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[bookmark: _Toc14715543]1.0 Introduction
One of 22 unitary authorities in Wales, NPTCBC was established in 1996 as a result of local Government reorganisation. NPTCBC operates as a single tier council and is responsible for providing functions ordinarily performed by local authorities, for instance education, highways, social services and environmental services e.g. waste services, etc. 
NPTCBC “exists to serve and represent the interests of its citizens and communities. We strive to improve the economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of all of our people”. (Jones, 2018, p.2)
We want our county borough to be a place where everyone has an equal chance to get on in life – a place where people want to live, learn and work and bring up their family. “We want our beautiful natural environment, and our rich cultural and industrial heritage to be appreciated and protected for many future generations to enjoy. We also want to pursue new and existing opportunities for economic growth so we can sustain our diverse communities for many years to come” (ibid).

The aim of this report is to examine and critically evaluate employment relations within NPTCBC and the external environment and the roles of all parties in relation to best practice.
[bookmark: _Toc14715544]2.0 Literature Review
The CIPD describes employee voice as ‘the means by which people communicate their views to their employer’ and the ‘main way employees can influence matters that affect them at work’ (CIPD, 2019a). For the organisation, employee voice can be a powerful mechanism in order to increase productivity, innovation and improve the organisation and for employees it can increase job satisfaction, influence more and improve development opportunities (ibid).  In NPTCBC however, employee voice is usually heard through unions during times of change, for example when there is a reorganisation and when consultations are required.  The Social Services Department of the Council issue a staff survey on an annual basis to all its’ staff enabling those employees to have their say on issues such as  job satisfaction, job demand and workload, job security, fairness and potential discrimination issues, bullying and harassment issues, training, career development and opportunities, work-life balance, pay and reward, relationships with management, trust of management, communication and consultation, and involvement in decision making (acas, n.d.,a).  However this is not extended to the rest of the Council, therefore the rest of the workforce do not have the opportunity to openly communicate their views.
ACAS describes employee voice as more than allowing employees to have an opportunity to have an influence over decisions made in the organisation.  It opens up a route for communication and preparations for consultation that permits employees to be actively engaged in the organisation’s decision-making (acas, n.d.,b).  Again, in NPTCBC, employees are not involved in decision making.  All decision making is carried out by the senior officers of the Council with little direct involvement from staff.
Additionally, some authors use other terms in relation to employee voice including involvement, participation, empowerment or consultation (Dundon & Rollinson, 2011).
It has been argued that employee voice is linked to employee engagement and 
improves the productivity of work groups both directly and indirectly.  Employee engagement enables employees to ‘opt’ to carry out their jobs and expends the ‘discretionary effort’ they are prepared to make.  Raising the levels of employee engagement is a management strategy that aims to release employee discretion and aligns employee interests closely to the organisation’s goals, assuming that this will enhance the organisation’s performance (Rees, Alfes & Gattenby 2013).   There is no evidence that Social Services staff are any more engaged than other employees of the Council, however the results of the staff survey are analysed and acting upon by senior management, therefore any issues raised by employees can be acted upon if senior management find it necessary and appropriate.
Marchington et al (1992) describes employee involvement and participation as ‘practices initiated principally by management, and designed to increase employee information about, and commitment to, the organisation’ (Gennard and Judge, 2005).  
The introduction of employee involvement mechanisms looks to enable management to gain their employees’ agreement to its proposals by commitment rather than control (Walton, 1985). These methods are intended at permitting individual employees to influence the management’s decision-making processes including collective bargaining, joint consultation and worker representation on the panel.  This arrangement centres on collective representative structures although it is management who ultimately make the decision as to whether employees will be involved and participate in management decision-making.  NPTCBC is a heavily unionised environment, however it would be difficult to gauge if employee voice is heard rather than the voices of the unions who often work towards national aims and objectives, for example when negotiating pay and conditions.  Employees of the Council do not currently have worker representatives on panels, representation comes from unions.  Union membership is lower than in previous years in the public sector, with membership falling in 2018 by 50,000 with a slight decline to 51.8% (Roper, 2018).  These figures suggest that just under half of employees would not be represented therefore these employees would not be given an opportunity for their voices to be heard.  Newcombe, 2013, argues however that unions have no difficulty in making their voices heard due to what they perceive as growing attacks on workers’ rights and pay freezes in the public sector.  They also take the Government to task over employment tribunal fees and zero-hour contracts.  Newcombe believes that although numerous people are detaching themselves from politics, unions can keep them interested and assists in building a better economy.
Employee involvement is not about employees’ dividing power with management, and the decision on if the organisation is to accept or reject the views of its’ employees lies with management alone (Gennard and Judge, 2005).  
Purcell, 2014, states that employee voice has become less significant in organisations partly due to the challenge that managers face and questions their reasoning for unilateral decision making, however in NPTCBC’s unionised environment, no decisions would be made without union consultation. 
Macleod and Clarke, 2009, state that employee voice becomes a necessity for engagement when employees’ opinions are sought, listened to and see that their views are considered and make a difference.  This would be applicable to Social Services staff in the Council, however does not extend to the rest of the workforce.
[bookmark: _Toc14715545]3.0 Theories and Perspectives on Employment Relations
The CIPD refers to the term ‘psychological contract’ as the subjective expectations, beliefs and obligations, as perceived by the employer and employee, and describes the expectations of the employer and individual employees (CIPD, 2019b).  The legal employment contract refers to the written mutual terms and conditions of employment between the employer and employee, whereas the psychological contract refers to how both parties perceive their relationship, what they commit to the relationship, what they assume they will receive in return and is a mutual expectation of trust and confidence.

Armstrong, 2003, refers to the psychological contract as ‘the combination of beliefs held by an individual and his/her employer about what they expect of each other’, and ‘is the unwritten expectations and behaviours held between both parties.  From the employer’s perspective this would consist of effort, competence, compliance, loyalty and commitment, and from the employee includes fairness, equity and consistency of the employer’s behaviour, job security, the capacity to demonstrate competencies, the opportunity to develop skills and receive adequate training, have opportunities for career progression and promotion, be involved and have influence in decision-making, trust in the employer to honour their promises, and for the employer to provide a safe working environment.

A positive psychological contract therefore, can be linked to greater commitment to the organisation, greater employee satisfaction and improved employment relations.  This can be achieved by
· ‘Defining expectations throughout recruitment and induction period
· Communicating and agreeing expectations through performance management practices
· The organisation’s policies and procedures being transparent along with management’s proposals and decisions due to their effect on employees
· Treating employees as stakeholders thereby gaining their cooperation rather than controlling them (Armstrong, 2003)
Kotter, 1973, states that ‘efficient management of the joining-up process can save an organisation money by making employees more efficient fast, by increasing job satisfaction, morale and productivity, decreasing turnover, increasing creativity, decreasing counterproductive conflict and tension, and increasing the number of effective employees in the organisation’. 
The unitary aspect of the organisation is one that functions as ‘unit’ or team, with management and employees having the same aims and objectives.  The unit is viewed as being compatible with a sense of loyalty, one focus and one affirmed leader.  Conflict is viewed as disruptive and unusual, normally explained by weak communications, personality clashes or instigated by agitators.  Trade unions are viewed as unnecessary and restrictive or induced by troublemakers (Mullins, 2005).
However it could be argued that if unitarism within Human Resource Management was a matter of fact, then there would be no disputes between organisations and employees and no reason to analyse employment practices (Van Buren III, Greenwood & Sheehan, 2011).
Pluralists, however, perceive conflict as being inevitable due to more than one party, who have their own views, dictating the rules of employment thereby leading to the risk of conflict.  Managers should therefore recognise that conflict is inevitable and should endeavour to regulate it (Edwards, 2003).  The pluralistic view may be perceived as a more realistic framework, particularly by trade unions and is fundamental for collective bargaining.

[bookmark: _Toc14715546]4.0. External factors affecting employee voice
There are currently are five trends shaping the future of work including:
1. New behaviours – driving organisations to bring about change.
2. Technology –  social media, big data, cloud computing, blockchain, internet of things, robotics, artificial intelligence, automation of knowledge , collaborative platforms, gamification, and digital fabrication, sometimes referred to the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ all impacting the way we work and live (Brione, 2017).
3. Millennials in the workplace – anticipated to provide approximately 50% of the workforce by 2020 and 75% by 2025, who will bring with them new approaches, different values, various styles of working and technological fluency. They will be the biggest generation to arrive in the workforce.  Millennials are content to live at home for longer than previous generations until they find an organisation they really want to work for, however this means organisations need to move from creating an environment they believe that people need to work to one that people want to work.
4. Agile working – it is starting to matter less where the work location is to be able to do your job.  So long as there is access to the internet, the same people and information can be acquired as when everybody works in the same place.
5. Globalisation – confines to working anywhere with anyone is disappearing as well as the language you speak becoming of less importance.
                   (Morgan, 2017)
 
NPTCBC has to respond flexibly to these new trends in order to remain sustainable (see PESTLE analysis, Appendix 1).
For the purpose of this report, the most significant external influences will be expanded upon and considered below.
[bookmark: _Toc535444236][bookmark: _Toc535445174][bookmark: _Toc14715547]4.1 Technology
Technology brought into the organisation has the intention of increasing the organisation’s productivity, cutting costs and improving the quality of products or services.  This benefits the organisation with technology solving problems that employees previously had to deal with therefore making their working lives easier, and freeing them to undertake more fulfilling, creative and human-facing work.  It can however intensify the work (Brione, 2017).

Effective dissemination of information to employees allows everyone to know what is being communicated within the organisation and can encourage healthy competition whilst employees learn how to use the latest technology.  Technology is essential in improving employment relations as it allows employees to become knowledge orientated, boosts morale leading to increased efficiency and motivation due to knowing what is going on around them (Bali, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc14715548]4.2 Millennials in the Workplace 
Zimmerman, 2016, believes millennials are inclined to speak up quickly and confidently within the organisation although they do not have the experience or credibility of previous generations.  Millennials were brought up differently to baby boomers for example who likely to have years of experience before they voice their opinion, whilst millennials have spent the previous twenty years being the centre of attention and having a different schooling experience where they learnt how to collaborate and contribute their opinion (Zimmerman, 2016).
Millennials are articulate in being able to use and adapt to fast developing technology.  Whilst older employees may see technology as a solution, millennials look upon it as a tool to find a solution to a problem.  This has created a divide between the generations and conflict can arise when older employees find technology difficult to use and take longer to learn to use it while younger employees see the learning as an investment and an enhancement to their future employment prospects (Altimier, 2006) .
[bookmark: _Toc14715549]4.3 Agile working
Agile working has many benefits such as improved morale, reduced stress, increased efficiency and productivity, less travel costs and overhead savings for the organisation, however there are disadvantages, including employees not being able to use their ‘
employee voice.  Enforcing employees to work from home without following appropriate consultation processes could lead to employees bringing grievances and considering if the organisation has breached its implied terms of trust and confidence, leading to claims of constructive dismissals (Meves, 2016).
However, there are downsides to agile working that managers need to take into consideration.  Lines of communication should be kept open with colleagues being contactable via instant messaging, conference calls and video calls, as well as maintaining contact and receiving regular updates on the productivity of the employee.  Managers need to be aware of triggers of ‘burnout’ and should hold regular face-to-face meetings in the office in order to catch up and avoids the employee feeling isolated from the organisation (Buckingham, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc14715550]5.  The roles and functions of the different parties to control and manage the employment relationship
The different parties involved in the employment relationship are managers, employees, employee representatives, employers’ associations and the government i.e. Acas, CAC and Certification Officer.  The purpose includes the job, reward and career of individual employees and the communications and culture of the organisation as it impacts upon them.  It may also incorporate collective agreements and joint employee relations mechanisms such as work committees.  The formal aspects include rules and procedures whilst the informal aspects include understanding, expectations and assumptions.  The employment relationship operates at different levels for example, management to employees, and managers to individual employees and their representatives.  The undertaking of the relationship is affected by procedures such as communications and consultation, and the management style established by individual managers (Armstrong, 2003).

The employer has various rights in relation to employees.  They are able to appoint and dismiss them, change certain terms and conditions of employment for example relocation, closure or merger of the organisation’s functions, and bring about technological changes (Arora, 2014).  Management have more power over how they conduct relationships with their employees with the main objectives being to control the work operations, achieve cost effectiveness, maintain managerial authority and move towards a unitary and independent approach (Armstrong, 2003).

Employees look to improve their terms and conditions of employment, discuss their views with managers and instigate grievances.  Employees also want to share decision making with managers and can unite to form unions (Arora, 2014).

The role of trade unions is to represent and protect the interests of its’ members and regulate the balance of power between the employer and employee.  Trade unions obtain through collective bargaining and voice, improved terms and conditions of employment for example pay, working hours, and annual leave as well as to provide protection to its members in relation to employment issues such as grievances, disciplinaries and redundancy.  Trade unions ensure managers are aware that there may be an alternative view on key issues that affect employees.  Unions also see their role as engaging with managers in relation to decision making on matters affecting their members (Armstrong, 2003).

Staff associations are often seen as being under the control of the employer and don’t have the independence to represent the interests of their members, however most of these associations would argue this.  Some associations are registered as trade unions although they have to adhere to the government about their independence from the employer.  Most associations however do not engage in negotiating with management over pay or conditions of employment and some exist solely to provide information and act as a consultation channel to management (Dundon and Rollinson, 2011).

The government influence and regulate employment relations by way of laws, rules, agreements etc.  This category also includes third parties such as employment tribunal courts (Arora, 2014).  The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) is an independent organisation set up by Parliament in 1975 following the passing of the Industrial Relations act (1971) when trade unions and employers requested an independent conciliation and arbitration service.  Its main objective is to improve employment relations by advising employers, employees and trade unions on their rights and duties and provide a mediation service between trade unions, employers and sometimes the government.  ACAS aims to resolve disputes between individual employees and management before they progress to an employment tribunal or advises employers on quality employment relations practice (ibid).
 
[bookmark: _Toc14715551]6. Employment Relations Procedures
Policies and procedures are an essential requirement in all organisations.  They set out the everyday rules and regulations, give guidance to enable managers to make decisions, concur with laws and regulations and rationalise internal processes (Gasior, 2018).
Following processes and procedures is crucial for both the organisation and its’ employees in order to provide a way to avoid or resolve conflict, determines standards of conduct and behaviour at work, augments the requirement for fairness and consistency in managing employment relationships and improves the morale and attitudes of the employees (Bott, 2003).

It is understood that some of the perceptions of basic human resource management is the idea that there is one best way to manage human resources.  This ideal tends to disregard the complicated and uncertain ways that order is negotiated.  Another problem with the idea that HR is operating strategically is that in order to adhere to policies it is a requirement to obtain co-operation from employees.  However employee co-operation is neither guaranteed nor unconditional and this opposition intrinsic to management’s control over employees signifies that management needs to take strategic action (Dibben et al, 2011).
Employees place themselves under the control of an organisation by following instructions and utilising their skills, knowledge and labour in exchange for payment, training etc, therefore they are expected to accept the organisation’s requirements.  Conflict can then arise when these requirements are seen to be insubstantial or unfair.  Conflict falls into two categories, conflict of rights, for example around health and safety violations or discrimination, and conflict of interests that sometime occur when resources are limited and groups complete to secure a bigger share for their members, for example conflicts regarding wage increases.  Conflicts of interests benefit from being resolved through parties discussing their disputes and negotiating the outcome to the satisfaction of both parties, however conflicts of rights are better resolved through independent decision either by a third party, mediator or court (Bingham, 2016).   

[bookmark: _Toc14715552]7. Mitigating Risk
Organisations are able to flourish by establishing a set of policies, procedures and structures that provide the basis to enable the efficient delivery of its’ operations and deliver value to its stakeholders. The organisation performs under the direction of managers as directed by these polices and processes in order to achieve its strategic aims and objectives whilst adhering to best practice, laws and regulations to mitigate the risks, as a critical business discipline, to the achievement of the organisation’s objectives (Clarke, 2017).  

Organisations that operate with a reactive view that as long as it is performing adequately there is no need to document the policies and procedures, disregards the importance of proactive risk management practices and has an isolated view of the organisation and key operations and also restricts the advantages of performance-improvement measures.  This view is also hampered by the perception that policies and procedures are meaningless therefore underestimating their legitimate importance.   (Amadei, 2016).
Clearly understandable rules are beneficial for both employers and employees and set the standard required for conduct and performance at work as well as make clear to employees what is expected of them.  The rules and procedures should be agreed as 
reasonable by those covered by them and those who implement them (acas, 2006).
The disciplinary procedure enables the employer to set standards for performance and conduct that are usually included in the organisation’s rules.  It allows the employer to deal with unacceptable standards of conduct and allows the employee to work at an acceptable standard or if not, result in the employee’s dismissal.
The procedure should be fair, effective and used consistently throughout the organisation.  The procedure should take into account the requirements of natural justice, for example, the employee should be notified of the allegations made against them as well as any supporting evidence being given in advance of disciplinary meetings.  Employees should also be given the opportunity to challenge the allegations prior to decisions being made and given the right to appeal (acas, 2011).
The main objective of having a grievance procedure is to enable employees to resolve issues or problems at work before they develop into a larger problem.  Grievances can be raised by employees in relation to their work, working conditions, or relationships with colleagues.  Some grievances can be settle informally in the first instance, however if the employee is not satisfied with the outcome of the informal process they would be able to raise it formally with management (advicenow.org.uk., 2019).

A redundancy procedure provides an agreement in order to avoid or minimise redundancies and to carry out redundancies when they are unavoidable.  It lessens the likelihood of conflict and misunderstanding as well as having the ability to facilitate better planning and assisting with the process of change.  An agreed redundancy procedure helps to ensure that employees are treated fairly.  The agreement of the organisation giving details about retraining transfers and redeployment indicates that the organisation is committed to continued employment and duty of care for the welfare of employees.  The policy aims to reduce the fear of the unknown and increases the sense of stability and security of employment.  It also gives trade unions the opportunity to be able to influence management policy by reaching an agreement on the measures to be followed or avoided ,or minimise redundancies (acas, n.d, c.).
[bookmark: _Toc14715553]8.0 Conclusion
Employee relations still has significant importance in the workplace.  Trade unions remain a strong force in the public sector due to the continuation of collective consultation within the sector and a dependence of bargaining and the focus of attention on partnership working (CIPD, 2018).
Employee relations is built on values that are still required by HR practitioners.  Managers are required to have both technical and softer skills in order to be effective people managers which is imperative to a productive employment relationship (ibid).
Employers are required to train and support managers as the foundation to be able to establish and maintain motivation and commitment.  Strategic planning remains a major aim within organisations, however as managers are relied upon to maintain the employment relationship, organisations must build up their competence to provide them with the necessary tools to equip them.
[bookmark: _Toc14715554]9.0 Recommendations
· A staff survey to be issued to all employees in the Authority.  This would allow all staff to have the opportunity to express their opinions and views on their employment in the Authority in a safe way without fear of repercussions.  The surveys should remain confidential, however employees should be allowed to identify themselves if they wish to meet with and discuss issues raised with management.  HR and IT would be able to co-ordinate the distribution of the survey using the employee’s email address that has been provided for receipt of payslips.  The results of the survey can be distributed to each Directorate.  The majority of the surveys can be completed online, however there would be a cost associated for paper, printing and postage for those employees who do not receive a payslip electronically, plus time costs for those employees involved in the distribution and analysis of the surveys.

· NPTCBC to appoint an ‘employee director’ in order for employees who are not in a union to have a voice, and to ensure employees are given access to all information and include their voices at higher level, strategic decision making decisions at all meetings and discussions (Sharp, 2018).  This may benefit the Council by having a worker at this level to enhance the quality of the decision making.  The employee director could be nominated by other workers or self-nominated to be voted in by other employees.  This would require a time commitment from the employee director and the employing department however there would be no financial cost associated.

· Employee representative meetings to be held approximately every six to eight weeks made up of a HR representative, the employee director and employee representatives elected by individual teams to feedback from their own team meetings and to give an employee view of any new initiatives or plans (ibid).  Again a time commitment would be required but there would be no financial costs associated.
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