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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.

Employee relations has developed over time; Ellis (2016) notes that the traditional purpose of employee relations was to form a relationship between organisations and trade unions. However, CIPD (2018) found that the contemporary understanding of the term focuses on helping line managers create a trusting relationship with employees. It continues to suggest that a positive climate can improve business outcomes and can contribute the employees’ wellbeing; this can be through employee involvement, commitment and engagement. Colling and Terry (2010) identifies employee relations as having an indeterminate nature, as the employment contract exchanges money for the employee’s willingness and competence to do the role. The employee therefore has to be willing and needs to understand the desired output. 

Employee relations can be developed using a number of approaches; this can be affected by the type and size of the organisation. There are two main approaches which were suggested by Fox (1966); unitarist and pluralist. Ellis (2016) defines the unitarist view as a harmonious relationship between the employer and employees. This therefore means employees are cooperative and unite to pursue the organisational goals. This type of relationship would therefore have the team all working in the same direction so conflict would be rare as views would be similar. It would also reduce the ‘us and them’ type of relationship between management and employees. Fox (1966) identified a contrasting approach to the unitarist approach; the pluralist approach. This approach exists within organisations where there are several views of managers and employees, or trade unions. Therefore, organisations and their employees can have similar and differing interests. Ellis (2016) notes that a pluralist approach requires organisations to manage conflict within work, as conflict is inevitable due to the differing views of employees. This includes having a disciplinary and grievance procedure to manage these potential conflicts. Within unitarist organisations, it is unlikely for these procedures to exist due to the rarity of conflict.

There are two other approaches to employee relations that have been highlighted. Ellis (2016) identified these as the economic view and the psychological contract view. The economic view refers to the employee relationship as being all about money. This suggests that employees with this view are motivated by money and will therefore work harder for more money. However, this view is often argues as there are several reasons that employees are motivated within the workplace. Simms (2015) suggests that to improve performance, organisations need to offer incentives including giving them more autonomy, training and developing them, and giving them a purpose. The psychological view on the employee relationship is defined by Guest and Conway (2002) as ‘the perceptions of the two parties, employee and employer, of what their mutual obligations are towards each other’. This suggests that the relationship is seen to be an exchange of obligations and commitments between the employer and the employee. This view combines both the financial and emotional aspects of employee engagement. Ellis (2016) notes that the perceptions that both parties have can be influenced by various factors; these can include age, length of service and business strategy. Ellis (2016) continues to note that if these obligations are met by both parties then there will be a positive working environment. However, if one or both of the parties are not fulfilling the perceived obligations then it could lead to performance or attitude issues, and could therefore lead to disciplinaries or grievances. 

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).

One of the main relationships in employment relations is that of management and the employees. Ellis (2016) states that management is a system of authority and can be influenced by the amount of power it has, through the implementation and enforcement of rules. Sisson (2010) suggests that the role of management in the employment relationship has greatly increased in the last few decades, which has also seen the decline of the trade union and government role within the employment relationship. The employment relationship is often influenced by the type of management style used. Ellis (2016) states that management style is the approach used by managers when liaising with employees. Kilroy and Dundon (2015) suggested that there are three main type of manager; organisational leader, policy enactor and employee coach. They identified the organisational leader as a manager who implements HRM policies into practice selectively, and therefore is seen to be dominant with a high level of control. They identified the policy enactor as a manager who implements HRM in a rigid way, and is seen to follow rules. The last type of line manager they identified was the employee coach, who is a manager that implements HRM in a way that is tailored to the individual. They found that the employee coach was a good approach when wanting commitment and engagement from employees, as it provides employees with autonomy and their contributions are valued. This therefore contributes to a harmonious environment. Gennard and Judge (2010) also identify different management styles, differing from those identified by Kilroy and Dundon (2015). The management styles they identify are authoritarian, paternalistic, consultative, constitutional, and opportunist. They also note that line managers now have more responsibility with HR matters due to the shift of HR to Strategic HR Management. This therefore means that the relationship between management and employees is imperative in the employment relationship. 
 
In the last few decades the amount of trade union members has decreased rapidly, but trade unions still play an important part in the employment relationship. Ellis (2016) defines a trade union as an organisation which regulates the relations between employers and workers. Their role is to represent the interest of their members, in pursuit of democracy in the workplace. Their main focuses are fairness, equality and justice in regard to things such as pay, working time and working conditions. The Trade Union Act 2016 states that the act is to make provision about industrial action, trade unions, employers’ associations and the functions of the Certification Officer. CIPD (2017) states that trade unions are recognised when it is independent and has the purpose of collective bargaining. This therefore aims to re-balance the distribution of power more equally between employees and management. Their approach is to negotiate and consult between the two parties to reach a common ground around legislation. This is sometimes done on an individual basis but can also be done with groups on a collective basis. ACAS (2019) reports that trade unions need to adapt to the change in employment relations so that they still have influence. They note that although there has been a decrease in membership in most areas, there is an increased membership within professional areas such as teaching and health care. It is now more common for organisations to have their own employee voice channels, rather than using trade unions. This suggests that organisations are using unitarist approaches and try to work with the employee. The use of employment law has also prevented employees from needing trade unions, as many organisations are savvy with their employment law knowledge which limits grievances and conflict. 

The government also has an impact on the employment relationship, whether this in in the form of a major employer itself or as a legislator. It also governs agencies such as ACAS and the EHRC. All public sector organisations are led by the government, such as central and local government, and the NHS. They therefore employ a large amount of people in the United Kingdom and are able to demonstrate good practice for employment relations. They have appeared to be a model employer due to their jobs for life, pension schemes and good salaries. Ellis (2016) argues that in more recent times, the government have looked to private sector organisations to implement policies which are cost saving – this includes pay freezes and considering the market rate for pay. This has therefore increased the involvement of trade unions as the newer schemes have been detrimental to public sector workers. As a legislator, the government can influence employment relations in all sectors. Ellis (2016) notes that laws are passed through the UK parliament of the EU which has a direct impact on how organisations manage their employees. For example, minimum wage changes and working time regulations as per the National Minimum Wage Regulations 2019. Employment law has grown rapidly with some legislation being updated bi-annually. If organisations don’t adhere to the employment law they could end up being brought forward to an employment tribunal and paying compensation to those affected. As well as employment law, there are other laws such as the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, which organisations need to adhere to so that their employees are protected from harm. 

Government agencies also have an impact on employment relations, including ACAS and the EHRC. Agencies provide a specialist service to the user, which could be the employer or the employee and are funded by the government but seen to be independent bodies. Ellis (2016) notes that the reason for the existence of these agencies is to help deliver the government’s agenda. For example, ACAS act as an initial body for claims to be lodged, so that disputes between employers and employees can be solved informally to reduce the amount of claims being taken to the Employment Tribunal. Employers can also get advice from ACAS when implementing policies and procedures. It therefore has an indirect impact on employment relations. 

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

An important part of the employment relationship is giving employees a voice and making sure they are represented in regard to decisions being made that could affect them. There are several ways that employees can be represented in an organisation. Gennard et al (2016) state that the aim of employee involvement is to share information with individuals or groups, in return for their views. This can lead to increased job satisfaction as it reduces the routine of work and allows for more autonomy for the employees.  CIPD (2019a) also gives other advantages of employee voice, such as having more influence over their work, more opportunity to develop skills and more job security if their employer becomes more successful as a result of their initiatives. It can also build trust between the employees and employer, and as a result they will feel valued. 

Ellis (2016) notes that employee voice used to be regarded as the involvement of trade unions, however, since the trade union decline it is now considered to be communication between management and employees. This is through both employee participation and employee involvement. Employee participation is stated by Ellis (2016) as a function where employees participate in the involvement of decision-making through employee representatives. This is often in the form of an employee consultative group, forums and partnership working. CIPD (2019) describes the different approaches towards employee representation. They define collective representation as negotiations between management and the representatives, to discuss matters such as pay or other contractual agreements. They note that a joint consultation can exist to consider issues that are of high importance to the parties; they exist in organisations to address issues that are not covered by collective bargaining. Partnership schemes are initiatives that see employee representatives and employers cooperating to exercise their mutual gains, this is done through information sharing. Employee forums are also a good way for representatives and management to work together; these forums can be used to share ideas and information. For example, a group of people could be ‘training ambassadors’ and all meet to discuss the training needs of the different departments throughout the business. In multinational companies, employees can be represented in the European Works Council, which involves speaking to management in regard to transnational issues. 

Employee involvement works in a different way and gathers opinions of the employees through channels such as emails, briefings, suggestion schemes and newsletters. For example, an organisation could have a ‘Tell the CEO’ email, so that employees can email the CEO with ideas. It is therefore more direct and doesn’t involve representatives. Wilkinson et al (2014) note that employee involvement means that subordinates have substantial input into decisions that affect their work and the conditions in which they work in. CIPD (2019) notes that social media platforms are becoming more popular as a tool for employee voice, as employees can liaise with each other and with management in regard to changes and business news. Newsletters are often popular in larger organisations to inform employees of any business news such as customer feedback, internal vacancies and staff recognition. This type of communication is valued by employees as they feel informed and are given a sense of achievement if they are mentioned for producing good work. The Information and Consultation of Employees Regulations 2004 enforces employers to consult with their employees in regard to issues in the organisations, if there are more than 50 employees. This can be through the several communication methods or can be through an employee consultative group. 

Therefore, employee voice is extremely important in organisations as it increases job satisfaction, commitment and skill development. 

4. Explain different types of individual and collective conflict behaviour and some of the evolving approaches that can be used to manage these.

Within organisations conflict can occur between employees, or between management and employees. This can be due to a number of reasons; Ellis (2016) suggests that within pluralistic views, conflicts can arise when they are different interests between the parties. ACAS (2019) proposes that the main causes of conflict within the workplace are poor management, unfair treatment, unclear job roles inadequate training, poor communication, poor working environments, lack of equal opportunities and bullying and harassment. It is therefore important for organisations to manage conflict. Purcell (2014) suggests that line managers are at the heart of conflict in the workplace, as they are either the ones causing it, experiencing it, dealing with it or coping with the consequences of it. It is therefore important for line managers to have conflict management training so that the can deal with conflict in the correct manner. 

Williams and Adam-Smith (2010) identify that there are different forms of conflict; organised or unorganised. Organised conflict is when a collective group of people raise concerns and show this through actions such as strikes, protests and overtime bans. Unorganised conflict is usually on an individual basis where the employee may express their discontent through misbehaviour, such as sabotage, absences, theft and resignation. ACAS (2019) concur and state that symptoms of conflict include motivation dropping, behaviour changing, productivity falling, sickness absence increasing and poor responses in staff surveys. This type of behaviour is known as passive conflict. Therefore, conflict is usually more formal and obvious so that management address the issues instantly, whereas misbehaviour is more passive and subtle so can take more time to be addressed. 

Ellis (2016) notes that conflict is often associated with industrial action, although this has greatly declined in the last few decades due to the decline in trade union memberships. This has meant that unorganised conflict is more common than organised conflict. Industrial action is described by CIPD (2017) as actions that put pressure on an employer including strikes, lock-outs, over-time bans, boycotts and working to rule. These actions can either be official or unofficial; they are official if they have been organised by a trade union, or unofficial if they have not been approved by a trade union. For industrial action to take place there must be a ballot and employers should be given at least two weeks’ notice before the ballot take place, and should be informed of the result as soon as possible. CIPD (2017) also states that unofficial industrial action will result in employees not being able to claim unfair dismissal if their employees dismiss them based on their participation in the action. If the industrial action is official then the employer cannot dismiss someone for participating; employees have a statutory protected period of 12 weeks. However, if the participation in the industrial action continues longer than the 12 week period then the employer can dismiss the employee fairly. Furthermore, CIPD (2017) states that all those dismissed must remain so for three months and will not be entitled to notice pay or redundancy pay. However, the employer should take reasonable steps to resolve the dispute before it gets to the result of dismissal, such as further negotiations or mediation / conciliation. 

When conflict exists within the workplace, another resolution method is to use third party conciliation, mediation and/or arbitration. Ellis (2016) notes that arbitration is when an independent person evaluates the dispute and issues a binding decision; this method is used when there are disputes relating to unfair dismissal and flexible working. Conciliation tries to identify a mutually acceptable resolution before it ends up in an employment tribunal; this often involves using ACAS. Mediation is similar to conciliation but doesn’t occur when a claim is likely to be brought to a tribunal; it involves using a third party to try and resolve a dispute between the two parties. This could be an external body such as ACAS or it could be through another member of staff such as a HR representative who has received mediation training. Ellis (2016) notes that mediation is best used when there has been a breakdown in a working relationship, rather than to solve disciplinary disputes. CIPD (2019b) states that mediation is less costly in terms of time and money, so is often the better route to follow. It is also noted that it is more beneficial as it is voluntary and both parties want the issue resolved. It should therefore be used early on in the conflict as this will give it a greater chance of being resolved amicably. Arbitration, conciliation and mediation are therefore all effective methods of resolving conflict. HR and line managers should therefore have training in how these methods are used.   
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