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The purpose of this essay is to discuss what employee relations is and how it affects businesses in the UK. The writer will conduct a PESTLE analysis based on the employee relations (ER) framework as well as discussing some historical events that has shaped that framework. This essay will also analyse the ER climate at present and consider what supporting bodies can businesses use in the future to ensure they are maintaining a high level of employee relations.
“Employee Relations is concerned with the management and maintenance of the employment  relationship, essentially how management and the employees of any organization interact” (Aylott, 2014, p.11).
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are a many public events that affect ER framework in a variety of ways. Below is a PESTLE analysis, describing the various events impacting employee relations within a business. A PESTLE analysis is an abbreviation for six sources of change, Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental. It is used to establish factors affecting a business from the outside (CIPD, 2020).
The first is political, where the government can have a huge impact on employee relations as an employer. “it has an important role in setting incomes policies in difficult times, while in the field of employment regulation the government can emphasise individual rights and/or collective rights” (Dibber et al., 2011. P.111)
At present, the economic state is very uncertain with the introduction of the UK leaving the European Union (also known as Brexit). With the result of the referendum being that the UK were leaving the European Union, the value of the British pound decreased by 10% which then resulted in the inflation rate being increased. The rise in inflation has had a significant impact on the UK with wages being cut and the increase of prices. Despite the government claiming Brexit is a positive move for the country, it is evident that it is causing issues in a variety of ways (Breinlich et al., 2018).
One of the social factors which is becoming increasingly important to employers is the concept of being ‘woke’, which is “the idea of being alive to the importance of social causes including equality and environmentalism in everyday life” (Pottier, 2019). When engaging with staff, particularly those of a younger generation, it is important that employers focus on doing their bit for both local communities and those further afield.
As the world is rapidly improving and shaping itself into a more technologized environment, it is becoming evident that human jobs are at risk. With the continuous developments being made in artificial intelligence (AI), it is clear they are developing the skills and are beginning to replicate the presence of a human at work. This means that some employees will be put into a different role, while the AI technology carries out their current role (Mehta, 2019). One organisation as seen on ‘Billion Dollar Deals’ (Llayster, 2017) uses technology to monitor their employees productivity by encouraging them to wear a tracker around their necks. This tracker can establish employee stress levels and reports it back to managers for them to monitor if employees are being overworked or if they are underperforming. 
Legislation is vital to comply with for every organisation as they can have a large impact on employee relations within the business. One example of legislation affecting businesses is the gender pay gap. “The gender pay gap is the average difference between how much men and women are paid in an organisation” (Gov.uk, 2020). The gender pay gap is in progress to become equal for both men and women but currently women are seen to be paid 17% lower wages than men (Murray, 2020). This can have a huge effect on morale within an organisation so it is important to pay employees the same wage.
From an ethical perspective, employee relations can be affected by some companies offering zero hour contracts to their employees. A zero hours contract “is a day-to-day name for a contract under which the employer does not guarantee to provide work and pays only for the work actually done (Barnett & Scrope, 2008). An example of a company doing this is Deliveroo, where employees only get paid for how many deliveries they make rather than an hourly basis. Without a sturdy contract in place, employees may struggle to find work and earn a living if there are no requirements for deliveries.
Throughout the years there have been numerous historical events that have had an effect on employee relations. The first is the Chartism acts of 1839 where 5000 men marched to the centre of Welsh power, which at the time was Newport. They carried out this march to Newport because they felt that the political system had failed them, denying them the right to vote, while the rise of Chartism can also be attributed to the harsh working conditions in many ironworks and coalfields across South Wales (The National Archives A, 2020). 22 of those men died after being shot during their march, and therefore gave their lives to provide the right to vote. They all became known as ‘chartists’ (InvisibleIceWandS, 2015). “Chartism was a working class movement, which emerged in 1836 and was most active between 1838 and 1848. The aim of the Chartists was to gain political rights and influence for the working classes” (The National Archives, 2020). 
Another historical event that has had an impact on employee relations is globalisation. “Globalization is a widely and somewhat loosely used term, intended to describe the recent and rapid process of intercontinental economic, social, and political integration. This worldwide integration allows people to communicate, travel and invest internationally” (Wells et al., 2001).
One of the downsides of globalisation in regard to the employer-employee relationship is the opportunity for wealthy countries to exploit poorer ones by taking advantage of more lenient employment regulations (Rafi Atal, 2013). In an attempt to attract investment from multinational corporations, many countries battle against one-another to offer the lowest wage levels and working conditions, resulting in a decline (or at best stagnation) of living conditions in these countries (Phillips & Eamets, 2013, p. 181).
And while these exploitative measures have a detrimental impact to those being employed in poor conditions around the world, it can also have knock-on effects on those being employed around Europe. For example, “labour markets will have to become more flexible as employers demand further deregulation of the labour market in order to successfully cope with worldwide competition” (Phillips & Eamets, 2013, p. 176).
Despite this being the case, there has also been an significant change in the working conditions from the 1800’s to now (2020) due to globalisation, particularly in the UK, with employer’s now legally required to ensure that the workplace meets set conditions regarding ventilation, temperature, cleanliness, lighting and workstations among others (Unison, 2020). Despite this, however, there are still aspects of work in the UK which are still deemed to be unsatisfactory, including factories forcing staff to walk up to 20 miles per shift and enforcing excessively strict rulings (such as demanding that they speed up, or calling out individual workers for slacking) over a tannoy speaker (Goodley & Ashby, 2015).
In the UK, there has been a movement in relationships between businesses and trade unions. This movement has gone from adversarial to partnership relationships. An adversarial relationship is where two parties are working together to achieve the same goals, however one party is causing conflict and the trust is lost between the two parties (Oade, 2010). In relation to employee relations, the relationship between managers and trade unions has slowly become more positive, with them no longer taking different sides of an argument to combining their efforts and collaborating to tackle the issue together and find an appropriate solution. 
Discussing the relationship between employers and trade unions on the CIPD Podcast, Phillipa Lamb says that “their [the trade union’s] approach in terms of negotiations and the interactions with employers” (Lamb et al., 2016) is different and more positive to what it would have been 20 or 30 years ago. One example of where this has been seen is with Nissan, it has the “best performing production line in Europe now and that is the product of cooperative working between union and management” (Lamb et al., 2016).
The approach of trade unions and union representative has seen a shift from pluralistic to unitarist, with emphasis shifting form making agreements for an entire workforce and instead focussing on settling the grievances and disciplinaries of individuals. In the handbook, Managing Employee Relations, Gennard (et al., 2016, p.178-179) suggest that the majority of workplace trade union representatives devote a large proportion of their time “providing advice to individual members over specific problems at work or providing representation in absence meetings, disciplinary hearings and grievance hearings, and redundancy consultations”.
This shift in mentality, from collective bargaining for wage increases and other rights, to an approach which is more focussed on individuals within the workforce, has arguably seen union members feel more like consumers, which many have suggested is an unsustainable model (Gennard et al., 2016).
“A trade union is an organisation with members who are usually workers or employees. It looks after their interests at work by doing things like discussing members’ concerns with employers” (Gov.uk A, 2020). With this being the case and technology taking over the way in which the world operates, trade union memberships are likely to decline. In fact, “private sector trade union membership levels fell by 47,000, from 2.7 million in 2017 to 2.65 million in 2018” (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2018). The number of employees deciding to join a trade union is especially low in the private sector, with the food and accommodation industries both supplying extremely limited trade union members, while even manufacturing staff – whom used to be a core demographic for trade unions – are becoming less and less likely to join a union (Gennard et al., 2016).
This fall in trade union members can be partially attributed to business platforms such as 38 degrees or other similar platforms like Glassdoor, which currently has 64 million monthly users (Smith, 2020), provide their employees the opportunities to voice any concerns they have about their employers or colleagues anonymously. As well as this, it has also been suggested that the benefits of joining a trade union are not as clear as what they were previously, with advantages such as wage premiums no longer as significant as they were 20 or 30 years ago. Younger employees have also been deemed far less likely to join a union than older ones, with this membership gap growing significantly as older workers retire and younger generations take their first steps into employment (Gennard et al., 2016).
Despite all discussed above, there have still been tensions relating to employee relations throughout the UK which has been seen through strikes from various businesses. For example, 2500 staff at Heathrow Airport had planned strike over their pay, causing a huge disruption to one of the UK’s busiest airports.  After the Unite union rejected a pay offer, Heathrow Airport has no choice but to cancel 117 of their flights, causing passengers unnecessary disruption (BBC News, 2019). 
With the current economic environment being very uncertain for all businesses over the next few years, it is vital that they maintain strong employment relations throughout this difficult time.  There are a number of employment relations strategies and supporting bodies that can support a business through these uncertain times and aid to ensure employee relations is at its best that it can be despite the circumstances. 
One strategy that employers could consider to ensure they maintain good employment relations is introducing methods for employee voice throughout the business. “Employee voice is the means by which people communicate their views to their employer and influence matters that affect them at work. It helps to build open and trusting relationships between employers and their people which can contribute to organisational success” (CIPD A, 2020). Failure to ensure there are methods for employee voice may result in the use of social activism becoming more common on various platforms such as Glassdoor.
In the modern day, and looking forward into the future, “the average person, living in today’s hyperconnected social media-fuelled world, increasingly expects to get their voice and opinions out there” (Sharp, 2018). As well as this, failing to give employees a voice within the organisation could lead to a higher staff turnover rate which, in turn, could potentially lead to additional training costs, lower productivity and lower performance ratings (Maasik, 2015).
Another way in which a business can improve its employee relations is by investing in its learning and development schemes. To help them with this, partnering up with the governing body of personnel development, the CIPD could be a huge support for engaging employees in learning and development. “Companies who invest in their people through training and development are also viewed more favourably by employees than those in organizations who don’t” (David, 2016).
Like with ensuring that there is an employee voice, there are various other reasons which might result in an employee becoming dissatisfied and leaving their role – “many of them can be linked to a lack of training, engagement or opportunities for advancement” (David, 2017). In fact, “40% of employees leave the job within the year due to poor training” (Carrasquel, 2019).

In conclusion, with the UK leaving the European Union resulting in Brexit the economy is in a very uncertain position with inflation rates affecting prices and producing wage cuts. Technology is rapidly improving with Artificial intelligence learning to replicate human presence and potentially replace jobs. The Chartism acts of 1839 where 5000 men marched to the centre of Welsh power, which at the time was Newport to earn the right to vote was a significant historical event that affected employee relations. The approach of trade unions and union representative has seen a shift from pluralistic to unitarist, with emphasis shifting form making agreements for an entire workforce and instead focussing on settling the grievances and disciplinaries of individuals. To ensure a business is maintaining good employee relations, it is important that they invest both in learning and development as well as providing the opportunities for employee voice. This can be done with the help and support of the CIPD.
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