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1. Explain the concept of employment relations and what is meant by the term ‘the indeterminate nature of employment relations’.  Define and compare unitarist and pluralist approaches to employment relations. 

Employment relations can be broken down into two areas:-

· Regulatory – to establish rules and agreements that regulate the employment relationship as described by (Gennard and Judge 2010, p225)

· Relationship based – between individuals or groups as ‘people’ in the workplace with an effort to create a positive climate in which to work. Mutually engaging and solution focused.

Managing employee relationships has predominantly become part of the Managers role regardless of their HR knowledge. Larger organisations will often have a HR function varying is size and specialisms. A Manager will usually manage in line with main goals of the organisation e.g. profit and productivity driven.
(Van Wanrooy, 2013)

According to Colling & Terry (2010) the term ‘the indeterminate nature of employment relations’ is explained as the employment relationship is incomplete, however the benefits to the employee are pre-determined or agreed e.g. salary. 
(David Farnham, 2000 p1-23) goes on to define that the employer/employee relationship is a balance, with the employers as a purchaser of the labour or service provided by the employee and that there is a responsibility to promote policies and guidelines that advocate and encourage positive working relationships with their employees. These guidelines and services can include both internal and external mechanisms. A typical internal source would be a policy, rule, employee guidance handbook. An external source might include employment law and support organisation such as ACAS.

Fox (1966) takes this a step further and states that there are two ways in which managers view the employee relationship: - 

· Unitarist - employees work together as team with the common purpose. All part of one group working towards the goals of the organisation. The Manager holds the power, rather like a general in an army who is followed and supported by his ‘men’. The belief being that if everyone has the same purpose then the expectation would be that there would be nothing to disagree over. 
(Sutton 2018) 
There is semblance between this approach and that of a Line Manager. Hyman, (1987) quoted in Noon and Blyton, (1997 p149)) poses the question, does the Manager “manage with consent or control”? Consent would suggest that there is harmony whereas control suggests command and authority. Thus conflict would not be the norm and it is likely that even in this environment some conflict would arise.

In comparison

· Pluralist – employers and employees possess both alike and unalike interests in the relationship and that there may be multiple sources of power. An organisations goal may be profit related where as an employee may be driven by their self-interest of career progression and increased salary. There will be common goals but the employer, employee relationship may be challenging to manage with disagreements and influence. 
You may rely on a colleague to complete their work before you can complete yours, thus the colleague has a degree of power. This environment can provide greater free thinking and does encourage creativity and innovation.
As suggested disagreements and conflict would be more common with the pluralist approach since ‘everyone’ may possess their own agenda and these may not align to each other or that of the organisation.
(Taylor and Woodhams 2016)

The CIPD highlights that there has been a move toward the pluralist/individual approach. Employees have independent goals to achieve. I recognise this in my own place of work where performance management plans drive individuals and a common goal is lacking. Political agendas and private influence has caused conflict and a breakdown in employee relationships. Bonus and reward schemes also add to this.
Interestingly the HR function within the organisation still leans toward being unitarist. Our underlying principals are for common goals and working together collectively. HR professionals often fall into this approach, looking for ways to encourage mutually beneficial employee relationships. They seek to have an understanding of both employer and employee to negotiate solutions I recognise that the Head of HR has a unitarist management style and there is a great deal of loyalty in the team.



2. Explain the roles and typical approaches taken by the key parties in employment relations: trade unions, management, government and its employment relations agencies (such as ACAS).

According to (Taylor and Woodhams, 2016 p103) “there are three main parties involved in employee relationships”:-

· Trade Unions – the main functions of a trade union is to represent their member and broker with an employer. Trade unions are paid by their members to support the best interest of the employee. Thus, a trade union can hold significant power working with the employees to create a greater collective force against the employer. We see this at its strongest influence with strike action. Employment Laws exist to protect employees taking industrial action e.g. Employment Rights Act 1996 and the Trade Union and Labour Relations Act 1992
(Daniels 2019)

Personnel Today, (2020) reports this week 12th May 2020 that the National Education Union has advised members “not to engage with plans for school reopening’s” post lockdown. This highlights the power that NEU has, it went on to state that “so far the government has not engaged with us…” This reflects the state of the relationship and the collective power of the trade union.

Typically a trade union would be instrumental in the negotiating of salary levels, working hours, conditions, organisational rules and regulations that inform HR policy and procedures. They seek member support as a collective and look to influence decisions by lobbying and creating pressure.

In the past, trade union membership was greater than it is today. This change could be as a result of the change in HR law coupled with the greater importance of the HR function in an organisation along with the change in the nature of work and the workplace. There is a consensus that Management prefer to communicate directly with employees. Purcell and Hutchinson (2007) highlight that Managers are not always at ease working with trade unions and fear the risk of industrial action that can come from collective bargaining.

A trade union would argue that there is still a need for the collective voice to stop the workplace from returning to how it was in the nineteenth century.
In PCC the trade union still has a presence, the local representative states this figure is approximately 30% in an organisation of 6000 employees. He did highlight that it has become harder to recruit members and that they have a greater membership amongst the lower graded employees and those in more vocational, hands on roles. However, he also stated that teachers are still very loyal to their own specialised union.
I regularly attend internal directorate group meetings and a union representative is always invited and present. As HR advisors the expectation is that we would always include the union and ask for their views and opinions. They are currently very vocal and instrumental in the planning of returning to work post ‘lockdown’ and the risks to the employee. To not have the cooperation of the union can be extremely disruptive and costly to an organisation, at worst resulting in strike action.

· Management – is integral to the employee relationship and the performance of the organisation. Taylor & Woodham (2016) suggest that the word can be both collective and individual referring to management as a process or the style of the manager. Management styles refer to how the manager behaves in their role.
 
Kilroy and Dundon (2015) identified the following types of ‘front line’ managers.

[image: ]

(Goleman, 2000a p78-90) takes this a step further and identifies six different basic management styles. He adds that the strength of a manager is the ability to be able to move from one style to another based on the organisational and individual need.


[image: http://www.integralworld.net/images/davis1-5.jpg]
                          (Source Daniel Goleman 2000b)

The organisational leader is the manager at the ‘top of the tree’. His style and behaviour can influence the whole organisation.
My role involves the design of a development programme for managers within PCC. During this programme managers explore their own styles, the advantages and disadvantages of them and how they could adapt and change style to be more effective. A change in the Chief Executive Officer three years ago has made a significant difference. As a local authority we had identified a high number of ‘coercive’ managers. This has proven to stifle free thinking, creativity, trust, low morale and employees exiting the organisation.

The new CEO of PCC has been working to move the management towards coaching as their dominant style, however, in the current climate of the coronavirus pandemic his style initially moved to that of Policy Enactor and Coercive. He recognised the need to take the lead and be in control, as an employee, there is a sense of belief, safety and confidence in seeing this behaviour. 

The CEO works with an executive coach and internally we have built up a team of qualified management coaches to support this change. Interestingly, agile working was also part of this initiative, giving employees the choice to work more flexibly. Thus, during the lockdown period we have continued to be effective as an organisation and the relationships between employee and employer have been very positive. Some of the changes that have happened have been instigated by ‘lower level’ employees and the trust from managers in employees working from home has not been as big an issue as in the past. Employees have felt better supported but also empowered. This evidence supports the belief that a number of different management styles co-exist in contemporary organisations.
(Taylor & Woodhams 2016)

· Government and its employment relations agencies – The Government and partnership organisations have a significant role to play in the employer/employee relationship. This also includes the impact that the Government, currently Conservative as the political party plays e.g. introducing new legislation e.g. Equality at Work Act 2010 along with being one of the largest both national and local employers in the UK. 
As an employer the government does possess some influence over employment policy. In the past government employment was revered as being safe, well paid and with good employee benefits. Today that is not so much the case, the comparison between the public and private sector is made and the desire to move towards private sector practices e.g. performance management and pension changes.
The Government informs policies and processes e.g. taxes and inspections.
If we consider the recent Brexit and the changes that will take place as a result of this, we can see at its greatest how this can impact employment relationships.

The government also funds partnership organisations like the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) and the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) both of whom play a detrimental role. ACAS is a service that provides advice and support with employer/employee disagreements. In 2014 the government extended the remit of this service mandating that all Employment Tribunal claims be initially reported to ACAS with the intent of reducing the number referred on to Tribunal. 
The EHRC is a government organisation that was created to tackle the equality and discrimination agenda. It has both enforcement and influence functions to help support this. By its own nature discrimination and equality are integral to strong employer/employee relationships.
It could be argued that the UK Government possesses a conflict of interest especially since it possesses the power to introduce new legislation.
(Taylor and Woodhams 2016)

3. Explain different models of employee representation, clarifying terms such as employee involvement; participation; partnership; information and consultation.

Employee representation can encourage and support strong employment relationships. Employee’s involvement and participation are two types of ‘employee voice’. They provide an opportunity for employees to vocalise their opinions and issues and potentially effect decisions and actions: - (Benson and Brown, 2010)
	
Employee involvement happens when management introduces practices directly with employees and seeks employee ideas, support and opinions. This can happen via suggestion schemes, focus groups etc.

In comparison employee participation can be described quite simply as the employee being included and able to contribute. It is a form of employee partnership working. This can take place via forums, joint consultations where an employee representative is invited to take part in decision making on a regular basis. It is not done directly with their line Manager but an employee has a representative.
Typical employee participation frameworks include European Works Council (EWC) and the Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations, the latter was introduced in 2004 and provides employees with a legal right to voice. It states that ‘the employer agrees to inform and consult employees about economic and employment related matters’.

The above approaches are a valuable and beneficial way of creating effective employee relationships. Both the organisation and the manager are better informed and the employee feels included and valued.
Best practice in a large organisation can be to undertake employee surveys on a regular basis. PCC have recently sent out a short survey to ‘temperature check’ employees attitudes working from home during the coronavirus pandemic. It is a reminder to employees that they can contribute to decisions being made and that they are valued.
The CIPD’s factsheet (2015) employee relations, an overview, describes employee engagement as an opportunity for mutual gain, good for both the employee and the organisation. However, there is no common understanding of this approach, MacLeod and Clarke/acas (2014) found over 50 definitions. 

Employee consultation is a formal approach. Employment Law requires organisations to collectively inform and consult with employees. This process applies to proposed changes which can impact the employees terms and conditions of employment e.g. redundancy or transfer to another employer. ACAS guidance relating to consultations state that this should be done before any decisions are made. The employees views do not have to be followed, but an explanation of why not should be communicated. Trade unions are included in this consultation process and it is usual for the organisation and the trade union to agree the appropriate areas of consultation beforehand.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The European Union Directive process (Worker participation.eu) for consulting employees requires the employee to be informed of any economic situation, employment prospect and substantial changes in work organisation or contractual relations.


 


4. Explain different types of individual and collective conflict behaviour and some of the evolving approaches that can be used to manage these. Your response should include and distinguish between:
· conflict and misbehaviour
· official and unofficial industrial action 
· third party conciliation, mediation and arbitration.

According to Sisson (2009) conflict can be with one person, several people or a group. It occurs as a result of a disagreement or discord. Mullins (2005) further describes it as a behaviours intended to obstruct the achievement of some other person’s goals which is based on the incompatibility of goals and arises from opposing behaviours.

Conflict has and will always naturally occur in the workplace, employees are people with emotion and personality.
Typical examples might include, interdependence conflict, different styles, personality, and gender and leadership styles. However, how conflict is managed and resolved is the key to harmonious employee relations.

Misbehaviour in the workplace is simply defined as anything you do at work that you are not supposed to do. Thus it would breach your contract terms.

The following table is a simple description of the different forms of conflict: that occur in today’s organisations-

	Organised Conflict
	Unorganised Conflict

	Strikes
	Fiddles/theft

	Protest, demonstrations, boycotts
	Sabotage

	Work to rule, go slow, overtime bans
	Absence, resignation


(Source:William and Adam-Smith 2010)  

Organised conflict such as strikes and protests are usually undertaken as groups. They can be organised and led by trade unions as an official strike or unofficial, without trade union approval. In February of this year The Guardian newspaper (Weale and Al-Khalaf, 2020) reported on the university workers strike that took place across the UK. This was supported by the University and College Union (UCU) in relation to pay, pensions and working conditions, the report suggested that up to 50,000 employees would take part.

Official strike action is agreed and endorsed by a union, unofficial action is not. Employee support for industrial action is sought by means of a ballot. Strike action as part of an official strike would have greater protection than those involved in unofficial action.
Strike action has reduced, possibly as a result of the reduction in those employees becoming union members but also the increase of the legal requirements to instigate such industrial action becoming more challenging. 
Unorganised conflict as above is self-explanatory but its impact can be significant. Sabotage can affect the property, reputation, product or service. Sabotage can be sophisticated with stolen and damaged data.

Purcell (2014) highlights his belief that line managers are usually at the core of workplace conflict. An article by the CIPD ‘what exactly is your problem’ suggests that conflict can ruin the workplace and that managers who want to be seen to be dealing with conflict often make it worse or become so scared that they involve HR too quickly and the conflict becomes formal, unnecessarily.

In today’s organisations conflict primarily occurs individually rather than collectively. In HR we refer to these as grievances, absences and resignations. This can include referrals to employment tribunals. There is a desire in most organisations to resolve any conflict at an early stage and the CIPD report that there has been an increase in management training to support this, specifically aimed at developing skills around holding difficult conversations with employees. (CIPD Conflict Management survey 2011)

The report goes on to say that 85% of cases are now resolved internally. However if this is not the case then then a third party independent organisation can support such as ACAS. ACAS will work with the organisation to seek a solution.  ACAS involvement is voluntary, free and impartial.

These include:-

· Conciliation - allows an independent, non bias individual to seek a solution to a conflict between two or more individuals. It is referred to as conciliation when the third party is introduced if a complaint is likely to be escalated to an employment tribunal. It is the intention that this will prevent the complaint from escalating. It can save time, money and prevent any necessary anxiety. Meeting cans be held individually or together. A similar process can be used when a dispute exists between a trade union and an employer. 
However, the process is not legally binding on both parties and the conflict may not be settled. There is also no option for appeal.

· Mediation - ACAS describes this as the most common form of solving conflict. In this instance no claim to an employment tribunal has been, or is likely to be made. As with conciliation a third party is involved to attempt to seek a mutually appeasing solution. Once again all parties can be seen individually and then brought together.
A mediator will use different techniques to support but is not a counsellor or qualified to deal with any legal issues. Their focus is on moving forward. The downside is if both parties are unable to reach a mutual agreement than the case may still end up in court. Mediation can be a better option than arbitration since both parties can be part of the resolution. 

· Arbitration is a more formal process but is a simpler and faster option to a tribunal. It only takes place when a case includes unfair dismissal or flexible working. A third party is engaged who examines each point of view and issue before making a binding decision. However there is no option to appeal, the decision is final and this is a significant limitation.

The following table highlights the above options:-

[image: ]
                                                            Source Acas.org.uk

To conclude, the challenge for organisations and managers moving forward is to consider how they will adapt and develop to improve and manage employee relations. If the membership of trade unions continues to fall then their involvement will reduce and this responsibility will fall to the organisation. The idea that the public sector will decrease in size and start to emulate the private sector in behaviour is evident. 

It is also evident that healthy employer/employee relationships supports the health and wellbeing of employees which leads to greater productivity and lower sickness levels. This needs to be considered in the future with an aging workforce, unable to retire due to reduced pension values and the increase in retirement age. (ACAS 2011)

Thus there will be an impact for HR practitioners but it will also be an opportunity for organisations to invest in this area. Healthy employee relations lead to a more efficient, motivated and productive organisation. 
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