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AC 1.1 Following the recent merger of two public sector organisations and the resulting staffing changes, this briefing paper is designed to support new leadership and people practice teams, particularly those from private sector backgrounds who may be less familiar with the approaches to employee relations typically used in public service settings.
To begin, it’s important to understand the distinction between employee involvement and employee participation, and how both approaches contribute to a positive working environment, particularly during periods of change.
Employee involvement refers to informal ways of gathering staff views, often initiated by leadership but without passing on decision-making responsibilities. It’s essentially about asking, ‘What do you think?’ while managers still make the final call. This might include things like suggestion boxes, surveys, team meetings, or regular updates (LinkedIn, 2025). Even though decisions ultimately sit with leaders, involving staff helps them feel listened to, which can support engagement and day-to-day working relationships (CIPD, 2025a).
At Carmarthenshire County Council (CCC), employee involvement is supported through the annual Staff Engagement Survey, Hybrid Working Survey and Digital Skills audits, alongside exit interviews, Occupational Health feedback, and weekly staff emails from the Marketing and Media team. The Staff Forum, chaired by the Chief Executive, gives employees a direct avenue to voice views.
Employee participation, on the other hand, gives staff a more formal and often legally supported role in influencing outcomes. It shifts the conversation to, ‘We want you to help shape what happens next.’ In the public sector, this commonly includes trade unions, staff consultative forums, or employee reps attending formal meetings (ACAS, 2025a). Participation supports collective decision-making and involves a redistribution of power.
The key difference lies in the level of influence: involvement keeps control with managers, while participation shares decision-making more equally. While both approaches promote communication, participation can strengthen working relationships by recognising employees as partners in shaping outcomes (Taylor & Woodhams, 2022). This not only supports better decisions but also builds shared ownership, especially valuable during times of uncertainty or organisational transition (Armstrong & Taylor, 2023).
At CCC, employee participation is reflected in the Corporate Employee Relations Forum (CERF), where trade union representatives from recognised unions such as GMB and Unison meet regularly with key figures including the Assistant Chief Executive, HR representatives, and an elected councillor. The Council’s Facilities Agreement supports this by allowing union reps paid time off to carry out their duties. This forum operates in line with the principles of social partnership – a statutory requirement under the Social Partnership and Public Procurement (Wales) Act 2023, which places a duty on public bodies in Wales to consult with recognised trade unions or staff representatives when setting well-being objectives or making strategic decisions (Welsh Government, 2025).
Organisations that support meaningful participation often see improvements in engagement, transparency and decision-making (IPA, 2025a). When employees are involved in shaping what happens around them, it can foster a sense of ownership and shared purpose (CIPD, 2025a). However, as Harding and Twitchett (2019) explain, simply collecting feedback isn’t enough – leaders must act on what they hear. Valentijn van Gils (2024) adds that failing to do so risks ‘disillusionment’, where employee voice becomes performative rather than meaningful. Embedding involvement and participation into daily practice helps build an inclusive working environment, where collaboration feels authentic and staff contributions are valued.
AC 1.2 Building on employee involvement and participation, a key aspect of employee voice, especially in the public sector, is the distinction between union and non-union representation. Both forms enable staff to raise concerns, influence decisions and shape their working environment, though they differ in formality and legal standing.
Union representation is usually formal and underpinned by legislation. The Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 defines a trade union’s primary function as regulating relations between workers and employers (Daniels, 2022). Union reps support staff through disciplinary and grievance cases, negotiate on terms and pay, and engage in collective bargaining. At CCC, union reps are active participants in the CERF, where structured partnership working ensures unions are consulted on proposed changes at an early stage. The Facilities Agreement outlines the organisation’s commitment to supporting union activity, helping to maintain a climate of open dialogue and fairness in decision-making.
Non-union representation offers alternative channels for employee voice outside of formal union structures. This includes staff forums, employee committees, surveys, and open dialogue with management. At CCC, this is reflected through its Staff Forum (led by the Chief Executive), anonymous feedback surveys, and direct access to HR for raising questions and suggestions. While these routes don't have the same legal status as union negotiations, non-union representatives are still afforded consultation rights in certain situations. For example, under the Information and Consultation of Employees (ICE) Regulations 2004, employees can formally request that the organisation sets up a consultation process, such as a staff forum with elected representatives. Similarly, in the absence of a recognised trade union, non-union representatives must be consulted on collective redundancies (Employment Rights Act 1996) and TUPE transfers (TUPE Regulations 2006). These statutory provisions show that non-union representation is not solely informal or discretionary, but can play a vital and legally recognised role in safeguarding employee interests (ACAS, 2021). 
Taylor and Woodhams (2022) suggest union-based models often support clearer negotiation processes, while non-union approaches can be more flexible and collaborative, particularly where organisations are highly committed to engagement. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) note that some employers actively invest in strong internal communications to replicate the benefits of union support, particularly in low-unionised environments. This ‘union substitution’ approach can work well when genuine dialogue and trust are prioritised.
Rather than viewing the two forms as competing, many organisations, like CCC, successfully blend both. As Luckhurst (2025) explains, having union involvement alongside wider staff engagement creates a more balanced, inclusive and responsive approach to decision-making.
The key is ensuring employees have credible ways to express their views, whether through recognised unions, staff forums or regular dialogue with leadership. These different forms of employee voice each contribute to a working environment where people feel informed, respected and included – all of which are especially important during organisational change.
AC 1.3 Employee voice refers to the ways in which staff can express views, raise concerns, and influence decisions. In a newly merged public sector organisation, where staff may feel uncertain or disengaged, authentic channels for employee input are vital to sustaining trust, morale, and performance.
Strong employee voice is consistently linked with higher levels of engagement, innovation, and commitment. The IPA (2025b) highlights that when staff are genuinely involved, organisations often see better productivity, improved morale, and reduced absence. Voice is also recognised as one of the four key enablers of engagement, alongside having a clear strategic narrative, supportive line managers, and organisational integrity (Willoughby, 2025).
Armstrong and Taylor (2023) identify two functions of voice: an organisational function that improves decisions and performance, and a social justice function that upholds fairness and dignity. Both are especially important during periods of organisational change.
NHS Nottinghamshire Healthcare Trust provides a helpful example of how employee voice can drive culture change (CIPD, 2021). Faced with high turnover, low staff satisfaction, and a ‘requires improvement’ CQC rating, the CEO introduced multiple voice avenues including survey sentiment analysis, divisional board feedback, and Freedom to Speak Up Guardians which were all underpinned by Just Culture principles. This helped move employee voice away from just reacting to problems, towards something more proactive and part of the day-to-day working culture. Staff wellbeing initiatives also targeted burnout, which had previously cost the trust £20 million a year. While large-scale change takes time, early signs showed improvements in engagement and inclusion.
However, not all voice efforts drive performance. Taylor and Woodhams (2022) caution that overly formal or top-down approaches can appear tokenistic if feedback isn’t visibly acted upon. In highly bureaucratic settings, voice may be invited but filtered or ignored, reducing its impact. Marchington’s (2007) fourfold framework - looking at the depth, scope, impact, and level of voice - helps evaluate how authentic and influential employee input really is.
Leaders from private-sector backgrounds may also be unfamiliar with the mix of formal and informal voice channels often used in public services. While this can seem complex, these approaches help strengthen communication and build trust when used consistently and clearly. Critically, mechanisms alone are not enough, and staff must feel psychologically safe to speak up, knowing their concerns will be taken seriously and won’t be held against them (Armstrong & Taylor, 2023). 
Voice only has a positive impact when it results in visible action. As Engage for Success (2023) notes, listening without responding can damage trust. When approached meaningfully, employee voice can improve decision-making, foster a culture of openness, and help organisations adapt more effectively to change – all critical capabilities during periods of transformation.
AC 1.4 The concept of better working lives focuses on enhancing the quality of individuals’ experiences at work, considering elements such as job design, wellbeing, autonomy, inclusion, reward, and fairness. The CIPD (2025b) defines good work as that which is fairly rewarded, secure, offers employee voice, and supports wellbeing and development.
Zemanik and Al Marri (2024) highlight key barriers in achieving this, such as poor job design, excessive workloads, and limited voice or flexibility. They stress that better working lives are shaped through intentional role structuring, clear expectations, and inclusive workplace cultures where employees feel heard and empowered.
Designing better work involves moving beyond generic policies to human-centred, evolving practices. As Armstrong and Taylor (2023) explain, ‘work-life balance policies define how the organisation intends to allow employees greater flexibility in their working patterns so that they can balance what they do at work with the responsibilities and interests they have outside work.’ This acknowledges that the quality of work is interconnected with wider life responsibilities.
At CCC, the concept of better working lives is put into practice through flexible and hybrid working guidance, wellbeing initiatives such as bespoke workshops, and manager training focused on inclusion and support. Health and wellbeing packages are shaped by employee feedback and include follow-up support to ensure they remain relevant. These examples show how work can be intentionally designed around people’s real experiences, embedding better working lives into the everyday culture.
VQ Solutions (2024) reinforces that good work is not static; effective design must adapt to the evolving needs of individuals, roles, and teams. Similarly, ACAS (2020a) found that when employees are consulted meaningfully on working conditions, it fosters stronger commitment, improves workplace relationships, and helps organisations retain valuable talent.
In summary, better working lives are not just about improving employee satisfaction - they’re key to sustaining high performance. Effective design requires clear leadership and regular employee input to create work that is meaningful, flexible, and future-ready.
AC 2.1 Organisational conflict arises when individuals or groups experience incompatible goals, values, or interests in the workplace. It is not inherently negative and can lead to growth and innovation if well managed. Conflict may stem from poor communication, unclear roles, workload pressures, or change (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023). In contrast, misbehaviour refers to deliberate actions that go against organisational rules or norms, such as insubordination, bullying, or policy breaches, and typically requires formal intervention.
As highlighted in the CIPD’s Managing Conflict in the Modern Workplace report (2020a), conflict becomes damaging when it is ignored or poorly managed, often resulting in reduced morale, lower productivity, and a decline in employee wellbeing. The report emphasises the importance of early intervention and informal resolution wherever possible. Equally, ACAS (2019) notes that unresolved conflict can lead to sickness absence, resignations, and formal grievances, whereas when handled constructively, it can strengthen trust and lead to improved outcomes.
A key distinction is that conflict may be unintentional and situational, whereas misbehaviour involves deliberate misconduct. For example, disagreements about workload distribution may reflect underlying organisational conflict. However, persistent lateness, aggressive behaviour, or misuse of systems would be considered misbehaviour if intentional and in breach of expected conduct.
In my own experience supporting a manager through a behavioural standards issue, what began as interpersonal tension escalated when inappropriate behaviour breached organisational expectations. Recognising this shift from informal conflict to formal misconduct was key in advising the appropriate course of action.
On a wider scale, the McDonald’s UK case highlights how a failure to act on early signs of bullying and harassment can lead to a toxic workplace culture. Despite ongoing concerns raised by employees, senior leaders reportedly failed to intervene effectively, resulting in significant reputational damage and calls for structural reform. The case reinforces that poor handling of conflict can have wide-reaching consequences beyond individual relationships (Lamb, 2023).
Barber (2016) stresses the growing expectation for HR to act as strategic enablers of early conflict resolution through capability building and a focus on informal resolution where appropriate. ACAS (2021) also emphasises that traditional, reactive grievance procedures are less effective than proactive, relationship-centred approaches.
So, while conflict and misbehaviour may overlap, they require different responses. Conflict can be constructive if supported with dialogue and resolution frameworks. Misbehaviour, by contrast, necessitates clear boundaries, consistent action, and alignment with organisational policies to maintain a respectful and safe working environment.
AC 2.2 Emerging trends in workplace conflict reflect broader changes in employee expectations, job design, and industrial relations. According to the Resolution Foundation (2023), the rise in insecure work, wage stagnation, and cost-of-living pressures has led to increased tension between employees and employers, particularly in sectors such as education, healthcare, and local government. As a result, many organisations are seeing a shift from interpersonal disputes to more systemic, structural conflict.
The CIPD (2020b) podcast ‘Shifting the perception of conflict at work’ highlights how conflict is no longer just about personality clashes. Amy Gallo, Clive Lewis and Rachel Suff suggest that conflict often stems from poor communication, unclear boundaries in hybrid roles, or a perceived lack of voice and fairness. They note that when employees feel disconnected or unheard, small issues can escalate quickly. This aligns with my own experience in a local authority setting, where tensions often emerge following organisational change, restructuring, or perceived inequality in workload or working arrangements.
Industrial sanctions have also become more prominent. In recent years, strike action has become more common, particularly within the public sector, as employees respond to disputes overpay and working conditions. ACAS (2025b) highlights those formal mechanisms of industrial relations, such as ballots, union mobilisation, and strike action, are being used more frequently as confidence in informal resolution processes declines. This shift has altered the tone of workplace conflict, particularly in unionised settings, where issues are more likely to escalate into collective disputes rather than remain individual concerns.
Posner (2019) notes that there is also an increase in early-stage, informal conflict resolution techniques, such as facilitated conversations, mediation, and restorative practice. These approaches are gaining traction as organisations move away from traditional grievance procedures, which can be time-consuming, adversarial, and damaging to workplace relationships. In my current organisation, we’ve seen success when managers are supported to intervene early through values-based conversations and regular one-to-one’s that surface concerns before they escalate.
Overall, conflict in the modern workplace is becoming increasingly complex. Changes in how and where people work, growing employee activism, and pressure on resources have introduced new challenges for HR who now need to balance early intervention with clear next steps if things cannot be resolved quickly.
AC 2.3 Conciliation, mediation, and arbitration are third-party approaches to resolving conflict, each with distinct features in terms of formality, control, and outcome.
Conciliation is a voluntary and confidential process where an impartial third party facilitates communication between disputing parties to help them reach a mutually acceptable agreement. The conciliator does not suggest solutions or impose decisions but encourages dialogue and compromise. ACAS (2024) plays a key role in individual disputes through its Early Conciliation process, where employees must attempt resolution via ACAS before proceeding to tribunal. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) note that conciliation is commonly used when claims of unfair dismissal, discrimination, or breach of contract arise. Daniels (2022) emphasises its practical benefits (confidentiality, faster outcomes, and reduced costs) often helping parties settle without the stress of litigation.
Mediation is also informal and voluntary, but the mediator takes a more proactive role in facilitating resolution. While they cannot impose outcomes, they help parties explore underlying issues and suggest possible ways forward. Daniels (2022) points out that mediation is increasingly used to rebuild workplace relationships, especially in cases of interpersonal conflict such as communication breakdowns or team tension. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) highlight that mediation is forward-looking, designed to help parties restore a workable relationship rather than assign blame for past actions. For mediation to be effective, both individuals must be genuinely open to the process and willing to engage honestly. Without this mutual commitment, the chances of a meaningful resolution are limited, and issues may continue to escalate.
Arbitration is a formal procedure where an independent third party hears both sides of a dispute and makes a binding decision. This process is typically used when other routes have failed and both parties agree to arbitration, knowing they will be bound by the outcome. ACAS offers arbitration services, particularly for collective disputes involving trade unions, though it can also be used in individual cases. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) note that arbitration reduces the time, cost, and formality of tribunals but removes the parties’ control over the final decision. Daniels (2022) highlights variations like pendulum arbitration, where the arbitrator chooses one party’s final position without modification, encouraging more reasonable proposals from both sides. However, its use is rare due to its rigidity.
Conciliation and mediation aim for collaborative resolution with non-binding outcomes, while arbitration results in a binding judgment. Choosing the right method depends on the nature of the dispute, willingness to compromise, and the desired level of formality and control.
AC 3.1 As previously mentioned, conciliation is commonly used when claims of unfair dismissal arise. Unfair dismissal is governed by the Employment Rights Act (ERA) 1996, which sets out the main requirements for a dismissal to be fair. Section 94 of the ERA gives employees with at least two years’ continuous service the right not to be unfairly dismissed, unless the dismissal falls under an automatically unfair reason such as pregnancy or whistleblowing, in which case the qualifying period does not apply (Daniels, 2022).
According to Section 98 of the ERA, employers must demonstrate both a potentially fair reason for dismissal and that they acted reasonably in treating that reason as sufficient to dismiss. Two such reasons are capability and conduct (Daniels, 2022).
Dismissals due to capability relate to an employee’s skill, aptitude, health, or qualifications. The employer must show that the employee was made aware of the job requirements, offered necessary training or support, and had opportunities to improve (Daniels, 2022). In cases of ill health, they should also assess medical evidence, consider reasonable adjustments, and weigh the impact of absence on the business. In BS v Dundee City Council (2013), the court asked whether a reasonable employer could have waited longer before dismissing. Similarly, in D B Schenker Rail v Doolan (2011), dismissal was upheld where medical investigations were thorough and redeployment options had been explored (Daniels, 2022).
Conduct-related dismissals involve unacceptable behaviour or rule-breaking, such as lateness or inappropriate language, with more serious breaches like theft potentially classed as gross misconduct. British Home Stores v Burchell (1980) remains the key test for fairness - requiring a genuine belief, reasonable grounds, and a fair investigation (Daniels, 2022). This was reinforced in Salford NHS Trust v Roldan (2010), where the dismissal was found unfair due to a lack of proper investigation. In contrast, Crisp v Apple Retail (2011) upheld dismissal where an employee’s Facebook posts breached a clear policy and damaged the employer’s brand (Daniels, 2022).
Ultimately, the tribunal must decide whether the employer’s decision to dismiss falls within the ‘range of reasonable responses’, not whether they themselves would have made the same decision (Taylor & Woodhams, 2022).
AC 3.2 Employee grievances typically arise when individuals feel that they have been treated unfairly or when policies, expectations, or working conditions are perceived as inconsistent or unclear. Three common causes of grievances are management style, workload and working conditions, and perceived unfair treatment in procedures such as promotion or discipline (CIPD, 2024a).
Firstly, poor management practices are frequently cited as a cause of grievances. This includes a lack of communication, micromanagement, inconsistent application of policies, or absence of support. The CIPD (2024a) state that grievances often reflect not just a specific incident but a breakdown in the employment relationship, where employees feel their concerns are unheard or dismissed. For example, a manager failing to address repeated concerns about team dynamics or showing favouritism can create a climate of mistrust and resentment, prompting formal complaints.
Secondly, excessive workload or poor working conditions are also major causes. When employees experience sustained pressure, lack of adequate resources, or unsafe environments, it can lead to stress and frustration. According to CIPD (2024a), workload pressures, unrealistic targets, and failure to make adjustments for wellbeing are common triggers. If not addressed informally or proactively, these issues may escalate into grievances, particularly when they impact mental health or work-life balance.
A third major cause is a perceived lack of fairness or inconsistency in organisational procedures. This includes issues like unfair selection for redundancy, unequal opportunities for promotion, or disproportionate disciplinary action. The CIPD (2024b) guide notes that a sense of unfairness, whether in how policies are applied or how behaviour is managed, can result in employees formally raising a grievance, particularly when trust in management is low. Even when procedures are followed, poor communication or lack of transparency may contribute to feelings of injustice.
In a recent case I supported, a manager raised concerns about an employee’s performance and drafted a formal proposal to restructure the role. This was shared without any prior dialogue, leading the employee to feel excluded and unfairly targeted. As a result, trust broke down and the situation escalated into a formal dispute. This highlighted the importance of involving individuals in decisions that affect them and ensuring open communication from the outset.
While grievances are often a symptom of deeper issues, they also present an opportunity for learning. By identifying patterns, organisations can review practices, improve communication, and train managers to act fairly and consistently which will help prevent recurrence and build a more trusting workplace culture.
AC 3.3 Handling grievances effectively is essential to maintaining trust, fairness, and legal compliance in the workplace. A grievance can be defined as a formal complaint raised by an employee concerning a perceived breach of rights, unfair treatment, or dissatisfaction with aspects of their employment. How an organisation responds can significantly affect employee morale, retention, reputation, and risk exposure.
According to McConnell (2014), unresolved or poorly handled grievances can have a ‘contagious effect’ on workplace culture, increasing disengagement, conflict, and turnover. On the other hand, when grievances are managed fairly, promptly, and transparently, it builds psychological safety and demonstrates that the organisation values its people. The ACAS Code of Practice highlights that consistency, timely resolution, and the right to appeal are key principles in handling grievances. Employers who fail to follow this guidance risk increased compensation awards of up to 25% in tribunal cases (Daniels, 2022).
Daniels (2022) also stresses that clarity, fairness, and opportunity to respond are fundamental to the process. If employees feel unheard or unfairly treated, they may resort to formal escalation or legal action, even in cases that could have been resolved informally. This was evident in Celebi v Compass Group (2010), where the employee was invited to a disciplinary meeting without being clearly told she was being accused of theft. The allegation was not properly communicated in writing beforehand, so she could not adequately prepare or respond. As a result, the tribunal found the dismissal unfair. This case highlights how poor communication during grievance or disciplinary processes can seriously undermine their fairness and outcome.
Posner (2019) reports that grievance procedures are often seen as intimidating or overly bureaucratic. Where possible, early intervention and informal resolution can prevent issues from escalating and reduce emotional stress for all parties. Line managers, therefore, play a critical role and must be trained to recognise early signs of discontent and respond appropriately.
In CCC, HR actively supports managers to resolve complaints at the informal stage where possible, offering coaching and facilitated conversations before formal routes are taken. We also provide template letters and meeting scripts aligned with ACAS guidance to ensure a fair and consistent approach. In one case, a grievance was raised over workload allocation, but through early mediation and adjustment of responsibilities, the issue was resolved without formal escalation, preserving working relationships.
Ultimately, handling grievances well is not just about process; it reflects the organisation’s values and commitment to fairness. As Evans (2020) states, when grievances are managed with empathy and structure, it leads to better outcomes for both employees and employers, reducing reputational risk and legal exposure while fostering a positive workplace culture.
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