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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

The focus of Chapter 12 is on the relationship between individual employee and the employer or management, and the quality of that relationship in terms of communications and employee involvement in day-to-day decision-making. The chapter puts forward a theoretical model for analyzing employee involvement (EI). Greater EI has been identified with the ‘soft’ developmental HRM model, business re-engineering and changes in job design. Managerial disciplinary action is also examined as a way to moderate and control employee behaviour in the workplace

Chapter objectives
After studying this chapter, you should be able to:
· Explain why managers might want to increase employee involvement (EI) and participation and describe the different dimensions of employee involvement. 

· Appreciate the importance of employee communications in the HRM paradigm. 

· Identify some ethical issues and their relevance to employee relations 

· Describe the major issues related to sexual harassment in the workplace and the implications for managing employee relations. 

· Explain the concepts, values and legal framework that underline the disciplinary process in employment.   

CHAPTER OUTLINE

Introduction
Employee relations affect the day-to-day relationship between managers and non-managers in the workplace and the term ‘employee relations’ denotes an assortment of employer led initiatives for improving workplace communication, for engaging employees either directly or indirectly in decision-making and for securing employee compliance with management rules through disciplinary action.

 In some HRM models, e.g. Beer et al (see figure 1.5) employee relations contribute to enhancing employee commitment. 

The nature of employee relations

The assortment of employer led initiatives that constitute employee relations – communication, employee involvement, rights and discipline – is shown in Figure 12.1. 

Employee communication
Communication is central for the process of decision-making, management control, leadership, and power. Communication is an important managerial skill for “getting things done” (see figure 1.3 in chapter 1).

To be effective organizational communication must be regular, two-way, and include entire management team.

Key issues related to workplace communications are shown in Figure 12.2 
Three major perspectives for understanding and studying organizational communications are discussed: functionalist, interpretivist and critical.
a) Functionalist - organizational communication is viewed as a conduit through which information is transmitted between sender and receiver. 

b) Interpretivist - an approach that recognizes that organizational members interpret identical information differently and hence the problem of predicting.

c) Critical/Radical - a perspective that examines myths, metaphors, and story telling as a source of management power and control over subordinates. 

The communications model depicted in figure 12.3 is an example of the functionalist approach found in many business communications texts.

Communication theorists have identified a number of challenges when designing a communications system, including:

· Disparate geographical locations

· Large variety of skill groups

· Cross-cultural communications

· Gendered communications

· Employment arrangements

· Financial constraints

Two-way communication – functionalist theory emphasizes downward, upwards and horizontal communications.
HRM in practice 12.1 - ‘Communication overload spreading’ this example, reports the negative effects on labour productivity of too much information.    

Table 12.1 lists eight frequently used direct communication methods reported by 2004 WERS 

Employee involvement
Employee participation involves employees exerting a countervailing and upward pressure on management. It is also associated with an ‘adversarial model’ of workplace relations. There are two types of participation are explained: direct and indirect.
Employee involvement is a ‘softer’ form of participation and is alleged to be more flexible and assumes a commonality of interests between management and employees. 
Methods of involvement show a continuum. The communication of information, financial involvement, problem solving, quality circles, consultation, teams, collective bargaining, worker directors, and European-style works councils (see figure 12.4). 

HRM in practice 12.2 - ‘Partnership equals profit’ this example reports that organizations introducing EI improve their financial performance  

A general theory of employee involvement is offered in figure 12.5. 

Employee involvement aims to influence employee behaviour and change organizational culture. The involvement-commitment cycle is presented as a general theory to explain why work organizations introduce EI schemes. 

Management theorists put forward three reasons why management introduces EI: moral, economic and behavioural.

Consultation and indirect employee participation acknowledges the potential benefit of employee voice in the decision-making process. 

Joint consultation versus collective bargaining, ‘Revitalization’ versus ‘Marginality’ models is discussed. WERS 2004 data show extent to which managers inform, consult or negotiate with employee representatives (see table 12.3).
The diagram (see figure 12.6) illustrates that in a unionized environment communicating, consulting, and negotiating can be closely linked together in the handling of employee relations.  
European works councils, unlike JCC, are mandatory consultative committees. EWCs functions are: 

· Establish 2-way communications

· Maintain peaceful and cooperative relations

· Provide training 

Two major impediments to EI: 

a) Trade union attitudes - Refer also to the discussion on trade unions and HRM (Chapter 11), and 

b) Management attitudes - resistance to EI schemes is reported from first-line managers.

Employee involvement and paradox
Four main types of EI paradox are examined: structure, agency, identity, and power. A key question posed is whether creative thinking and innovation can emerge from these EI paradoxes. 

Employee rights
The equality of employee relations is a function of organizational values and culture, in addition, it is buttressed by individual rights that are designed to protect employees against inequitable managerial behaviour.

Sexual harassment as a employee relations issue – different forms of hostility and misogyny towards female employees, particularly sexual harassment, have received attention from the courts and researchers. 
Figure 12.7 shows EU Code on Sexual Harassment.
Discipline at work
When EI ‘voice’ mechanisms fail to create desirable workplace behaviours, managers can resort to disciplinary action. 

We define discipline as the process maintaining compliance with the rules that regulate employment in order to produce a controlled and effective performance. 

Discipline serves to improve, punish and deter. Every formal organization has rules of behaviour in the workplace. For example, behaviours considered acts of “gross misconduct” are shown in figure 12.8.  

The employer can impose penalties for infractions, such as: rebuke, warnings, transfer or demotion, suspension and dismissal.  

Formal disciplinary procedures are the norm even in workplaces with relatively few employees. Four key features of a disciplinary are examined:

· Fairness

· Facilities for representation

· Procedural steps (see figure 12.9).  

· Management rules

HRM in practice 12.3 – ‘Two co-workers killed after employee receives a disciplinary letter’
this shocking incident in a small Canadian city, emphasizes, amongst other things, the importance of maintaining a sense of dignity for the employee facing discipline.   

The UK ACAS Code of Practice on discipline at work provides practical guidance to employers (see figure 12.10). 
ENGAGING IN CRITICAL THINKING

· REFLECTIVE QUESTION/ESSAY QUESTION

In what ways might employee involvement improve organizational decision-making and performance?

· HELP 

One way to answer this question is to first define EI, and then proceed to explain the potential outcomes of EI initiatives. It is claimed that EI improves the quality of decision making because of  (a) synergy and (b) individual biases and limited information held by individuals are corrected by the collective involvement in the process. EI also assists in decision implementation because EI increases commitment to the decision. Reference may also be made to the several studies that report EI improving organizational performance. Your answer should however explain the challenges researchers face when attempting to measure the precise EI-performance link. See Chapter 14 for a discussion on this point.

CHAPTER CASE: COMMUNICATIONS AT FORRESTER COMPUTER SERVICES
This case will help to generate a discussion on the potential outcomes of re-engineering and concomitant EI scheme. The case also raises the challenge of maintaining the support and commitment of line managers. Further case studies on re-engineering and EI can be found in John Bratton’s 1992 book, Japanization at Work.

· STUDY TIP 

You need to be aware that critics of the HRM model in general, and EI in particular, have argued that EI initiatives might be used by managers to marginalize the role of trade unions in the workplace. For further insights on EI, see Thompson and McHugh’s book, Work Organizations (2002) pp.163-165, and check out the references in ‘Further Reading’.
