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Introduction
For much of its history the Royal Mail has been under State control – a Government Department until 1969, and from then on a public corporation. 
As a result it has many of the characteristics of public sector employee relations − highly unionised with a long tradition of negotiation and consultation over a wide range of issues; clear job and pay grades; pay linked to seniority and length of service; and a strong commitment to public service.
The company, in its early development as part of the Post Office has frequently been cited as an early example of a bureaucratic but paternalistic organisation with considerable attention being paid to what we would now associate with quite sophisticated people management policies.
In October 2013 the Government announced its intention to privatise Royal Mail through a flotation on the London Stock Exchange on the 15th October 2013 (Sky News, 2017).
Privatisation had been planned for many years, with legislation enacted in 2011 to pave the way for the sale.
The Communication Workers Union (CWU), which represents the majority of Royal Mail workers, argued that privatisation will lead to deterioration in services and could harm working conditions for its members and accused bosses of cost cutting and asset stripping to satisfy shareholders (Sky News, 2017e).
Royal Mail management, along with the Government communicated that the company needed access to private capital in order to grow and compete.
Ten per cent of shares will be given to employees without charge and the rest will be sold to the public as well as big institutional investors (BBC, 2013).
CWU members voted against the sale, and planned a potential strike over the privatisation, pensions, pay and working conditions. Agreeing that the Royal Mail needed investment, CWU stated that this can be achieved within the public sector and pointed out that Royal Mail is already profitable, demonstrating its success without privatisation (Independent, 2017).

Factors impacting on employment relations
‘Employee relations’ replaces the previously used term industrial relations which refer to collective relationships between employers and their workforce. Today’s interpretation of employee relations is much wider and refers to individual as well as collective workplace relationships. It reflects the increasing individualisation of the employment relationship following the rise of individual workplace rights and the decline in trade union reach and influence (CIPD, 2017).
There are several external factors that have contributed to the potential strike action. Changes in regards to demand and supply have contributed to the resulting conflict. Long hours are worked and the demands are increasing, especially with competition from private operators such as Target, TNT and UK Mail following the opening up of the market in 2006 when Royal Mail lost its 350 year monopoly of postal delivery in the UK. This has contributed significantly to the worsening of employee relations in the company.
Letter volumes have declined and the boom in internet shopping means parcel delivery is now far more important to Royal Mail’s business.
Whereas years ago bills, marketing materials and other information would be sent by post, this is now carried out electronically through email or on social media sites increasing the decline of mail being posted (BBC, 2013).
Royal Mail insist that privatisation is the only way they can raise enough money to compete with competitors, although the government is also reluctant to invest large sums of money itself in a time when it is trying to cut public spending and borrowing, and especially since they have already taken over Royal Mail’s 10 billion pension deficit, but will however retain 30% of shares in Royal Mail.
The legal obligation Royal Mail have in regards to the Universal Service has also contributed with Royal Mail making a loss when delivering in rural areas and the CWU feel this service will be destabilised after privatisation (The Independent, 2013).
Pension cuts planned will represent a shortfall in Royal Mail employee pensions. Currently, the ongoing annual cash cost of pensions will continue to be approximately £400 million, but with new offers on the table, the pension changes have been designed to provide a similar level of member benefit as the previous provision, while significantly reducing risk for the organisation (Employee Benefits, 2018).
Employees feel shares will be sold too cheaply and that Royal Mail prices may well increase under private ownership.
In the UK the relative balance of power has shifted and employee voice has been transformed. Points of debate have been broad, covering greater individualisation, deregulated rights and employment protections, employer assertiveness and a preoccupation with market agility and performance measures. Where employers endeavour to diffuse ‘collectiveness’ amongst employees, the form of collectiveness has increasingly tended to be employer-dominated rather than employee-led, often featuring teamwork and, in some cases, replacing unions with newer and direct management led communication (CIPD, 2017a). 
It is the first nationwide strike ballot since new legal requirements for industrial action were introduced by the Conservatives. The Trade Union Act 2016, which came into force in March 2017, dictates that lawful strike action now requires a 50% turnout vote (The Conversation, 2017c).
Members of the CWU backed walkouts by 89 per cent on a turnout of 73 per cent of the 110,000 balloted, therefore passing the threshold in the Government’s controversial Trade Union Act. (Independent, 2017).
The vote clearly indicated that Royal Mail bosses no longer had the trust of front line staff thus leading to a climate of fear and insecurity within the workforce, adding to the indeterminacy of the employment relationship and damaging the psychological contract. 
The psychological contract covers the following aspects of the employment relationship;

· Job security
· Career prospects
· Training and development
· Perceived fairness of pay and benefits
· Manager support
· Employer’s reputation and impact on society

(CIPD, 2018).
The psychological contract relies on mutual expectations of employers and employees being fulfilled. It consists of a set of reciprocal or two way obligations and promises between the employee and the employer (Guest and Conway 2002: 1).
This failure in trust created a breakdown in relationships and a toxic environment where working together to solve difficult problems was now impossible (Sky News, 2017e).
The CWU continue negotiations with the Royal Mail and with the High Court preventing a strike on the grounds that the CWU was breaking its contract by calling a strike before outside mediation was completed, this has prevented the company suffering commercially (Sky News, 2017d).

Pluralist and unitarist approaches of ER
There are two basic views regarding the basis of the relationship between management and trade unions which are described as the unitary and the pluralist approaches.
The Royal Mail falls under the pluralist perspective where trade unions have an important role as regulators of the conflict.  As described by Fox (1966) is an industrial organisation, containing many related but separate interests and objectives which must be maintained in some kind of equilibrium? Here the conflict is legitimate with heavy trade union representation.
Pluralism regards the workforce as being represented by an opposition that does not seek to govern (Clegg, 1976). With senior management at the Royal Mail wanting to maximise profits, employees want the best return for their labour out of self-interest and will remain with the Company as long as it serves their needs. 
Pluralism, as described by Cave (1994) involves a balance of power between two organised interests and a sufficient degree of trust within the relationship for each side to respect the others interests and refrain from pushing their interests separately to the point where it becomes impossible to continue the relationship.

As seen with the Royal Mail  the pluralistic approach shows Management and employees having different, and legitimate, views and objectives which could give rise to conflict between them (Armstrong, 1999).

On the flip side the Unitarist perspective organisation is rather like a team or family with charismatic leaders and usually involves small or family run companies. Everyone here strives jointly to a common objective and pulls their weight to the best of their ability and accepts their place and function gladly, following the leadership of the appointed manager.

There is one single, shared, set of objectives for management and employees with no place for conflict.

Unitarism represents a form of control vested in management’s right to manage. Support for this view comes from the fact that the HRM philosophy assumes that managers have an important role to play both as strategists and as implementers of HRM policies and practices.

This unitary view, which is essentially autocratic and authoritarian, has sometimes been expressed in agreements as ‘management’s right to manage’.  The philosophy of HRM with its emphasis on commitment and mutuality is based on the unitary perspective (Armstrong, 1999). 
Contracts of Employment and Employment Law
All employees have an employment contract with their employer. A contract is an agreement that sets out an employee’s:
· employment conditions
· rights
· responsibilities
· duties
These are called the ‘terms’ of the contract. Employees and employers must stick to a contract until it ends (e.g. by an employer or employee giving notice or an employee being dismissed) or until the terms are changed (usually by agreement between the employee and employer.
There are various types of employment contract including full-time and part-time contracts; fixed term contracts; agency staff; freelancers, consultants, Contractors; and zero hour contracts (Gov.uk).
For the UK, the Employment Rights Act 1996 defines what organisations should follow regarding Contracts of Employment, but it is also good practice to ensure that both employers and employees understand the basis on which employment has been agreed.
The contract should be well drafted with Employers familiarising themselves on the relevant points of law, such as employee status, the rules governing written particulars, equal pay and the minimum wage, fixed-term and part-time work, flexible working, parental leave and working hours (CIPD, 2017b).
The contract of employment remains the primary vehicle for distributing and attributing statutory employment protection rights, with many core protections, for example against unfair dismissal, (still) limited only to employees. 
UK legislation has in recent years provided additional definitions of employment status to which a more limited range of statutory rights apply. Most particularly, those defined as ‘workers’ attract the protection of, principally, National Minimum Wage legislation, the Working Time Regulations 1998 (WTR) – including minimum paid annual leave – and the provisions on unlawful deductions from wages. The scope of this contract status extends beyond the core contract of employment to cover any contract under which an individual ‘undertakes to do or perform personally any work or services for another party’ (reg 2(1) of the WTR) and is not carrying out a business vis-à-vis a customer or client (CIPD, 2017b).
A high percentage of staff at Royal Mail are either on Zero Hours Contracts or temporary/fixed term contracts and very rarely are employed permanently on a full time basis. 
The (CIPD, 2017c) defines a zero-hours contract as ‘an agreement between two parties that one may be asked to perform work for another but there is no minimum set contracted hours. The contract will state what pay the individual will get if they do work and will deal with circumstances in which work may be offered and possibly turned down’.
With Royal Mail employees working on these types of Contracts various issues arise. Employees feel undervalued working alongside permanent staff when they are doing exactly the same job role.  They miss out on things that full time staff have such as pension and redundancy rights. Royal Mail exploit these employees by calling them in for last minute work which can effect childcare plans and social activities, and also can effect employees who may wish to buy a house but are unable to secure a mortgage on these types of contracts; this inevitable leads to low morale.
UK employment law originates in three places: in Parliament through the legislative process, in the courts through judicial decisions and in European Union institutions.
Acts of Parliament are sources of primary legislation in which the key principles of the law are set out. Important acts relating to employment law include the Employment Rights Act 1996, the Employment Act 2002, the Equality Act 2010, the Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Act 2013 and more recently the Trade Union Act 2016.
While the Acts are in their draft form and being considered by Members of Parliament, they are called Bills (CIPD, 2016d).
European employment relations law-making is also a source following the UK joining the European Economic Community (later the European Union) in 1973 (CIPD, 2016d).
Decisions of the Court of Appeal and the Supreme Court also become part of the law (Chartered Institute of Legal Executives, 2017). 
Two examples of changes in recent employment law which could have contributed to the conflict are:
· The Trade Union (Wales) Act 2017
· Working Time Directive 
The Trade Union (Wales) Act 2017 makes “provision about industrial action and trade union activity in relation to the operations of, and services provided by, devolved public authorities” (Legislation.gov.uk). This could affect the Royal Mail strike action as it dictates that lawful strike action now requires a 50% turnout vote (The Conversation, 2017c).
It is noted however, that members of the CWU backed walkouts by 89 per cent on a turnout of 73 per cent of the 110,000 balloted, therefore passing the threshold in the Government’s controversial Trade Union Act. (Independent, 2017).
The Working Time Regulations (1998) implement the European Working Time Directive into GB law.
The Regulations were amended, with effect from 1 August 2003, to extend working time measures in full to all non-mobile workers in road, sea, inland waterways and lake transport, to all workers in the railway and offshore sectors, and to all workers in aviation who are not covered by the Civil Aviation (Working Time) Regulations 2004 (Health and Safety Executive).
This regulation would affect the number of hours worked by Royal Mail staff, especially during busy periods such as Christmas.

Trade Unions
A trade union is recognised when it is:
· Independent, and 
· Recognised by an employer, or two or more associated employers, for the purpose of collective bargaining.  
Trade union recognition can be either by voluntary agreement between parties, or an application can be made for statutory recognition.
Enforced statutory recognition occurs where an independent trade union (or two or more trade unions acting together) makes a request for recognition.
If the employer, together with any associated employer, employs fewer than 21 workers on the day that the request is received the request is invalid as far as the legislation is concerned. It is therefore voluntary for employers with fewer than 21 workers to recognise a union (CIPD, 2017e).
The Communication Workers Union (CWU) is the main trade union in the United Kingdom for people working for telephone, cable, DSL and postal delivery companies. It has 110,000 members in Royal Mail as well as more in many other communication companies. 
Formed in 1995, by the merger of the Union of Communication Workers and National Communications Union, its current general secretary is Dave Ward. CWU members work for Royal Mail, the Post Office, BT, O2, cable TV, Accenture HR Services, Orange, Virgin Media and other communication companies (TUC).
Although trade unions have declined over the years, trade union influence is still an everyday reality for some organisations, particularly in the public sector, but continues to decline across the wider economy. In line with the recent growing focus on individual relationships, there is an increasing emphasis on helping line managers establish trust based relationships with employees (CIPD, 2017).
Employee Voice
Employment relations involves the degree to which management is able to make decisions unimpeded and concerns the power and control in the employment relationship. A key aspect of employee relations is the means by which employees are able to influence managerial decisions.
Employee voice is used to refer to ‘a whole variety of processes and structures which enable and empower employees directly and indirectly, to contribute to decision making in the organisation (Boxall and Purcell, 2003: 162).
In the 1970’s decision making through employee voice was done indirectly via trade union representation, but after the decline in membership and recognition in the late 1980’s direct voice was afforded through employee involvement via forums or communication channels set up by management.
Employee involvement is an environment where employees have an impact on decisions and actions that affect their jobs (Heathfield, 2018). 
The terms ‘involvement’ and ‘participation’ are used in reference to the extent of decision making influence afforded by employee ‘voice’ mechanisms.  Lewis et al (2003: 248) suggest that ‘important differences exist between the concepts in relation to the exercise in power, the locus of control, the nature of employee influence, and the driving force behind each approach in practice.  
The scope, form, level and depth of the employee voice present in organisations depend on a range of factors including; organisational performance, union presence, market sector and management style (Lloyd and Newell, 2001).  These, in turn, also shape employees attitudes to these initiatives (Marchington et al., 1994).
In the 1990’s the focus shifted to ‘partnership’ between management and workers and joint decision making (Rollinson and Dundon, 2007).
Partnership is a pluralistic model of work and involves employee representatives and employers sharing the same commitment to the success of the organisation, with mutual gains and tackling issues in a spirit of co-operation, rather than through traditional adversarial relationships.  This includes a high commitment to information sharing (CIPD, 2017f).
This approach can be seen as one sided with the management having greater strength, which results in the weakening of trade union participation.
Collective bargaining has been seen as necessary to give employees a say in decision making (in organisations with formally-recognised trade unions) and the emphasis has been on managing the conflict between employees and employer. As union membership has declined so has collective bargaining, although it remains influential particularly in the public sector (CIPD, 2017f).
In unionised organisations employees join the union so that it may represent their interests to management. With considerably more financial resource and expertise, the union seeks to voice concerns and interests of employees to management.  From an employee perspective, the intervening role of the union allows employees to express important concerns that management may be unwilling to hear, and shields individual employees from victimisation. 
Unions have formal rights under the law and because they represent many members, they are harder for management to ignore than a single employee who voices concerns (Dibben, Klerck, & Wood, 2011).
The decline of trade union representation in the UK workplace has meant that in many industries, employment relationships without unions are the norm rather than the exception (Dibben, Klerck, & Wood, 2011). This has coincided with an increase in direct employee involvement and employees deal with employers directly as individuals.
As (Beale & Mustchin, 2013) suggest, the Royal Mail carried out a case study which examined employee involvement and participation in the last few decades.
Findings suggest that these management initiatives and union responses have mutated over time, with an ever-growing gap between management rhetoric associated with employee involvement and increasingly punitive management practice; and with changing but relatively resilient, oppositional workplace union responses. These developments are closely related to the entrenched, confrontational nature of Royal Mail industrial relations that has persisted since the mid-1980s (Beale & Mustchin, 2013).
Non-union representatives have statutory rights to paid time-off to perform their duties and in some cases to receive training and there are 7 specific areas (ACAS, 2014).
Where unions are not present, organisations may consult, inform or negotiate with employees in different ways. Talks can range from one to one discussions to group meetings with nominated members of staff. What sets unionised firms apart is that the role of the union means that management may be legally bound to take such procedures more seriously, and the union can back up its position in collective bargaining with the threat of collective action (Dibben, Klerck, & Wood, 2011).
Benefits and success factors are a two way channel for employee voice in an organisation.
Employee benefits;
· Have higher job satisfaction
· Have more influence over their work
· Have more opportunity to develop skills
· Improved well being
Employer benefits; 
· Conflict is reduced and cooperation between employer and employees is based on interdependence
· Employees feel valued and therefore are more likely to stay and contribute more
· Employee skills and knowledge is better utilised, leading to higher productivity, greater innovation and solutions to problems
· Organisational effectiveness is improved by listening to staff that interact with clients and customers on a day to day basis (CIPD, 2017f).
Of course this success has to be actively committed from the top and managers should lead by example, along with employee representatives, union officials or others.
There should be open channels of communication which is important for building trust between management and employees (CIPD, 2017f).
Conflict in the workplace
Conflict at work takes many forms. It may be that two workers simply don’t get on; or that an individual has a grievance against their manager. 
Conflict may be rivalry between teams; or it may be apparent by the lack of trust and cooperation between large groups of employees and management. To prevent conflict escalating to strikes or employment tribunal claims, intervention should be as soon as possible (ACAS, 2014). Unlike misbehaviour, conflict is a natural occurrence that is unavoidable in everyday life and in the workplace between individuals with different views, cultures, backgrounds or opinions.
Wiener and Vardi (1996), define misbehaviour as ‘any intentional action by members of an organisation that violates core organisational and/or societal norms’.  This can be by stealing, damaging company property, sabotaging processes or machinery, harassing others or misleading customers etc.
Misbehaviour can be costly to an organisation and lead to disciplinary action.

Conflict can be between individuals or groups and can be official or unofficial.  The Royal Mail conflict is official as it is fully backed by a trade union.  

The Royal Mail is prone to conflict over the years (The Guardian, 2012), but there have also been cases of misbehaviour reported (BBC, 2018). 

Organised Conflict can be strikes, protests, demonstrations, boycotts, overtime bans and work to rule, whilst unorganised conflict could be theft, sabotage, absence and resignation.
In July 2017 Employment Tribunal Fees were abolished leading to an increase in claims and statistics show a 64% rise in single claims during quarter 3 of 2017 compared to the previous year (Kenner, 2018). This will continue to rise.
Line managers need to have the necessary training and skills to equip them to effectively manage grievance and disciplinary procedures.   
Organisations need to train and support their managers in areas such as team working, difficult conversations, conflict management and change management as the basis for establishing and maintaining motivation and commitment, which is a critical role for managers (CIPD, 2017).
It is also recommended that Line Managers receive training for Listening Skills and Negotiation as 
(ACAS, 2014) has an easy to follow 6 step guide which managers can follow when they are faced with conflict;
[image: ]

If a dispute cannot be resolved between the parties themselves, then bringing in a neutral third person is often the best way to handle it (ACAS, 2013).
Acas has acted as this neutral third person for many years to help resolve workplace disputes offering mediation, conciliation and arbitration services. 
Mediation is being increasingly used as a way of providing a positive outcome to conflict and is the most common form of conflict resolution.  
Mediation seeks to rebuild and repair an employment relationship through an impartial and independent intermediary. This person could be a specialist Acas mediator or an employee trained to act as a mediator. Mediation is informal and not usually legally binding. It's confidential and both parties enter into it voluntarily (ACAS, 2014).
Conciliation involves an independent, impartial person helping two or more people in dispute resolve the difference between them. Essentially it operates in the same way as mediation, but is used where a complaint about employee rights has been made to an employment tribunal (ACAS, 2013). 
Conciliation can save time, money and stress and promote a quick solution which suits the employer and employee and may help them avoid a permanent breakdown in their relationship. 
Arbitration is a little different from the other two in that the impartial third party is asked to make a decision on a dispute. The two sides present evidence to an arbitrator, who makes a decision that they have agreed in advance to abide by. In this way, it can be seen as a confidential alternative to a tribunal or court of law. As with the mediation and conciliation, arbitration is voluntary (ACAS, 2005).
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What are the signs of conflict?
‘The sooner you see the signs, the Sooner you can intervene and
resolve the problem.

Who is in conflict?

“This question is easy to answer ifyou have a good relationship with
your employees. Do they come and talk to you or do you rely on a
qut feeing?

What is causing conflict?

‘The real causes of conflct can be deep lying. Once you've identified
the cause you may have to distinguish between someone’s ‘position’ —
‘what they want - and their ‘interests’ - why they want something.

How do you manage conflict?
Some basic policies and procedures can help you manage confiict

~ such as a procedure for handiing grievances. There are also some
useful techniques you can use ~ for example the ‘problem-solving cycle'

Do you need help?
To end confict someane ~ and, often, more than one person ~ has to
change they way they behave. You may need skiled help to achieve this.

How can you prevent future conflict?
‘Acas has summarised 11 key principles for running an effective

organisation based on cooperation and trust. These include listening to
employess, treating them fairy and looking ater their health and safety.





