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[bookmark: _Toc61042221]Executive Summary 

This report provides an overview of Employee Relations and its importance in the workplace, specifically to ABER. The report examines the history and the various elements of employee relations including Trade Unions, management and Governments place. 
The literature is examined to understand the impact that the COVID 19 pandemic has had on Employee Relations.  The literature explains how COVID will affect the future of the employment relationship at ABER. The effects of technology and concerns around employee wellbeing are explored along with new flexible ways of working for the future. 
Recommendations are set out to ensure that Employee Relations are further strengthened and that engagement and commitment of the ABER team is solidified to build on the resilience and productivity of the organisation.
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ABER – ABER Instruments
EO – Employee Owned 
EOA – Employee Ownership Association
ER – Employee Relations 
JRS – Job Retention Scheme 
VUCA – Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity & Ambiguity 
[bookmark: _Toc61042225]1. Introduction 

The aim of this report is to understand the effects and impact that the COVID 19 global pandemic has played on employee relations and how that specifically relates to employee relations at ABER Instruments. Having examined the literature the report will make recommendations to solidify and strengthen the engagement and commitment of the ABER team to ensure and build on the resilience that is the heart of the organisation. 
[bookmark: _Toc61042226]1.1 The COVID 19 Effect 
In the midst of these VUCA times, the COVID 19 pandemic has not only created a huge amount of uncertainty and concern over health with thousands of deaths in the UK, but the virus has also created a global recession affecting economies around the world with a force not seen since the last world war (HBR, 2014; The World Bank, 2020). In a time when employees are worrying about how safe it is to step outside the doorstep many are also facing the worry of job security. Many businesses have forced to shut even if just for a temporary period the pandemic has created worrying times. The Government has so far done a more than fair job of supporting the UK’s workers, saving hundreds of thousands from redundancy with the JRS (ACAS, 2020).  
As an SME with 49 employees, based in Mid Wales and an office in the US, ABER has been extremely fortunate to date that business and continues with no redundancies and no need to use the JRS. However the effect that the pandemic may have had on other family members is often too real.  At ABER all employees, except for the Manufacturing department have been fortunate to be able to work from home.  The literature review will examine the effect that this has on employee relations.
The nature of an Employee Owned organisation ensures that engagement of employees is at the heart of the business. Each employee owns a stake in the business by owning shares and has the opportunity to be directly involved with the daily running, success and direction of the business (ABER Instruments, 2020; GOV.UK, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc61042227]1.2 The History of Employee Relations
The term historically used for employee relations, industrial relations, provides us with some insight into the origins of the subject area which links the relationship between employer and employee. In simple terms it could be viewed as an exchange of labour for wages however the rise of the Industrial Revolution and the Capitalist system in the 1800 creating huge growth of industries highlights the switch of wealth to industrial strength and away from the privilege of birth into upper classes. Unfortunately, with pressures to keep production and quality high but keep cost low ensure profit, safety of working environments fell and resulted in poor working conditions with working hours increased, leading to a decline in the welfare of workers (Timms, 2020). We can see evidence of this in Wales with Chartism, a working class movement between 1836 and 1848 which saw the working class demanding political rights. The movement engaged in riots which sought to negotiate and bargain and although the movement ended without reaching its specific aims many of those aims where realised in the Reform Acts of 1867 & 1884 (The National Archives, 2020).   
In more recent times we can see similar activities in the Dagenham Ford strikes in 1968 which focused on equality for the women factory workers this resulted in the Equal Pay Act in 1970 which provided fairer pay for women (TUC, 2020). In 1971 the Industrial Relations Act was introduced which bought great changes to working conditions including the right to be a member of a Trade Union. Moran believes that the act was born out of political stress and the threat by the TUC of a general strike in 1972 (Moran, 1977). This era sees a rise in pluralism with conflict becoming a feature in the employee relationship (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016). The Great Miners Strike of 1984 was a strong demonstration of collective bargaining power. Trade Unions played the part of representing employees to bargain pay and conditions with employers, whilst Margaret Thatcher, then Prime Minister sought to privatise the coal industry. Mrs Thatcher sought to reduced the power of Trade Unions (Pruitt, 2021).  
From this era we see the rise of individualism with the Equality Act 2010 which protects individuals from workplace and society discrimination with 9 protected characteristics, age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnerships, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation.  The Act brings together all previous anti-discrimination and equal opportunity laws into one Act (GOV.UK, 2015). By 2016 we see the reform of the Trade Union Act which reduces the power of the Trade Unions (GOV.UK, 2016). A significant decline in Trade Union membership has been recorded over the past decade however there are several report that Union membership has see a increase since 2019 (Topping, 2017; Sharp, 2019; Stone, 2020)
Although the landscape of employee relations has changes significantly in the past century it is as important, if not more important that it has ever been. Employee relations affect all workers and business leaders. Though ABER is a non-unionised organisation and bears little resemblance to the past demonstrated above, the nature of the EO business means that with an employee council comes and the employee voice. This hold the board to account and if require enables negotiation of working conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc61042228]2. Literature Review 

This literature review will critically analyse and evaluate the issues that the COVID pandemic has encountered in regards to employee relations. The review will examine and evaluate theory, legislation and best practice in relation to employee relations and how these apply ABER.

[bookmark: _Toc53524140][bookmark: _Toc61042229]2.1 Employee Relations: A definition

The CIPD’s definition of employee relations is the term to describe the relationship between employees and employers both collectively and as individually. As we saw above, historically employee relations had very much focused on the collective bargaining with Trade Unions and working class movements in the employment relationship. The CIPD highlights the increase in individualisation with the rise of workplace rights in line with legislation such as the Equality Act 2010 and the decline of Trade Union membership and influence (CIPD, 2020). 
Ellis discusses two types of employee relations, the regulatory type and the relationship based type (Ellis, 2016). Regulatory employee relations focuses on the need for rules, agreements and regulations and the need for policies, contracts and staff handbooks which are evident in the majority of organisations and of course is enforced by government legislation (Gennard & Judge, 2010). A 2020 Factsheet by the CIPD discusses the importance of the individual relationship based approach stating the need for line managers to establish trust based relationships with their employees (CIPD, 2020). The employment relationship is much more that exchange of labour for pay. When the employee relations in an organisation are strong and healthy we see the benefits across the business with increased productivity and a happy workforce.  

[bookmark: _Toc61042230]2.2 Parties to Employee Relations ‘Actors’

The employment relationship is made from several parts with three main parties to the relationship and in many organisations there is an unequal distribution of power. 
· Managers and Leaders
· Employees and Trade Unions (representatives)
· Government
Management is considered as the authority in the relationship and demands the obedience of employees which is strengthened by the employment contact, employee hand book, policies and job descriptions. According to Bennett et al the power in the relationship tends to sit more strongly with employers/managers due to their ability to hire replacement workers (Bennett, et al., 2020). However the state of the labour market at any given time does make a difference for example if the labour market is tight then there will be more vacancies than workers to fill the roles (Brigden & Thomas, 2003). If the labour market is loose then management will be well positioned to replace workers.
 Management or Leaders, the term used more widely in contemporary times, can be a group of people or individuals, depends on the nature and size of the organisation, that is responsible for the operation of the business.  This will include factors such as productivity and profitability. To control these factors the style of management that is adopted has a significant effect in the employee relationship. Sisson states that management has become increasingly important since the 1980 in developing change in the employee relationship (Sisson, 2021). The CIPD expands on this, discussing the importance of skills within management to build and manage these relationships effectively to produce a positive outcome for both business performance and employee commitment (CIPD, 2020). 
Trade Unions purpose is to regulate employee relations by acting independently of government and managers. The role is to represent the best interests of their members.  Historically this was very much in a collective format, bargaining for pay and working conditions but now the Trade Unions take on a role in acting for individuals for example when a disciplinary arises.  According to Nowak their role is to seek equality, fairness and justice for working people (Nowark, 2015).
It is reported that Trade Union membership was at its peak in 1979 with 13.2 million employee’s members of a Trade Union and by 2016 this had receded to 6.77 million employees associated with a Trade Union. However over the past few years there has been a steady increase, with 23.5% of UK employees member of a Trade Union which is believed to be driven by females who’s membership is at its highest level since 1995 (National Statistics, 2020). One of the most disruptive strike we have see in the last decade are the teachers strike in 2013 supported by the NUT and NASUWT, which saw thousands of schools close (BBC, 2013).  
The Government, which includes agencies such as the Equality and Human Rights Commission and ACAS influence and implement legislation which affects many aspects of the employment relationship that the manager will implement for example, minimum wage, Health and Safety legislations and rules relating to the Equality Act 2010. The EU has also played a part in governing some of the regulations that apply in the UK, for example the Working Time Directive 2003 was derived from law of the European Union (Ellis, 2016). The UK, as a member had to adhere to the legislation produced by the EU. Following Brexit and the UK’s departure from the EU, future legislation will come directly from the UK (The Guardian, 2016).   
The Government regularly makes changes to employment legislation each year in April. These changes are often influenced by independent reviews such as the Taylor review 2017. The review examined modern working practices and resulted changes such as enhanced redundancy protections for pregnant women and new parents and ‘Day one’ rights which requires employers to issue a written statement of term on or before the first day of work (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2018). However Paton highlights the failure of the reports finding to protect the health and well being of gig workers, an area of employment that is seeing huge growth (Paton, 2018). 
Following the Taylor Review the Conservative Government produced the Good Work Plan which begins by highlighting high employment and low unemployment since 2010, which is the point that we saw a change from a Labour government to a coalition government with Conservative and Liberal Democrats. It continues to discuss the benefits to business and employees based on legislation to protect workers and policy such as the National Living Wage, which is currently set at £9.50 or £10.85 for those working in London (Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2018; Livingwage.org, 2020). However this is a choice, and best practice for employers to sign up to. The national minimum wage is legal rate at with empoyers must pay employees and the rate varies dependent upon age, currently for over 25’s is set at £8.72 (Business Wales , 2020).
However there are many examples of organisations in recent times that are not following best practice such Boohoo whose poor working conditions, such as risking being fired for smiling or check the time on their phone, were uncovered as part of a the Dispatches programme by Chanel 4 (Rodionova, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc61042231]2.3 Employee Relations Theory 
Fox’s work in the 1960’s, focusing on the time on Industrial relations, suggests that managers view ER in two ways, Unitarist or Pluralist (Taylor & Woodhams, 2016). He developed his thinking by 1974 to the Frames of Reference Theory (Bennett, et al., 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc61042232]2.3.1 Frames of Reference Theory 
Unitarist theory suggests that manager view workers and the organisation as an integrated, collaborative and united team to achieve aims and objectives of the organisation, working in harmony with a team ethic and shared values, which Wanrooy et al states is as high as 65% (Wanrooy, et al., 2014). Conflict tents to manifest in different ways under Unitarist theory and Trade Unions are not viewed as beneficial.  
ABER aligns comfortably under this theory, with shared responsibility, transparency, open-minded, and collectively accountable (ABER Instruments, 2020). The Unitarist theory is growing in poularity, once see mostly in small family run business it is now being adopted by large organisations and favoured by managers as we see a decline in Trade Unions. The theory enables  
Pluralist theory suggests that workers and organisations have both different and similar interests that can overlap and can often cause conflict. The role of employee relations under Pluralist concerned with resolving and minimising conflict often through disciplinary and grievance procedures. Trade Unions and collective bargaining are key in dispute resolution such as will the mining ear and in more recent times with organisations such as Tata Steel which in 2016 negotiated a deal on the old British Steel Pensions with Trade Unions (Peter, 1988; Tata Steel, 2016). Government plays a natural role under the Pluralist theory, this is reflected in the Good Work Plan. 
Radical theory links directly to large capitalist organisations where workers may need protection such as Amazon who seems to have little regard for employees above their legal obligation. Employees are seen as a commodity with the balance of power strongly tilted towards the employer. Trade Unions have little power with collective bargaining under the radical theory.  
Other theories related to ER include the Feminist perspective and the Marxist Theory. Many female academics have written about the issues concerning inequality within for women in areas Trade Unions and Management. Significant changes can seen in recent years to restore the balance including government legislation requiring gender pay gap reporting. We saw the ladies at the Ford Dagenham plant striking for equal pay and more recently in 2020 the Asda store workers took their case for equal pay to The Supreme Court (Webber, 2020). The Marxist theory relates to the socioeconomic analysis that views class and social conflict and believes that large organisation are better run by the public sector. The theory recognises the inequality in power in the employment relationship therefore conflict is inevitable (Hyman, 1975). 
[bookmark: _Toc61042233]2.4 Employee Voice 
Organisations who enable their employees a mechanism for voice were supported by the previous Prime Minister, Theresa May. MacLeod described employee voice as ‘the cheapest smoke alarm you can buy’.  It can provide a visibility that can often be lost to large organisations and can also prevent small problems escalation into catastrophic events (Sharp, 2018). The CIPD shares the viewpoint highlighting the importance of influencing matter that effect employees at work (CIPD, 2020).  
[bookmark: _Toc61042234]2.5 COVID 19 and the effect of Employee Relations 
The pandemic took hold on the people, health care systems and the economies of the Western World in March 2020. On March the 23rd the first national lockdown was introduced by the UK’s Prime Minister, Boris Johnson (Independent, 2020). The move was made to reduce the spread of the dieses and ensure that the NHS was protected from becoming overwhelmed with sick patients. There were concerns over a lack resource of doctors and nurses, hospital intensive care beds and of ventilators.
Attending work was only to be done if absolutely necessary (Johnson, 2020).  Many businesses were closed with the advice that everyone that could work from home should work from home. At this point that the majority of businesses as we know them were forced to diversify on a scale never seen before.  Technology has played a huge part in ensuring organisations such as ABER continues to trade.  
[bookmark: _Toc61042235]2.5.1 New Ways of Working: Technology, Productivity and Wellbeing  
Suddenly thousands of business had employees to manage that were working from home, many of whom were now faced with the issues of home schooling and often with both parents working for home, homes that had never been set up with office space before.  
Zoom was one of the platforms that took the world by storm for virtual meetings. This new virtual way of working however enabling for businesses due to their ease of use and connectivity ability however they also come with its own set of issues. These newer forms of communication alongside more traditional forms of technology such as email give rise to misunderstanding and misinterpretation. Video conferencing makes it more difficult to read a colleagues body language. According to Shields virtual platforms can cause questions around the ability to maintain and build trust which may give rise to conflict which could have significant cost to the productivity of organisations falls due to the impacts on an individual’s mental health and wellbeing (Shields, 2020). Checking in with remote workers has essential to ensure their wellbeing is maintained but without face to face contact this area has proved difficult to assess. Many organizations has introduced employee assist programs ERP’s to support their employees wellbeing but the CIPD recommends regular communication and metal health training to support employees through the pandemic (CIPD, 2021).    
According to a Deloitte report 75% of office workers have used at least two new types of technology since lockdown. 38% say lockdown has had a negative effect on their wellbeing. 55% think their co-workers are just as productive if not more productive than before lockdown (Deloitte, 2020). 
Employee relations is a key driver to productivity. According to the EOA worker who are part of an employee owned organisation have a higher sense of engagement, well being and motivation which helps their organisations improve efficiency and productivity. In an article in NS Business the EOA argues that the EO model will help to improve the productivity levels of the UK (Forsdick, 2019).
The COVID effect on productivity are captured by the ONS who reported that in Q2 in 2020 labour productivity fell by 2.5% with output per worker falling by 19.9% compared with the previous quarter (ONS, 2020). These figures are as a result of many businesses faced with closures due to the pandemic. The government has supported the UK economy, workers and businesses with the JRS, helping to reduce redundancies and relieving the burden of staffing cost on struggling businesses (GOV.UK, 2020). 
By the summer of 2020 the literature begins to discuss working from home as becoming the ‘new normal’ (Houghton, 2020). Organisations such as Facebook and other Silicone Valley organisations reported making a permanent shift towards remote working. But in reality how well does that sit with employee relations? Deloitte reports that 61% of desk based workers would prefer to work from home. While many organisations believe that a blended, flexible mix of home working and office based will provide a better work life balance in the future other business leader discuss organisations reducing their estate cost and property (Harper, 2020). 
This viewpoint is supported by Eyre who cites that between 70 and 80% of employees wish to pursue some form of flexible remote working. However, the need for increase rights and protection for remote and flexible workers will need to be examined (Eyre, 2020).This is a view point backed by the Germans, Le Blond discuses the importance of the German culture of downtime and discusses the need for worker protections but questions how this will work in a digital age (Blond, 2020). 
Sisson discusses the importance and impact that ER can have on a variety of social and economic issues such as, business performance and macroeconomic considerations for tradeoffs between employment and wages and the affect on productivity in line with inequality. Sisson also makes reference to social issues such as health (Sisson, 2021).
Employers at the start of the pandemic also had to deal with concerns of employees who couldn’t work from the safety of their own homes. Health and safety in the workplace has seen new restrictions following the COVID pandemic. With many organisation having to implement new ways of working and new processes into the workplace with the need for social distancing, PPE and safety screens to ensure the protection of their employees. Ensuring that employees felt safe and protected at work is essential to ER (CIPD, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc61042236]3 Findings 
ABER’s strengths in response to the pandemic to date have generally been positive often acting ahead of the government in decision making, for example in making the move a week before the government to send all employees to work from home.  ABER was fortunately that majority of employees were well placed with equipment to deal with the change, having the technological support such as laptops and mobile phone that been in place for many years. The use of Google G-Suit was already utilised with the organisation and regular use of the Google meet function especially to hold meeting with the US office meant that employees were already well trained with the technology. 
ABER has utilised technology to create recording of the monthly Company Meeting to ensure that employees are still kept up to date with what’s happening companywide and ensure communication has been maintained. 
However a weaknesses faced by ABER is that the majority of communication has been one way. In a flat structured EO organisation that is accustom to a platform to raise a concern via the company meeting or even a ‘water cooler’ to quickly discuss an idea, concern or just to check in and see how someone is doing. The lack of visibility as people are working from home has meant that people are less inclined to pick up the phone to discuss these things. Waiting 9 months before assessing the social impact of COVID is certainly a weakness. 
Opportunities that have arisen out of the pandemic to strengthen the relationship with employees by developing a new range of flexible working policies to suit ABER employees and enabling the organisation to support of an improved work-life balance. This is clearly a practice that many organisations all over the world will taking parting. COVID has also resulted in less travel for technical support and sales teams which has provided them with more opportunities to become innovative with their roles, utilising technologies to continue to perform their roles at a more effective and productive pace.  
The wellbeing of ABER’s staff though the pandemic has been and is the biggest threat to the business and an area the business will need to focus upon.    
ABER is in a good position as an EO business in a sector that to date has not been too widely threatened by the pandemic. The EOA states that EO organisations achieve higher productivity and greater levels of innovation making them more resilient in times of economic turbulence. They also have more engaged, more fulfilled and less stressed workforces (EOA, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc61042237]4 Conclusion 
It is clear from the literature that Trade Union still hold a place in the world of ER however we can see how that the unions have been forced to diversify over the years including embracing equality and inclusion. It is evident that ER and productivity go hand in hand. 
From the literature it has evident that although ABER is not associated with any Trade Unions parallels can be drawn from the nature of ABER’s employee council. The Council represent fairness for employees. As a result, ABER’s Council regularly consult with the HR when producing new employment policies such as the Parental policies which have to hold at the very least an legislation dictated by government.
ABER’s Employee Council also act as an employee voice. However employee have various ways that they are able to ensure that their voice can be heard via managers, direct discussion with Directors or collectively via employee groups such as the Charity Committee or the Environmental group. An EO business model provides ABER with a strong advantage over many other organisations.  
Of course much of the literature surrounding COVID issues has been written in the last year. It is clear from the literature that during the COVID pandemic the strength that has been provided by technology has enabled many organisations to diversify and protect employee’s jobs. And for those who haven’t been in a position to continue working the government has provide employers with a mechanism to hopefully protected those jobs for the future with the JRS.   
May of those of those work has adapted to working remotely there are strong signs from the literature, that as we move beyond COVID that a more flexible approach to work will be the new norm. Employers will appreciate that what works for one is not necessarily the best thing for another.
As a very social type of organisation who has always got together as a whole at least once a month it is evident that employees have found the social isolation very difficult. 
[bookmark: _Toc61042238]5 Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc61042239]5.1 A future beyond COVID
The literature highlights a varied view points and as an inclusive organisation ABER should first look to gather feedback from employees to understand how they would like to see future ways of working. As the organisation is complied of many departments, some of whom have not had the opportunity of flexibility to work from home and gaining an understanding of what true flexibility will really mean collectively. This feedback will enable the Leadership team with the support of HR to implement new working policies around ER, for example flexible working and wellbeing in line with the collective requirements of the employees. 
As the majority of ABER’s employees are based in Wales, the Leadership team should organise small focus groups. To ensure safety and openness these groups should not exceed numbers of 5. There are limitations for the US team and those based remotely, to compensate for this a small number of virtual focus groups should be arranged. A set of questions should be prepared and submitted to each employee in advance of the focus group sessions to provide plenty of preparation time for individuals. 
[bookmark: _Toc61042240]5.1.1 Venue 
For the face to face focus groups the woodlands site that the Leadership team has previously used in Goginan for COVID safe meetings. 
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[bookmark: _Toc61040876]Figure 1 - Woodlands Site – Goginan
This will not only enable the Leaders to gather valuable feedback but will also act as an opportunity for some human social interaction. According to Deloitte 45% miss social workplace interaction (Deloitte, 2020).  
[bookmark: _Toc61042241]5.1.2 Timescale
To reassure employee that they are valued the focus groups should be conducted as soon as possible with an expectation of completing by the second week in February. The question set sound be distributed to employees by the end of the week commencing the 15th January 2020. To maintain trust of employees within the Leaders, a quick but through response to the focus groups and feedback is required (Covey, 2006).   
[bookmark: _Toc61042242]5.1.3 Costs
	Cost
	Detail
	Value
	Cost

	Venue
	Donation x 8 days
	£50
	£400

	Resource
	49 members of staff for an estimated 3 hours each
	£17 (median hourly rate of salary)
	£2499

	Leadership Team additional resource – collate data, meeting for decision making and policy development  etc
	9 members of the LT for  15 hours
	£19 (median hourly salary)
	£2565

	Total Cost
	
	£5464


[bookmark: _Toc61042243]5.1.4 Limitations
A key limitation will be ensuring that each member of staff is honest about their desires and requirements for the future. By nature some members of the ABER team are introverted in their nature and there for ensure that HR and Leader work together to ensure that groups are selected appropriately.
Sickness may prove a further limitation and the risk of COVID increasing may mean that it is not possible for these focus groups to take place face to face.  
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