams, quality circles, gain-sharing schemes and participative decision-making where employees control task execution, receive information, and contribute ideas (Benson & Lawler, 2013; Lawler, 1986). It emphasises skill development, job enrichment, access to information, and shared rewards—elements of what HR scholars term “high‑involvement work systems” (Combs et al., 2006; Benson & Lawler, 2013).

By contrast, employee participation is more strategic and longer-term in orientation. It often involves formal mechanisms—such as trade unions, works councils or joint consultative committees—where employees have rights to be consulted or represented in organisational decisions (Triantafillidou & Koutroukis, 2022; Eurofound, 2016). Participation can be direct, such as suggestion schemes or involvement in continuous improvement projects, or indirect, via elected representatives negotiating or consulting on changes at a structural level (Eurofound, 2016).

In practice, involvement builds operational buy‑in and fosters workforce harmony by allowing employees autonomy and input within their roles—enhancing intrinsic motivation and well-being (Ogbonda, 2023; Benson & Lawler, 2013). Participation, however, builds deeper trust and legitimacy by giving employees a voice in strategic and organisational-level decisions (Triantafillidou & Koutroukis, 2022).

In a post-merger public sector environment—where private-sector leaders may be unfamiliar with consultation traditions and staff expect inclusive dialogue—maintaining both involvement and participation mechanisms is crucial. Involvement ensures operational continuity and efficiency during change, enables frontline teams to contribute practical insights and fosters ownership over processes such as new workflows. Participation ensures legitimacy and fairness in merger-related decisions through representative consultation, strengthening commitment to organisational direction and policy changes.

Public-sector literature emphasises that successful engagement blends both models: involvement for day-to-day empowerment, participation for strategic consultation and structural trust (Dundon et al., 2023; Triantafillidou & Koutroukis, 2022). For example, organisations may run suggestion schemes and brainstorming workshops (involvement), while holding formal staff council meetings or union consultation committees on strategic issues like job security, service delivery impact or change governance (participation).

By offering both forms of employee voice, the merged public-sector organisation can nurture a culture of engagement, trust, innovation and legitimacy—crucial foundations for harmony and commitment during periods of leadership transition and staff change.





Forms of union vs non-union employee representation (AC 1.2)

Employee representation refers to the structures through which employees’ interests are expressed, safeguarded, and negotiated with management. In the UK public sector, both union and non-union representation models operate, often in tandem, to provide comprehensive employee voice.

Union representation is the most established form in public services. Recognised trade unions, such as UNISON, PCS, or Unite, engage in collective bargaining on pay, terms and conditions, and employment policies (Heery, 2016). In the public sector, formal negotiation frameworks such as the Cabinet Office agreements or JNCHES (Joint Negotiating Committee for Higher Education Staff) govern structured dialogue between management and employee representatives (BEIS, 2021). Union representation also involves consultation committees, participation in health and safety forums, and the ability to mobilise industrial action (strikes, work-to-rule, overtime bans) when disputes cannot be resolved (Eurofound, 2016). Unions offer legal support, training, and advocacy, which strengthens employees’ bargaining power and ensures that changes are subject to robust scrutiny.

By contrast, non-union representation refers to channels not mediated through a recognised trade union. These may be direct voice mechanisms—such as staff surveys, suggestion schemes, team briefings, town-hall meetings, and open-door policies—or indirect forums such as elected employee councils, joint consultative committees without union affiliation, quality circles, and cross-departmental working groups (Marchington et al., 2021). The CIPD Good Work Index highlights these approaches as valuable for encouraging innovation, rapid feedback, and collaborative problem-solving (CIPD, 2023). Non-union representation tends to be more flexible, adaptable to organisational culture, and quicker to implement, particularly in smaller departments or where staff are dispersed.

In the public sector post-merger context, both forms have specific advantages. Union mechanisms ensure compliance with statutory consultation duties, protect against unilateral changes to terms, and provide legitimacy in large-scale restructuring. Non-union channels can complement these by capturing broader engagement, especially from employees who are not union members, and by providing real-time operational insights to managers (TUC, 2020).
Research indicates that a dual-channel approach—where union and non-union structures coexist—creates stronger employee voice, reduces the likelihood of conflict escalation, and fosters trust between staff and leadership (Eurofound, 2016; Marchington et al., 2021). For newly appointed leaders from the private sector, recognising the unique role of trade unions in the public sector, while also developing agile non-union mechanisms, will be essential to maintain industrial harmony and support change acceptance.


Employee voice and organisational performance (AC 1.3)

Employee voice refers to the ability of employees to express opinions, concerns, suggestions, and ideas to management, either directly or through representatives. A strong organisational voice culture—where employees feel safe and encouraged to speak up—has been shown to positively correlate with higher engagement, innovation, and service quality (Abdulgalimov et al., 2020).
In the public sector, research consistently links employee voice to enhanced job engagement, organisational citizenship behaviours (such as helping colleagues and going beyond role requirements), and improved performance outcomes (Kişi, 2024). When employees have channels to influence decisions, they are more likely to commit discretionary effort, which directly benefits service delivery standards and citizen satisfaction.

Dundon et al. (2023) note that effective listening mechanisms—such as regular consultation, open forums, and representative committees—can increase morale, reduce turnover, and support smoother change management, particularly in merger contexts where uncertainty can otherwise drive disengagement. Voice mechanisms act as an early-warning system, allowing leaders to identify and address concerns before they escalate into formal disputes.

From an organisational performance perspective, CIPD (2023) highlights that employee voice contributes to innovation by encouraging the sharing of operational insights and problem-solving ideas, often leading to process improvements and cost efficiencies. In high-reliability public services (e.g., healthcare, emergency response), a strong voice culture supports safety by ensuring that potential risks are flagged and acted upon without fear of reprisal.

Moreover, employee voice is strongly associated with perceptions of procedural justice—the belief that processes are fair—which, in turn, drives trust in leadership and commitment to organisational goals (Colquitt et al., 2001). In a merged organisation with leaders from different backgrounds, visible commitment to listening and acting on employee input can bridge cultural divides between legacy teams.

However, for voice to positively impact performance, it must be genuine rather than symbolic. Tokenistic consultation—where employees are asked for input but see no action—can harm engagement and trust (Wilkinson et al., 2020). Therefore, public sector leaders should not only provide multiple voice channels (both union and non-union) but also close the feedback loop by communicating outcomes and explaining how employee contributions influenced decisions.

In summary, fostering a robust voice culture in the newly merged organisation can improve staff morale, service delivery, and innovation, while reducing conflict risk—making it a critical strategic priority during the post-merger transition.


Better working lives – concept and design (AC 1.4)

The concept of better working lives is closely aligned with the CIPD’s Good Work agenda, which defines “good work” as work that is fairly rewarded, offers opportunities for development, ensures employee voice, promotes health and wellbeing, and provides a healthy work–life balance (CIPD, 2023). It goes beyond job satisfaction to encompass a holistic view of work as a positive contributor to overall quality of life.

Better working lives are underpinned by principles of job quality, fairness, and meaningfulness. According to the Carnegie UK Trust and RSA (2018), key dimensions include fair pay, secure employment, workplace autonomy, supportive management, opportunities for learning, and safe working conditions. In the public sector, these are often tied to service values, ethical responsibilities, and long-term staff retention.
Designing for better working lives requires both structural and cultural interventions:

· Jobs should be enriched with autonomy, task variety, and clear purpose, linking individual roles to broader organisational and societal impact (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). In a public sector merger, aligning job roles with the mission of serving communities can strengthen employee meaning and motivation.
· Work–life balance – Policies such as flexible working, compressed hours, or hybrid arrangements can help staff manage personal responsibilities without compromising service delivery. CIPD research (2023) shows that flexibility significantly improves wellbeing and reduces turnover intentions.
· Employee voice and involvement – Providing formal and informal channels for feedback ensures that employees influence decisions affecting their work, which boosts engagement and trust (Wilkinson et al., 2020).
· Learning and development – Continuous professional development, mentoring, and skills pathways contribute to career satisfaction and resilience during organisational change (CIPD, 2021).
· Wellbeing and inclusion – Embedding wellbeing strategies (mental health support, workload management, equality initiatives) helps create a safe, respectful environment where all employees can thrive (Robertson & Cooper, 2011).

In a post-merger scenario, focusing on better working lives can mitigate uncertainty, rebuild trust, and improve retention by signalling that leadership values employees’ contributions and welfare. Practically, this could include co-designing new policies with staff, introducing wellbeing champions, and reviewing workloads to prevent burnout during transition periods.

Ultimately, better working lives benefit both employees and the organisation: engaged, healthy staff deliver higher-quality services, show greater adaptability, and are less likely to leave, creating a more resilient and high-performing public sector organisation.


Organisational conflict vs misbehaviour (AC 2.1)

Although related, organisational conflict and misbehaviour are distinct concepts in employment relations, differing in their causes, nature, and management approaches.

Organisational conflict occurs when there is perceived incompatibility of goals, interests, or values between individuals, groups, or the organisation as a whole (De Dreu & Gelfand, 2008). Conflict can arise from structural issues such as resource allocation, organisational change, or role ambiguity, as well as interpersonal factors such as communication breakdowns or differing work styles (Robbins & Judge, 2019). In the public sector, common triggers include budget constraints, policy changes, and tensions between service delivery targets and staff workloads. Conflict is not inherently negative—when managed constructively, it can stimulate innovation and improve decision-making (Jehn & Bendersky, 2003).

Misbehaviour, by contrast, refers to deliberate actions by employees that deviate from organisational norms, rules, or expected conduct (Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999). This can include insubordination, theft, fraud, bullying, harassment, or intentional underperformance. Misbehaviour may be overt (e.g., aggressive confrontation) or covert (e.g., time-wasting, unauthorised absence), and is generally aimed at resisting control, expressing dissatisfaction, or personal gain at the expense of the organisation.

The key distinction lies in intent and framing:

· Conflict can be the by-product of legitimate differences in perspective or competing priorities, and may occur even among employees acting in good faith.

· Misbehaviour implies a conscious breach of conduct or organisational expectations, often requiring formal intervention under disciplinary procedures.

Management approaches also differ. Conflict resolution typically involves dialogue, mediation, and problem-solving to reconcile differences or find acceptable compromises (ACAS, 2021). Misbehaviour requires investigation and proportionate disciplinary action in line with organisational policy and the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures (2015).

In a post-merger public sector context, it is important for new leaders to differentiate between conflict stemming from cultural integration issues—which may be addressed through improved communication and team-building—and deliberate misconduct, which should be handled through established disciplinary processes. Misclassifying one as the other can undermine trust, damage morale, and increase the risk of employment tribunal claims.

Ultimately, effective leaders recognise that some level of organisational conflict is natural and can be productive if channelled constructively, whereas misbehaviour must be addressed promptly and fairly to uphold organisational standards and maintain public trust.


Emerging trends in conflict and industrial sanctions (AC 2.2)

Conflict in the workplace is not static; its nature and the methods used to express discontent evolve in response to economic, technological, and societal change. In recent years, both the types of organisational conflict and forms of industrial sanctions have shifted, particularly within the UK public sector.

Traditionally, workplace conflict centred on issues such as pay, working hours, and job security. While these remain important, there is a notable rise in values-based conflict, where disputes stem from ethical, environmental, or equality concerns (Saundry et al., 2020). Examples include disagreements over diversity policies, climate commitments, or organisational responses to social issues.

Another growing area is technological conflict—tensions arising from the implementation of new digital systems, AI-based monitoring, and data privacy concerns (CIPD, 2023). In the public sector, digital transformation projects can lead to disputes over job redesign, perceived surveillance, and skill obsolescence. Additionally, hybrid and remote work arrangements have introduced boundary conflicts over availability, workload distribution, and communication expectations (ACAS, 2021).


Industrial sanctions remain a critical means for employees—often through unions—to express dissatisfaction and exert pressure. While traditional strike action continues, particularly in healthcare, education, and transport, newer tactics are emerging:

· Work-to-rule and overtime bans, where employees strictly adhere to contractual duties without going beyond, have gained prominence as less disruptive but sustained forms of protest (BEIS, 2021).
· Social media activism, where employees publicise grievances online, can escalate disputes rapidly and affect organisational reputation (Donaghey et al., 2021).
· Coordinated micro-protests, such as simultaneous refusal of optional duties or mass use of grievance procedures, are increasingly used to apply internal pressure while remaining within legal boundaries.

Recent years have seen heightened industrial unrest in UK public services—often linked to pay disputes, staffing shortages, and workload pressures (TUC, 2023). The cost-of-living crisis, combined with post-pandemic workforce fatigue, has intensified both formal and informal conflict. Importantly, the trend towards hybrid disputes—where formal industrial action is supplemented by public campaigning and media engagement—requires managers to adopt broader conflict management strategies that combine legal compliance, stakeholder engagement, and proactive communication.

For post-merger leadership, awareness of these evolving trends is essential. Understanding the modern spectrum of conflict and sanctions enables leaders to anticipate potential flashpoints, engage constructively with staff and unions, and adapt organisational policies to prevent escalation.


Third-party conciliation, mediation and arbitration (AC 2.3)

When workplace disputes cannot be resolved internally, third-party intervention can provide a structured, impartial process to facilitate resolution. In the UK, these processes are often supported by the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) or private providers, and are particularly relevant in public sector organisations where industrial relations frameworks are formalised.

Conciliation involves an independent third party helping disputing parties reach a mutually acceptable agreement. It is typically voluntary and non-binding, with the conciliator’s role being to facilitate dialogue, clarify issues, and suggest potential solutions (ACAS, 2021). In the UK, early conciliation is a legal requirement before lodging most employment tribunal claims, aimed at encouraging settlement without litigation. Conciliation can be individual—e.g., in unfair dismissal claims—or collective, addressing disputes between management and unions over pay or conditions. The focus is on reaching compromise rather than determining fault.

Mediation is a confidential, informal, and voluntary process in which an impartial mediator helps parties resolve a dispute through constructive dialogue (Latreille, 2011). Unlike conciliation, mediation is often used for interpersonal or team conflicts, such as personality clashes, communication breakdowns, or grievances that risk escalating. The mediator does not impose a decision but supports the parties to agree their own solution, which can improve relationships and prevent recurrence. In the public sector, mediation is increasingly used for disputes arising from organisational change or restructuring (Saundry et al., 2014).

Arbitration is a more formal process where an independent arbitrator hears evidence from both sides and makes a binding decision (BEIS, 2021). It is often used in collective disputes, such as pay negotiations, where voluntary agreements cannot be reached. ACAS offers an Arbitration Scheme for certain cases, including unfair dismissal and flexible working disputes. Arbitration provides a quicker and less costly alternative to tribunal proceedings but involves ceding decision-making power to the arbitrator, making it less collaborative than mediation or conciliation.
 
For newly merged public sector organisations, these third-party mechanisms can be vital in preventing prolonged disputes that disrupt service delivery. Leaders unfamiliar with UK public sector employment relations should recognise that mediation is often most effective for restoring working relationships, conciliation for achieving pragmatic settlements, and arbitration for resolving intractable issues where a binding decision is required. Choosing the right process depends on the nature, scale, and urgency of the dispute.


Legislation on unfair dismissal – capability and misconduct (AC 3.1)

In the UK, the legal framework for unfair dismissal is primarily set out in the Employment Rights Act 1996 (ERA 1996). To avoid a finding of unfair dismissal, employers must show both a fair reason for dismissal (Section 98 ERA 1996) and that the decision to dismiss was reasonable in all the circumstances, following a fair procedure. Two of the five potentially fair reasons under the Act are particularly relevant in employee relations: capability and conduct.

Capability refers to an employee’s ability to perform their job duties to the required standard, including due to skills, aptitude, health, or other physical or mental attributes. Under Section 98(2)(a) ERA 1996, a dismissal may be fair if it results from the employee’s lack of capability or qualifications. ACAS guidance (2023) stresses that before dismissal, employers should provide support such as training, reasonable adjustments for disability (Equality Act 2010), and opportunities to improve through a performance improvement plan (PIP). Medical evidence should be obtained where ill health is a factor, and alternatives to dismissal—such as redeployment—should be considered.

Misconduct covers breaches of contractual obligations or workplace rules, ranging from minor infractions (e.g., lateness) to gross misconduct (e.g., theft, violence, fraud). Under Section 98(2)(b) ERA 1996, misconduct can be a fair reason for dismissal, provided the employer carries out a reasonable investigation, informs the employee of the allegations, allows them to respond, and follows the organisation’s disciplinary procedure in line with the ACAS Code of Practice (2015). Gross misconduct may justify summary dismissal without notice, but only after a fair process.

Employment tribunals assess procedural fairness using the “range of reasonable responses” test from Iceland Frozen Foods Ltd v Jones [1983] ICR 17. Employers must follow their own disciplinary procedures and the ACAS Code, which emphasises early resolution, proportionality of sanctions, and the right to be accompanied at hearings. Failure to follow the ACAS Code can result in tribunal awards being increased by up to 25%.
For public sector organisations—often operating under collective agreements—leaders must ensure compliance with statutory obligations, local policies, and relevant national frameworks. Transparent, fair handling of capability and misconduct cases maintains organisational integrity, mitigates legal risk, and supports employee trust, which is particularly important during post-merger integration.


Three key causes of grievances (AC 3.2)

A grievance is a formal complaint raised by an employee concerning the workplace, often relating to treatment by management, colleagues, or organisational policies. Understanding the underlying causes is essential for prevention and effective resolution. Research by ACAS (2021) and the CIPD (2023) identifies recurring themes. Three of the most common causes are:

1. Pay and reward disputes
Pay-related grievances can stem from perceived unfairness in salary, bonuses, or allowances, particularly where discrepancies exist between colleagues in similar roles. In the public sector, tensions may arise from national pay bargaining outcomes, cost-of-living pressures, or changes to overtime and shift allowances (TUC, 2023). Perceptions of unequal pay can also lead to claims under the Equality Act 2010. Transparent reward structures and clear communication of pay decisions are critical to avoiding these disputes.

2. Bullying, harassment, and discrimination
Bullying and harassment—whether based on protected characteristics (e.g., gender, race, disability) or unrelated workplace behaviour—are significant drivers of grievances. CIPD research (2023) notes that unresolved incidents can severely damage morale, increase absenteeism, and lead to employment tribunal claims under the Equality Act 2010. In the public sector, where teams are often diverse and high-pressure service environments prevail, early intervention and robust dignity-at-work policies are essential.

3. Workload and working conditions
Excessive workload, insufficient resources, and unsafe or unhealthy working conditions frequently generate grievances. Post-merger reorganisations can exacerbate these issues as teams adjust to new staffing structures and service delivery demands. The Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 places a duty on employers to ensure safe working environments, while the Working Time Regulations 1998 set limits on hours and rest breaks. Perceived breaches can prompt both formal grievances and union involvement.

These causes often intersect—e.g., high workload can lead to stress, which in turn can result in disputes over sickness absence management. Similarly, perceived unfair pay may compound feelings of discrimination if linked to protected characteristics.
Addressing root causes through proactive policies—such as regular workload reviews, equality and diversity training, and transparent pay governance—can reduce the likelihood of grievances escalating into disputes or tribunal claims. In a post-merger public sector organisation, early engagement with staff and unions on these matters can help maintain trust during periods of change.




Importance of handling grievances effectively (AC 3.3)

Effective grievance handling is critical to maintaining positive employee relations, especially in complex environments such as public sector organisations undergoing mergers. A well-managed grievance process can prevent escalation, protect organisational reputation, and sustain workforce morale (ACAS, 2021).

Firstly, timely and fair resolution of grievances demonstrates organisational justice—the perception that the organisation treats employees equitably and respects their concerns (Colquitt et al., 2001). When employees believe their grievances are heard and addressed sincerely, trust in leadership improves, enhancing commitment and reducing turnover intentions (CIPD, 2023).

Secondly, unresolved grievances can lead to increased conflict and reduced productivity. Persistent dissatisfaction may manifest as absenteeism, presenteeism, or industrial action, all of which disrupt service delivery—a critical risk in public sector contexts where continuity is vital (TUC, 2023). Early intervention and transparent communication help mitigate these risks.

Thirdly, proper grievance management helps ensure legal compliance. Failure to follow fair procedures, as outlined in the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures (2015), can expose organisations to employment tribunal claims and financial penalties. Public sector employers often have additional statutory duties, making adherence to policy essential for risk management (BEIS, 2021).

Furthermore, a robust grievance procedure fosters a culture of openness and continuous improvement. It encourages employees to raise concerns constructively rather than resorting to covert resistance or formal disputes (Wilkinson et al., 2020). This feedback loop enables leaders to identify systemic issues—such as workload pressures or policy flaws—and respond proactively.

In a post-merger public sector organisation, effective grievance handling is particularly important to bridge cultural differences between legacy staff and new leadership teams. It signals respect for employee voice during periods of uncertainty, helping to rebuild trust and sustain morale (Dundon et al., 2023).

In summary, managing grievances effectively is essential for maintaining harmony, legal compliance, and organisational resilience. It supports employee wellbeing and engagement, which in turn drives better public service outcomes—a critical priority in any public sector organisation undergoing significant change.
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