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1 Introduction  

This report summarises the findings from a review of the current industrial relations (IR) 

situation in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, which the Institute of Employment 

Studies (IES) has been commissioned to undertake by Tower Hamlets Council. 

The aims of the project have been to: 

■ Review the current IR structures, processes and culture in the Council; 

■ Recommend any changes and improvements that could contribute to a more 

productive, collaborative and effective industrial relations framework and culture 

within the Council. 

In terms of scope of the Review: 

■ On staffing, the project has focused on arrangements for non-schools staff; 

■ On content, the focus has been on formal IR structures and agreements, but also the 

‘softer’ processes of behaviour and communications and involvement that underpin 

the IR culture in the Council. 

The methodology for the review has involved an analysis of the current situation from 

three main perspectives: 

■ An external perspective in terms of gathering and presenting academic research and 

information on external trends and examples to highlight best practice and changes in 

IR in relevant employers; 

■ An assessment of the level of alignment and reinforcement which the current IR 

situation provides for the delivery of the Council’s vision, strategy and values; 

■  And the extent to which the current situation meets the needs and motivations of 

employees and their representatives. 
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The work stages involved in the Review have been as follows: 

1. Initial planning of the project with a joint management and trade union steering group, 

which has subsequently met a number of times during the course of the project to 

review and facilitate progress. 

2. Key stakeholder interviews. IES staff carried out 16 individual interviews with the 

Mayor, Chief Executive, corporate directors, trade union branch secretaries and HR 

staff. We also held a meeting with the CLC and with 7 senior managers/service heads 

in small groups and a focus group of 18 HR business partners. The findings from this 

stage are summarised in Section 2 of this report. 

3. Staff focus groups. IES ran 6 focus groups involving 23 staff from across the Council in 

order to discuss their perceptions of IR in the Council at present, the main strengths 

and weaknesses and what changes and improvements might be desirable and feasible. 

These findings are presented in Section 3. 

4. Review of external research, trends and practices. IR practices and trends and changes 

in them in relevant organisations externally have been assembled by IES, as well as 

relevant research on what makes for successful and collaborative IR arrangements. The 

findings are presented in Section 4. 

5. Review and analysis of internal documentation relevant to the current IR situation. In 

Section 5 a more detailed analysis and comparison of IR structures and policies and 

their application in Tower Hamlets is summarised. 

6. Development of change options and recommendations, in conjunction with the project 

steering group. The final section of the reports summarises the key issues raised by the 

findings shown previously, and presents feasible options and recommended actions to 

address and improve IR arrangements in the Council. 

7. Drafting and submission of this report. 
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2 Stakeholder Interview Findings 

2.1 Introduction 

IES carried out 16 individual interviews with key stakeholders, including trade union 

branch secretaries, and then additionally held a meeting with the CLC and two small 

group discussions involving seven service heads. We also held a focus group of 18 HR 

business partners. The interviews were held following a structured agenda considering 

the current IR situation and any desirable changes and improvements. Interviews 

typically lasted approximately one hour. 

These meetings were held confidentially on a Chatham House basis in order to encourage 

openness and honesty in the feedback. Given the range of stakeholders, views on the 

current situation and level and direction of change required obviously varied between 

individuals, sometimes considerably. Here however, we summarise the major common 

points raised. Overall, everyone agreed that the review was beneficial and that changes 

and improvements in the IR situation should be considered. 

We would stress that these views are those of the interviewees and not necessarily those 

of IES. 

2.2 Findings 

Our interviewees were all very supportive and felt that it was good timing to be carrying 

out an independent review. There was a high level of interest shown in IES’s work, and 

the review was broadly welcomed by all – the common message to us appeared to be to 

do a full and thorough review, ‘don’t rush, get it right’. Tower Hamlets IR, we were told 

by almost all parties, has to be understood in the unique context of the Council, the 

borough and its recent history. In particular, the diversity of the local community, the 

relatively strong funding situation for the Council in the past, resulting from its residents 

and businesses, and the ‘trauma’ resulting from the previous administration were all 

regularly mentioned.  
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2.2.1 Views about the Council  

First and foremost, our interviewees described Tower Hamlets as a good place to work –

we were told that people are proud to work there, generally enjoy their work and have 

good relationships with colleagues. However, a number of interviewees felt that the 

Council has been ‘cushioned’ in the past from the impact of severe financial cutbacks 

affecting the sector, because of funding for the poorer parts of the Borough and the 

income from Canary Wharf businesses; but that this is much less likely to be the case in 

the future.  

The scale of cuts required in the current budget would mean that the Council will need to 

undertake more and faster service change and internal restructuring, in the way that 

other councils have had to. There was a general sense that while staff and trade union 

consultation and involvement would always be high in the Council and core to how it 

operates, it needs to become more ‘fleet of foot’, more agile and better at changing 

internally to maintain and enhance services to residents in the future. 

The HR business partners said that people know that the council needs to be more 

creative if it is to save £60 million in the future, and that there cannot just be recourse to 

voluntary severance: in their view, there is too much reliance on this.  

2.2.2 Industrial relations 

Unanimously, people felt that good union relationships are essential to an effectively 

operating Council and engaged and high-performing staff. There is a commitment to joint 

and collaborative working by everyone. However, everyone also accepted that there were 

aspects of current management/union interactions and wider staff involvement and 

communications that would benefit from improvement. Further, the history of IR in the 

Council was described as relying quite heavily on personal relations; some individual 

personal relationships and actions in parts of the Council were felt to have had a powerful 

negative effect on IR more widely and had been allowed to persist for too long. 

Many interviewees referred to Tower Hamlets as a ‘siloed organisation’ and described the 

highly varied and inconsistent strength and quality of IR across the organisation – 

varying from ‘excellent’ in some areas to ‘poor’ in others.  

Interviewees described Tower Hamlets as a traditional IR culture, with the trade unions 

more/more extensively involved than is typical in other authorities today – not 

surprisingly, stakeholders saw strengths and weaknesses in that situation. 

Overall, however, trade unions were described as being in a powerful position compared 

to the situation in other, comparable, employers. Partly this was held to reflect the 

weakness of leadership and strategic direction in recent years in the face of a difficult 

political situation, which had encouraged a sense of ‘drift’ in Council activities. 
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Interviewees recognised and mentioned some of the unusual features of IR here, such as 

the JCAG and CHAD processes. Particular cases and problems resulting from these were 

described by some, such as delaying necessary changes or over-ruling decisions. But 

everyone appeared to agree that abusing these arrangements in a self-interested way, for 

example by registering a lot of failures to agree (FTAs), was not good for anyone, nor in 

anyone’s best long-term interests. A number of interviewees questioned whether these 

formal structures were really the ‘blockers’ to change and effective IR, or whether poor 

and inconsistent management in using them effectively was in fact the real issue. 

Many referred to problems resulting from a lack of clarity and definition in some of the IR 

policies, for example on specific issues, where are the boundaries between, and what falls 

into the categories of consultation, bargaining, and communications. 

The HR business partners felt that the relationship with trade unions in the Council 

depends on the directorate and also depends to some extent on personality. They also 

characterised the IR culture at the Council as quite traditional, with a culture of 

escalation. The culture of FTAs was also discussed at length by the HR business partners, 

with the view that this is the case in most situations where there are potential 

redundancies. However, they also noted that the unions have never stopped any 

redundancies going ahead: they have merely delayed things.  

2.2.3 Views on management 

The management culture was described to us as under-developed and risk averse, with a 

strong following-procedure/process focus in the organisation. One individual described 

this as a ‘culture of fear’ amongst managers when making decisions, in case they were 

reversed; and another spoke of the ‘kick the can down the road’ approach, of avoiding big 

and difficult issues, that this encouraged. 

The HR business partners felt that the lead from senior management could be clearer. 

They also said that the Council needs to enable managers to be more assertive when 

dealing with trade unions and overall. They felt that there is often a lack of clarity about 

decision-making and roles and that there is also is a lack of trust between unions and 

management.  

2.2.4 Policies and procedures 

A number of interviewees, particularly the service heads, felt that minor issues can be 

escalated too quickly, that formal procedures are called into play too early, that issues and 

disputes can take excessive amounts of time to address and resolve, rather than being 

fairly discussed and addressed as swiftly as possible, as they happen. 

We also discussed related HR policies in the interviews. The terms and conditions were 

generally held to be a good package, and a number of interviewees felt that the severance 
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packages are generous, leading to an over-use of voluntary redundancy in restructuring 

situations. 

The HR function was described as being ‘weak’ in the past, in respect of its influence and 

expertise and confidence. It was described as not strategic but process-driven, and along 

with the legal function, was seen as encouraging the risk-averse culture and by some 

managers as not being supportive enough of them. We heard examples of being made to 

follow ‘long-winded complex procedures’, and of HR giving contradictory advice on 

using them. 

In terms of the key focus for the future, interviewees wondered whether there needs to be 

a review and changes to formal IR policies and structures to effect improvement, whether 

they just need to be implemented more effectively, or whether there needs to be change in 

both. 

The HR business partners felt that there is a blur between what is out for consultation and 

negotiation. They noted that some managers have tried to make a stand, but they are not 

supported further up the line. They felt that the procedures themselves are not that bad, 

although there is room for improvement. Rather, the problem is in the implementation, 

and they take a long time. 

‘Managers are scared, so take the procedures slowly. Performance management barely exists. 

If managers try to performance manage, a grievance goes in immediately’.  

They felt that the result of this is that managers become wary of making dismissals for 

misconduct or sickness absence, as they worry that it will be appealed and overturned. 

They acknowledged that line managers are expected to be experts on a lot of things, 

whereas, of course, they are not. There is also variety of performance between line 

managers. One made the point that policies are drafted by HR and seen as HR policies 

and so the managers do not own the process.  

2.3 Summary  

These discussions raised many interesting points. It is clear that people appreciate 

working for the Council and view it as a good employer. There is awareness of a need to 

save money in the current climate and people are generally aware that there will be 

change.  

There is a strong commitment to working with trade unions and acknowledgement of the 

role of trade unions in the Council. Industrial relations are viewed as quite traditional in 

the Council, and something that varies in quality and strength across the organisation. 

Industrial relations here is characterised by procedures and the relatively strong position 
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of the trade unions, which registers many FTAs. There are also issues around the 

boundaries between information, consultation and bargaining.  

Almost all interviewees agreed that aspects of the current IR structure need 

changing/improving/updating: the key questions this Review needs to answer are which 

ones and how far/how fast/how is this change to be effected. 

There was a view that there needs to be a stronger lead from senior management and that 

many middle managers are unsure, risk-averse and over-reliant on procedures. In terms 

of policies and procedures, there was a view that they are not bad in themselves, but that 

they need to be implemented more consistently and flexibly. In particular, managers need 

to be given the confidence to tailor to individual cases and circumstances. HR needs to 

support managers to do this. There seems to be an issue with the policies in that they are 

drafted by HR and so not owned by managers.  

2.3.1 The Way Forward  

The most commonly mentioned changes and features of good IR in the future were as 

follows: 

■ The Council needs a clear organisational strategy that people can understand and 

relate to, a common collective vision and set of values that staff can buy into and 

support. 

■ There needs to be more accountability for everyone, staff, unions, managers and HR. 

This could be achieved by a charter setting out expectations and behaviour for 

everyone. 

■ The Council needs its leadership to inject ‘pace and energy and meaning’ – to ‘set the 

example from the top’ on change. 

■ There needs to be less ‘silo’ working and more cross-organisational team-working. 

■ Managers need to be skilled and supported and trained to manage well and 

consistently across the Council. 

■ Interviewees felt we should all be working to avoid disputes as far as possible and if 

they arise, ensuring they are resolved as fairly and swiftly as possible. 

■ HR/IR Procedures should be simplified and clarified, but generally interviewees felt, 

as one put it, that this ‘won’t achieve anything on its own’. 

■ There needs to be an effectively operating Staff Side. 
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■ There needs to be effective discussion and involvement of unions and staff on the best 

ways of addressing the major challenges facing the Council. 

■ The relationship between management and unions needs to be open, effective and 

‘balanced’. 

■ HR needs to be, and is being, strengthened, in order to give proper, effective and 

consistent advice and support to managers and employees. 

■ People also felt that wider internal staff communications and involvement needs to be 

improved. 
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3 Focus Group Findings 

3.1 Introduction 

IES ran six group discussions to a structured format involving 23 staff from across the 

Council, in order to discuss their perceptions of IR in the Council at present, the main 

strengths and weaknesses and what changes and improvements might be desirable and 

feasible. Meetings lasted approximately one hour and were held under Chatham House 

rules, with summary themes and points described in this paper. A short questionnaire 

was also administered and the results from this are also profiled in the accompanying 

charts. 

Turnouts were lower than expected, but the participants were highly engaged and 

provided a surprisingly consistent picture of the key issues, supported by a wide range of 

examples across the diverse activities of the Council.  

‘Thoroughly enjoyable, good to share thoughts, experiences and ideas on this’. 

We have written up the results in the same order as we discussed the various aspects of 

industrial/employee relations in the meetings. 

3.2 Findings 

3.2.1 General employee relations climate 

Focus group participants were asked about the general employee relations climate in the 

workplace and how they felt about working for the Council. Many participants said that 

they enjoyed their jobs, there was a good atmosphere, there were good relationships 

between staff and that it was generally a good place to work.  

‘I really enjoy working here. We change people’s lives’. 

‘It does feel like a good place to work’. 

However, there was significant variation between directorates: Market Services, for 

example, was described as being ‘in crisis’.  



 

10    Review of Industrial Relations 

 

Relations between colleagues, teamwork and cooperation were generally characterised as 

good. We were told, however, that relationships and communications could be a little 

compromised by people not being in the same place, although this was not 

insurmountable. However, relations with management and particularly more senior 

management were thought to be at times more formal, impersonal and tense, with 

relatively low involvement and communications. Nevertheless, people felt generally well 

supported in their roles. 

Anxiety about restructuring (see next section) was mentioned by all groups. Some felt 

that they knew that something was coming but that they did not know exactly what it 

was going to be like and whether or not they would have a job in a year’s time, which was 

causing them some anxiety. Others felt that effective staff were leaving because of the 

uncertainty. 

‘People tend to get on well here, but everyone is working under the same uncertainties 

regarding future restructuring and cost-saving’. 

There was also talk in all groups of increasing work pressure, which affected the general 

atmosphere at the workplace. A number of individuals had been at the Council for a long 

time, and some spoke of not particularly being valued, almost taken for granted.  

One issue that affected people’s perceptions of working at the Council was hotdesking, 

which some groups felt was a major stress factor.  

‘Hotdesking is a major cause of stress, with the pressure to be in the office by 9:15, otherwise 

it’s difficult to find a desk or you have to sit away from your team’. 

Figure 1 below shows participants’ responses to questionnaire questions on the general 

employment relations climate at the Council. A total of 69 per cent of participants agreed 

or strongly agreed that relations between management and trade unions were generally 

positive. Sixty-one per cent thought that employees were generally well-motivated and 

engaged, and 78 per cent thought that employment relations were generally good (none 

thought that they were not good).  
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Figure 1: Views on General ER Climate 

 

Source: discussion group questionnaires: N = 23 

3.2.2 Strategy and change 

This was the major area of discussion in all of the groups. All groups pointed to the fact 

that there had been a lot of change in the Council over the past few years and they knew 

that there was more to come. A lack of strategic direction, slow implementation and poor 

communications were also mentioned in all of the groups. 

One of the main effects of this situation is an increase in pressure and workload. Coupled 

with uncertainty and anxiety about the future, this was unsettling for staff. Many 

individuals felt that they were now under pressure to deliver ‘more for less' and in areas 

such as social care, the feeling was that case loads were increasing considerably. There 

was also a feeling that the administrative burden was becoming greater and that people 

were doing much more administrative work than previously, due to cutbacks.  

‘Case loads are increasing but we are not recruiting, so this is increasing our workload’. 

‘We’re getting squeezed. It’s all about making money and generating income for the 
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Some individuals felt that there was a general lack of control over their work. Local line 

managers were deemed to be supportive, but there was a feeling that the managers 
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‘The way that restructuring has been dealt with has put some good managers in a difficult 

position, if they want to be transparent’.  

A clear feeling emerged from the groups that communication about change was not clear 

or transparent and was very much ‘top-down’. Some individuals felt that there was a 

general lack of a clear and communicated strategic plans and direction. Some people felt 

that the anxiety around change was down to people not being told clearly what was 

going to happen to them or their team, which has an impact on productivity. 

‘Change isn’t communicated very well’.  

‘This is an expensive process and any longer-term integrating rationale and plan is 

generally not explained, resulting in the lack of a clear strategic approach.’ 

Others felt that there were frequent changes and communications happened rather late in 

the process, resulting in a lack of understanding and buy-in from staff and this was also 

something that affected morale.  

‘You hear a rumour of change in your area, but aren’t involved until the formal consultation 

process late on.’ 

‘Delays and delays’ 

‘Most staff aren’t involved’ 

One of the tools used to communicate change is the intranet. While people acknowledged 

that the information is there, many felt that the intranet was not the natural home for 

communication about change, as people do not look at the intranet to find out about 

change. Emails were felt to be more suitable for this purpose. 

‘We don’t have time to look at the intranet to see whether there has been any announcement 

on change.’ 

There was also a feeling that change takes too long – in some cases up to a year – to 

implement, by which time things may have moved on and the next round of change is on 

the horizon.  

The lack of a clear long-term, strategic direction was directly mentioned in some of the 

groups and hinted at in others. Some felt that the Council’s priority was really rather 

short-term in order to reduce costs with no clear ambition beyond that. Some individuals 

perceived a very financially-driven agenda, rather like a private sector company, with an 

emphasis on quantity rather than quality.  

‘The priorities are to cut costs and ‘salami slice’ in the short term.’ 



 

Institute for Employment Studies   13 

 

There was also a feeling that some managers were coming in and making changes in 

order to make their mark or further their careers, and then moving on, leaving the next 

cohort of managers to come in and do the same. Turnover of senior staff was seen as 

another important factor driving the uncertainty. 

One group pointed to a lack of a clear vision and direction for the Council, encouraged by 

a relatively high rate of senior staff turnover, which has reinforced a management culture 

of risk aversion. Leadership is felt to be still lacking and staff talked about ‘drift’ and 

‘frustration’ as a result. 

‘What is the vision to make a real difference?’ 

‘There is the absence of any clear rationale’ 

The roadshows from the chief executive were thought to be good by some, although there 

was still a feeling that more local-level communication was needed. There was also a view 

expressed by others that the roadshows were a bit of a ‘tick-box’ exercise and indicated 

the lack of staff consultation and buy in. 

Overall, however, senior management was not deemed to be very visible. There was 

much talk of the senior management team having moved to one of the top floors. 

Individuals understood the rationale for this, ie that the senior management team needed 

to work together. However, there were quite strong views that this sends the wrong 

message to the rest of the workforce.  

‘Senior management is not very visible and limits the amount they tell you.’ 

‘Keeping people in the loop would show people that you value them’. 

There was also discussion in some groups about the support available to those having to 

communicate and deal with change at middle management level. The general feeling was 

that this support could be better – be that on the technical detail or at an emotional level.  

Figure 2 below sets out participants’ views on council strategy and change. A total of 56 

per cent agreed that there needed to be changes or improvements in the employment 

relations culture at the Council. Sixty-five per cent agreed or strongly agreed that there 

was too much change taking place at the Council. Seventy per cent thought that Tower 

Hamlets was a high-performing Council, but 43 per cent did not think that service 

reviews and changes were well-managed and only nine per cent thought that they were.  
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Figure 2: Views on Council Strategy and Change 

 

Source: discussion group questionnaires: N = 23 
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Overall, HR policies and procedures were seen to be clear and accessible, but 

implementation could often be poor, lacking in sensible and sensitive adaptation to 

particular circumstances. The processes could be long-winded, which leads to over-

reliance on procedure and lack of effective employee involvement and decision-making. 

‘The problem is not the policy, it just needs to be managed and interpreted intelligently and 

with common sense’. 

The view in general was that the policies were clear, but that managers did not receive a 

lot of support when implementing them, and often felt left on their own when managing 

difficult cases. This leads to a reluctance to take them forward, and even then, only 

through the given process. Formal reviews created another element of workload for 

already busy managers and HR in some cases struggled to staff these, delaying progress 

further. But at least they were seen as a ‘safe’ and predictable option. 

Participants in another group had quite a sceptical view of the Council’s diversity 

policies, which they thought did not work so well on the ground and were better on 

paper than in practice. Some individuals could also cite cases of bullying, sometimes from 

a personal point of view.  

‘There isn’t a lot of diversity in terms of progression and the PDRs are a waste of time’. 

But generally there was a remarkable lack of discussion, unless IES prompted it, about the 

specific IR procedures such as the CHAD and JCAG processes, about which most 

participants knew but on which few had experience or strong views. The general 

difficulty in progressing decisions in a risk-averse organisations and the time taken to 

address any disputes were the main themes in all of the groups. The exception was 

sickness absence, a process of which most had had experience or had witnessed. 

Sickness absence 

There was much discussion of the sickness absence policy. There was a feeling that it was 

quite draconian and caused quite a lot of anxiety amongst those who needed to go 

through the procedure.  

‘Sickness isn’t managed. It’s just fed into the procedure’. 

‘People are apprehensive to take time off’. 

‘The sickness policy can feel a little like a disciplinary’.  

‘There is no incentive to try to come back to work early after sick leave, as it will just trigger 

another absence if you go off sick again’.  

‘You come back feeling victimised. There is a standard procedure – one size fits all’.  
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‘You feel you have to justify yourself’.  

There was recognition that there needed to be a policy to stop abuse of the sickness 

absence system, but it was also felt that it caused a lot of worry among genuine cases, 

who need supporting. There was also some inconsistency in implementation, with some 

managers giving people the flexibility to work at home if they were not feeling 100 per 

cent, and others not. Some managers were felt to be very good. 

‘I had to take time off sick and wanted to come back full-time, but my manager eased me back 

in gradually, and I was very grateful for that – it made it a lot easier to come back’.  

One group pointed out that having a blanket sickness absence policy for the whole 

Council was unfair towards those who work in close contact with children and who are 

therefore more likely to catch viruses and need to take time off sick. Overall, however, 

Occupational Health was felt to be very good and supportive. 

3.2.4 Disputes and disagreements 

Overall, the Council was not seen to be a particularly high conflict environment: 

disagreements were seen to result from restructuring and poor management of HR 

policies and personal/personality conflicts. 

‘Disciplinaries are not really an issue here. People challenge each other, but that’s good’. 

‘Things have improved. But it depends on your manager’ 

There was a view that disciplinary procedures can take a long time, and the application 

varies, according to the manager. It was felt that the Council’s handling of disputes has 

improved over the past decade or so, but that much depends on the manager. Some are 

open and flexible, whereas some are seen as more draconian. 

One view was that investigations can take a long time as people need to do their day job 

alongside this. There was a feeling that managers need to be very committed and have a 

lot of stamina to see a disciplinary process/performance issue through. 

There was talk of some incidences of bullying that had not been addressed, but it was felt 

that, with the odd exception, managers seem to handle things in a professional manner. 

Figure 3 below contains participants’ views on HR and ER policies and on disputes. There 

was broad agreement that the Councils works well to prevent and tackle discrimination 

(61 per cent and only four per cent disagreed with this statement). Similarly, 52 per cent 

thought that the Council worked well to promote positive relations between staff from 

different backgrounds, although 21 per cent disagreed with this.  
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However, views on policies were not as positive. Only 35 per cent felt that disagreements 

and disputes were dealt with fairly and effectively, while 30 per cent thought that they 

were not. Only 30 per cent thought that HR policies and procedures were well managed 

and implemented, whereas 30 per cent thought that they were not. A total of 44 per cent 

thought that HR policies and procedures were defined and communicated clearly, 

whereas 39 per cent thought that they were not.  

Figure 3: Views on HR/ER policies and disputes 

 

Source: discussion group questionnaires: N = 23 

3.2.5 Current terms and conditions 

There was in general broad satisfaction expressed with the terms and conditions at the 

Council. The pay was judged, on the whole, to be satisfactory, in comparison with that at 

other councils. The main issue seemed to centre not around pay as such, but the 

perception that there was too much of a focus on targets. 

‘Terms and conditions are generally good. However, management seem more interested in 

targets rather than anything else’. 

Elsewhere, it was felt that the pay and conditions were good enough, as this was not the 

main reason that people worked for the Council.  
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‘Pay is not so important in general – we’re here because we want to make a difference to the 

communities we’re serving’. 

There were pockets of dissatisfaction with pay and this was more of an issue in particular 

parts of the Council, such as planning, where the department was competing for key staff 

with other Councils and the private sector, and it was felt that pay was hindering 

recruitment and retention. There were also some issues around inconsistency of terms 

and conditions and grades, due to mergers of teams. There was also a view expressed by 

a number of participants that there is good progression up the pay scales, but then longer-

serving people get ‘stuck at the top’. 

People very much appreciate the flexible working policy and the opportunity to work 

from home, although it can be implemented inconsistently.  

‘I personally like working for the council. The flexibility is good and the pay is ok’. 

3.2.6 Trade unions, communications and involvement  

Trade unions were described as having a formal consultation role but like senior 

management, were not seen as being very visible and assumed to be more closely 

involved in the ‘political process’, focusing on certain cases. Trade unions were not 

spontaneously mentioned in any of the groups. When asked, the view was generally that 

the trade unions were not particularly visible on a day-to-day basis, although they did, it 

was felt, play an important role in the management of restructuring. The presence and 

membership of trade unions was also seen to give reassurance, even if there was not 

specific evidence nor always great confidence that they could influence the final decisions 

and outcomes. Their main involvement was seen to be through the application of and 

disagreement over procedures such as sickness. 

‘I like the idea of them being there if I need them’ 

 ‘You don’t see them a lot’.  

‘You get lots of emails from them’ 

‘You only go to them if there is a big issue’.  

‘The trade unions worked very positively with us on a sickness procedure case. They took a 

strong role in trying to achieve the best outcome’. 

In terms of involvement, there was no strong sense of employees being involved in 

decision-making. Some individuals said that they felt listened to within their particular 

service and by their immediate manager, but not in the Council more widely.  
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Lack of staff involvement on major issues such as restructuring was a common pattern 

across the Council based on these staff, with odd exceptions mentioned. The trade unions 

were not generally seen as an effective alternative channel of involvement. 

‘We don’t have open and honest conversations’. 

‘They don’t involve you until it’s got to the formal stage’. 

There was also a perception that leadership and management could be distant and 

impersonal.  

‘The directors aren’t visible…they don’t know who your kids are’. 

‘The Chief Executive doesn’t set a great example: even people in the building hadn’t seen 

him before the recent roadshows’.  

‘We do have core values, but people don’t seem to know that we have them’. 

‘Employee views are not heard at the moment. There are a lot of smart people at the bottom 

of the organisation. Senior management needs to keep in touch with what’s going on at the 

bottom’. 

The roadshows were deemed by most to be a good exercise to see but rather vague in 

contents, with little detailed information: there was no detail on individual services and 

people did not get the opportunity to comment. There was awareness of coffee mornings, 

however, and favourable views on initiatives such as birthday teas. 

Internal communication was seen as relatively weak. There was a view that middle 

management was often not fully briefed on developments, which makes it difficult for 

them to brief those who report to them. The communications function in the Council was, 

we were told, itself restructured and tended to focus far more on external than internal 

messaging. 

One group mentioned that the IT at the Council does not work well, with the system 

crashing and printers breaking down.  

The groups felt that communication should be more open and that there needs to be more 

transparency in communications around restructuring. 
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3.3 Management and HR 

3.3.1 Overall views on management 

There was an overall view that management at the Council was generally not strong, 

prone to be remote, perceived to lack confidence and under-trained. Immediate line 

managers were generally felt to be supportive, although much depends on the individual. 

Some managers appeared to lack interpersonal skills and this sets the example of 

behaviours for other staff to follow. 

‘My managers are approachable, as are my colleagues’. 

’They seem nervous about talking to staff about changes’.  

‘The team leader didn’t pick up that my colleague was on the verge of collapsing’. 

There was a feeling that the quality of management was generally not strong, leading to a 

‘say/do’ gap in behaviour, for example the Council going through the IIP approval 

process, but then it is not followed through in practice. 

As noted above, there was much talk about the visibility of the senior management team 

and the merits of them having moved to a top floor. Some felt that this was not a positive 

move, whereas for others, it did not have all that much significance.  

‘This is ridiculous and sends the wrong message – the senior managers need to be with their 

teams. It makes it harder for us to do things. It’s all very well, them communicating with 

each other, but they need to communicate down.’ 

‘It does feel like they’re up there and we’re down here’. 

‘They don’t wander around much, but I don’t need to see them. As long as they’re doing 

their job’.  

3.3.2 HR support 

There was much discussion about the HR function and some mixed views. Some felt that 

it can be hard to build relationships with those in HR as they tend to work different 

patterns, such as job-share and part-time. Many individuals said that the main advice 

they received from HR was to look on the intranet, which they understood, but 

sometimes needed to talk something through, or found that the guidance on the intranet 

was consistent.  

‘It depends on the contact that you have in HR. The information they give you can conflict 

with the advice on the intranet, or with what another HR rep has told you’.  
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Some felt that the HR guidance notes need updating. Others felt that HR staff are 

available and are seen to have improved their support since they were centralised. Some 

managers felt that they had to do too much HR administration, which was previously 

carried out by HR. Others said that HR staff had supported them on specific issues, 

including providing emotional support. 

‘HR was very useful in clarifying my position when I was on secondment’. 

Figure 4 below sets out participants’ views on communication and management. Fifty-

two per cent of participants agreed that the quality of management is good at the Council, 

although 26 per cent thought that it was not. Only 26 per cent thought that internal 

communications were good in the Council, compared with 39 per cent who thought that 

they were not. Only 35 per cent felt that they had the opportunity to contribute their 

views before changes were made, compared with 52 per cent of those who did not. 

However, on a more personal level, 61 per cent said that they felt involved in their work 

and that their views were listened to, compared with 26 per cent who disagreed. This 

tallies with what we were told in the groups about appreciation of the Council overall as a 

good place to work.  

Figure 4: Views on Communication & Management 

 

Source: discussion group questionnaires: N = 23 
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3.4 Summary  

There was general agreement among the groups that the Council was a good place to 

work. There is a sense of a committed workforce but one that feels under-informed, 

involved and resourced, increasingly suffering the effects of restructuring and change on 

their workloads and effectiveness. Interestingly, this was not seen to have resulted in a 

big increase in disputes and disagreements, but perhaps more of a sense of withdrawal by 

managers and staff, supporting an over-reliance on policies and procedures and a lack of 

initiative and decision making. Even the trade unions were seen generally as more of a 

reassuring presence than an effective alternative ‘voice’, but like senior management, 

often caught up in the Council’s processes and procedures. 

There are key issues identified around lack of visible and strategic leadership and 

management and communications, with staff feeling isolated and not involved.  

Solutions were seen to lie in more open leadership, better management development, 

improved and more consistent line management, more open communications and much 

earlier and higher levels of staff involvement in changes affecting them. There also needs 

to be more of a clear vision and direction, simpler procedures, managers trained and held 

accountable, and better staff communications and involvement. 

When asked what they would like to see changed, the following issues were mentioned: 

■ ‘A stronger vision from senior management’ 

■ Improved internal communications 

■ ‘Management training is definitely needed’ 

■ Linking up the development and delivery of services: less silo working 

■ More flexibility to reward and recognise high contributors 

■ Induction around core values so that people can act professionally and challenge 

things in a progressive way.  

■ More working time flexibility and clearer and more consistent policy on working from 

home 

■ Revised hotdesk policy 

■ Flexibility in taking annual leave. 
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4 External Market Situation 

4.1 Introduction 

In this section of the report we profile and illustrate relevant market trends in IR in the 

UK, in order to assess the extent to which the IR situation at Tower Hamlets is typical 

amongst UK employer. We also review the research evidence as to the potentially positive 

impact of IR on organisation performance and the factors which support this.  

We consider in turn 

■ General shifts in the IR environment and the move to broader concepts of employee 

relations and engagement; 

■ The research evidence on what characterises positive employee relations and high 

performance working; 

■ Evidence, particularly from other councils, of the role of employee relations in 

promoting successful change in organisations. 

We more specifically analyse the current internal situation at Tower Hamlets in Section 5. 

4.2 Findings 

4.2.1 Context: general shifts in UK and Council IR 

The context of UK industrial relations in which Tower Hamlets’ own processes and 

experiences are positioned is radically different from that of 20 or even 10 years ago. With 

the decline in traditional manufacturing industries and growth of part-time and flexible 

working, we have seen continuing reductions in union membership in the private sector. 

This has reduced the sole focus on formal trade union relationships. Employers have 

moved towards greater employee engagement strategies and broader approaches to 

employee communications and involvement, involving a wider range of collective and 

individual mechanisms and a greater variety of consultation and communications 

vehicles to sit alongside traditional negotiations and joint trade union consultation.  
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In terms of trade union membership, 70 per cent of the UK workforce in 1979 was 

unionised but by 2015 this was down to a quarter, although the decline appears to have 

plateaued, and even some growth in membership was evident in 2014-15. Coverage is 

significantly higher in the public sector and in local authorities than in the private sector.  

The development of employment legislation has had a major impact on employee and 

industrial relations and trade unions, for example through the original limitations on 

picketing and the statutory recognition provisions, the various pieces of legislation on 

employment tribunals, all the way through to the Trade Union Act 2016. 

The term ‘employee relations’ has become much more common, rather than the more 

traditional ‘industrial relations’ term. The term ‘employee engagement’ has also become 

widespread. In common with much of HR policy and practice, higher organisational 

performance has become the goal of good employee relations.  

In terms of employee relations trends, according to the CIPD’s research (2007), ‘the 

emphasis continues to shift from institutions to individual relationships…there is more 

emphasis on direct communications and involving and motivating staff’ and so 

‘organisations need to be capable of dealing with employees on an individual and a 

representative basis’.  

The changing role of the HR function has been described as moving from being an 

independent management/union broker and employee champion to much more of a 

business partner and supporter of high performance (Francis and Keegan, 2005).  

WERS (2011) showed growth in other communications vehicles such as team briefings, 

problem solving groups etc. – with more than half of employers having more than five of 

16 ‘new’ practices identified, as well as a decline in the use and coverage of traditional 

joint consultative committees (JCCs). 

Case Example: ER Through a Range of Channels at ITV   

■ Only a minority of ITV employees are now trade union members, although collective 
bargaining covers the majority of them. ITV now practices its ER approach in terms of three 
sets of relationships and channels: 

■ the traditional formal collective bargaining with trade unions, used for pay negotiations and 
securing agreement to major organisational restructurings; 

■ a consultation and communications structure of elected representatives which considers a 
wider range of business and organisational issues and ensures the input of employees is 
heard; 

■ direct communications with individual employees through wide variety of face-to-face and 
on-line channels. 
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Source: CIPD (2007) 

It is, however, questionable whether in fact the communications and involvement 

vacuum created by the trade union decline in many workplaces has been effectively 

replaced by other mechanisms. Some commentators assert that employee engagement 

levels remain generally low and that lack of employee skills, involvement and 

engagement, a ‘representation gap’, is a key contributor to the UK’s relatively poor 

productivity record (Saundry, quoted in Faragher, 2016). The concept of individual 

employee engagement has also come in for criticism as an ill-defined and unachievable 

objective (Purcell, 2014). 

Public sector changes in the context of austerity 

Even in the public sector and local government, where coverage and levels of 

unionisation have remained higher, there have been major changes, particularly driven 

by the austerity-induced budget cutbacks since 2008/09. There have also been examples of 

reductions in rewards and conditions (such as pensions and voluntary severance 

packages).  

However, the focus in employee relations content has generally been away from the detail 

of pay rates, job evaluation, job descriptions and labour demarcations towards securing 

and supporting major organisation restructuring and change. While aggressive de-

recognition and dismiss-and-re-engage strategies have been rare, the mix of service 

provision, organisation shape and size and in some cases terms and conditions of 

employment have seen major changes in recent years, forcing employers and their HR 

functions to change IR and related procedures to deal with this scale and volume of 

change– see below. 

Dealing with conflict 

We have also seen changes in methods of resistance to change, away from strikes towards 

subtler methods of showing displeasure at changes. There has been a decline in the 

number of days lost to strike action, with a fall to a total of just 81,000 in 2015, the lowest 

figure on record – see chart below. 
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Figure 5: Total UK Working Days Lost to Strike Acti on since 1979 (Source: ONS) 

 

There has also been corresponding growth in the provision and use of mediation, 

encouraged by government, with major growth in ACAS’s services in these areas and 

interest as well shown by employers in training managers to deal with conflict at the local 

level, supported by HR ‘troubleshooting’. Significant growth did occur in employment 

tribunal (ET) claims after 2000. But the introduction of charges for this process has seen 

rapid decline in ETs again, with the numbers of discrimination and unfair dismissal 

claims falling from 16,000 per annum to 7,000 since the fees were introduced in 2013. This 

has also encouraged mediation and other simpler and faster methods of resolution 

The CIPD (2015) argues that it is ‘essential to have a balanced suite of options for conflict 

resolution’ in the modern workplace, as well as ‘concerted action to develop the skills and 

encourage methods such as mediation that enable more informal and direct (and faster) 

approaches’. More than a quarter of employers are currently taking action to more 

effectively prevent and resolve disputes before they enter the formal ER process. 
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Case Study: Mediation at Arcadia Group 

Arcadia Group is the largest privately owned clothing retailer in the UK with over 2,500 outlets 
including the Topshop and Topman brands. 

A pilot mediation scheme was introduced within Topshop and Topman in August 2009. 
Grievances cases were typically taking three weeks to resolve and were taking up a 
considerable amount of line manager and HR time. The aim of the pilot was to cut costs by 
reducing the number of cases referred to the grievance procedure. In the next twelve months, 
the number of grievances between managers and subordinates was reduced by 50 per cent and 
all but two of the cases which utilised mediation were brought to successful conclusions. 

Source: CIPD (2007) 

Line manager training is a significant area of action within this suite of options, with for 

example the CIPD (2016) noting in its latest annual survey of absence management that 

the most common actions by employers to address absence have shifted towards giving 

line managers more responsibility, training and support, as well as investing more in 

occupational health. A number of research studies show that early intervention by 

managers is associated with declines in long-term sickness absence. 

A CIPD survey (2015) of manager and employee views found four in 10 employees 

reporting conflict at work over the last 12 months, most commonly over differences in 

personality/interpersonal relations and ‘failing to relate to each other (ie managers and 

colleagues) as individuals in a healthy way’, but also over issues such as individual 

performance and resources. The CIPD surveys also show significant growth in the use of 

mediation, now by over a third of employers, be that in-house or using external, 

independent mediators. 

The new generation 

A more recent challenge to traditional IR structures and processes is that of ‘Generation Y’ 

entering the workforce, with an apparently different pattern of needs and motivations to 

their predecessors, which is presenting challenges both to employers and trade unions in 

securing their commitment. According to Zheltoukhova, ‘Trade unions face the same 

challenges as employers: how do they foster the individual relationship sought while 

staying relevant to their collective position’ when trying to engage with this diverse and 

technologically educated generation (Faragher, 2016). 
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Case Example: Reducing formal staff complaints and promoting positive 
employee relations at Surrey County Council 

■ Significant levels of organisational change at the Council had reinforced an adversarial 
culture in which surveys indicated that people tended to be too scared to raise a complaint 
and if they did, put it straight into the formal complaints process, driving a significant rise in 
cases and ET claims. Managers and their HR officers had lost confidence in their own skills 
in such situations and feared they would be over-ruled by senior managers if they acted 
outside of or tried to tailor the procedures. The volume of disputes served to delay the 
progress of cases even more. 

■ In response, and borrowing a methodology developed in their youth justice department for 
reducing the number of court cases, the HR function developed an OD initiative they term 
‘restorative HR’.  

■ They define this as essentially ‘having a more grown up conversation at the start of any 
situation’, facilitated by a trained individual playing a mediation role. Initially HR staff were 
trained in the process and then some 40 facilitators and 70 ‘fairness champions’ from across 
the organisation were developed likewise to support colleagues and play this role at an early 
stage in situations of disagreement and conflict – on anything from absence to departmental 
restructuring.  

■ The process is very loosely defined, focusing on open discussion and the identification of 
joint solutions.  

■ Now some 15% of cases are dealt with through this process and there has been a significant 
decline in the number of tribunal cases. 

Source: Human Resources magazine (2016) 

4.2.2 What makes for success in IR? High performanc e working  

A wide variety of research studies have now been undertaken into the relationship 

between employee relations and wider HR policies and practices and organisational 

performance – over 90 examples are cited in the meta-analysis undertaken by Combs et al 

(2006). While there is still much debate over the nature and detail of these relationships, 

there does seem to be a wide consensus on the following points: 

■ These IR/HR practices, often referred to in the literature as High Performance Work 

Practices (HPWP), can exert a positive influence on organisational performance, and 

this appears to be particularly evident in knowledge and service-based organisations, 

such as local authorities. These results have been replicated in public and voluntary as 

well as private sector settings – West et al (2006) for example showing the influence of 

good HR/ER practices on mortality rates in UK acute hospital wards. 

■ Rather than any particular single ER practice, such as team briefings or joint 

consultation committees, being influential, these practices seem to work in 

combination with each other, often referred to as the ‘basket’ or ‘bundle’ of HPWPs. 
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The UKCES (2008) has summarised the research and groups these influential practices 

into three areas illustrated below: practices that involve employees, develop their 

skills and motivate them to perform. 

Figure 6: High Performance Work Practices

 

Source: UKCES 

Employee involvement and communications policies and practices come out as being 

particularly important components of the HPWP bundle in many of these studies. For 

example, IES’s research (2004) on employee engagement in public sector organisations in 

London found that the practices correlating with employee engagement and performance 

varied in each setting, but that employee involvement policies and practices were the 

most influential and commonly important ones. 

The IES study also highlights that this research suggests that there are no universally 

successful IR practices, but that they need to be tailored to the unique characteristics and 

culture of each employer; or to express it another way, ‘no best practice, only best fit’ 

(Brown, 2008). 

The nature of leadership and management and the culture of an organisation seem to be 

the critical variables that ER policies and practices need to be tailored to fit. Brown and 

West (2005) for example found that particular practices such as employee recognition 

plans and good benefits packages were more likely to be used by high performing 

service-based employers. But they only were effective if staff were fully engaged in their 

work and trusted the employers and their managers. 

The quality of the implementation of these ER practices, rather than just their existence or 

design, also seems to be key to their success. There is now a voluminous literature on the 

importance of line managers and implementation, and the common existence of the 

‘say/do’ (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006), ‘policy/practice’ (Bevan, 2007) gap in the operation of 

ER and HR practices, most commonly addressed by improvements in line manager 

training and internal communications (Hutchinson et al, 2003). 
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Though more limited, some research has found an association between increased work 

conflict and decreased performance and productivity in groups (Jehn et al, 2010). 

4.2.3 Changing Organisations– What makes for succes s? How are 
service reviews and major change being carried out in Councils?  

IES (2016) recently carried out a review for the LGA of major change initiatives and re-

structurings involving more than 20 councils1. The aims were to research how HR/ER and 

OD practices and processes had supported these changes and to summarise the wider 

research literature on what makes for successful change. 

On the broad issue of organisational change, the main summary conclusions we drew 

after reviewing many studies of change in public and private sectors (eg CIPD, 2012) 

were: 

■ Changing organisations is hard – the majority do not succeed. 

■ The most common and most influential factors on the failure of restructurings to 

deliver on their planned objectives appear to be to do with the people and the culture 

of organisations. 

■ Leaders have a major influence but enabling HR/IR policies and processes play a vital 

reinforcing role. 

■ Poor communications and lack of employee involvement seems to be a particularly 

important cause of failure and the commonest learning and change that employers 

would make in their approach would be to involve employees more extensively and 

earlier in the change process. 

■ Paying early attention to the process of change and OD needs is vital, including 

addressing change/ transition management, development of culture/values, and the 

essentials of project and risk management. 

■ Success appears to be about best fit and a ‘balanced’ approach rather than 

implementing universal ‘best practices’ and an evolutionary rather than ‘big bang’ and 

revolutionary progression seems to be more effective in many situation. 

Specifically looking at the Council studies in the IES research reinforced many of these 

points, but also highlighted some distinct features of local authorities. For example, more 

                                                      

1 http://local.gov.uk/documents/10180/7632544/workforce+-+L16-

31+Investigating+and+improving+HR+and+OD+capability+-+23+feb+2016+-+stephen+cooper/13ea193d-

a1ca-4643-98f5-0860b5104afd 



 

Institute for Employment Studies   31 

 

than 70 per cent reported having achieved their cost efficiency goals, but fewer than 20 

per cent believed they had delivered on their aims of improved external effectiveness and 

public service.  

Overall conclusions were as follows: 

■ Prepare well: have a clear business plan and blueprint for change; 

■ Ensure senior managers and councillors drive and lead the changes; engaging with 

councillors was seen as particularly important in the study; 

■ Put residents and their needs at the heart of your changes; 

■ Don’t be negative about financial pressures and cuts: take the opportunity to make 

genuine improvements and implement fresh ideas; 

■ Learn from outside but find the right ‘fit’ for your organisation, services, customers 

and context; 

■ Ensure that you have the resources and expertise to plan and support the change 

process internally, help and support those struggling to adapt and deal fairly with 

those resisting change; 

■ Ensure close and effective trade union relationships and also communicate extensively 

directly, including face-to-face, with employees; 

■ Take the time to involve people but also proceed with sufficient pace and momentum.  

Looking at the HR/IR and OD initiatives undertaken and learning drawn from those, 

there had been perhaps a surprising lack of change in IR procedures in councils, even 

where high levels of organisational change had occurred. This can be seen in the level of 

change reported by the participating councils in Table 1. 
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Table 1: HR/OD Changes Made: Extent of Integration of Policies 

1. Not 
at all  2 3 4 

5. 
Fully  Total  

Workforce planning 4 3 1 0 3 11 
Recruitment and resourcing 1 3 2 0 5 11 
Pay and benefits 6 0 0 2 3 11 
Other terms and conditions, eg overtime, shifts  6 1 0 1 3 11 
Training and development for senior staff 1 2 2 3 3 11 
Training and development for other staff 1 4 1 2 3 11 
Employee relations/communications 2 1 3 1 4 11 
Performance management and appraisal 3 2 2 0 4 11 
HR information systems and payroll 2 2 1 1 5 11 
Employment contracts 3 1 0 2 5 11 

Source: IES research for LGA (2016) 

This reflected the fact that a lot of change had occurred through local informal dialogue 

and involvement, for example through directorate service reviews with staff and HR 

personnel participating in review groups, although the case participants in this research 

emphasised that significant HR/IR policy reduction/simplification had been occurring, 

even if new policies had not been adopted. 

The change and OD initiatives undertaken so far, shown in the table below, also pointed 

to an incremental approach commonly being adopted, with very little evidence of ‘big 

bang’ approaches to change, such as so-called ‘dismiss and re-engage’ strategies. 
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Figure 7: Change and OD Initiatives in Restructurin g Councils 

 

Source: IES research for LGA (2016) 

The final conclusions from the study are shown in the table below, highlighting the 

following points: 

■ Key enablers of successful council change were most commonly felt to be establishing 

clarity around the strategy and rationale for change as well as the supporting 

organisation design; and high levels of dialogue and securing key stakeholder 

support; 

■ The major barriers were generally to do with lack of sufficient political and council 

support and staff communications/engagement; and also lack of capacity/resources to 

make and deliver the changes effectively, particularly in terms of investing in training; 

■ The learning points to pass onto other councils were largely about the change process, 

particularly the need to enhance stakeholder involvement and communications 

(councillors, unions, employees etc.) and making sufficient time/resourcing available 

to manage the change effectively.  

Other studies in councils support these conclusions, such as the importance of the culture 

and change process, rather than focusing purely on ER policies and designs.  
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Table 2: Major Learning Points from the LGA Researc h 

 Key Enablers Key Barriers Learning 

1 Early development of clear, 
shared OD principles, structures 
and processes 
-  ‘single staffing structure’ 
-  ‘shared HR and finance teams’ 
-  ‘shared organisation review 

policy’ 
-  ‘common service review 

process’ 

Lack of resourcing and 
capacity 
-  ‘insufficient capacity and 

resource to drive change 
through’ 

-  ‘capacity and pace of 
change’ 

-  ‘financial reductions/speed of 
change’ 

Enhance the level 
communications and involvement 
-  ‘increase the level of change 

communications’ 
-  ‘ensure effective 

communications’ 
-  ‘communications and 

engagement are vital’ 
-  ‘Listen to people’ 

2 Consultation and dialogue with 
unions and employees 
-  ‘continual dialogue’ 
-  ‘engaging staff in the change 

process’ 

Political and member support 
-  ‘Lack of member support’ 
-  ‘Member buy in’ 
-  ‘Member buy in has been 

challenging’ 

Make the resources and capacity 
available to manage the change 
-  ‘taking time’ 
-  ‘invest and resource the 

change programme’ 
-  ‘ensuring capacity and support 

for key staff’ 
-  ‘recognise delivering change 

has to be resourced’ 

3 Common terms and conditions 
and employment approach 
-  ‘alignment of core T & Cs’ 
-  ‘single pay and reward 

strategy’ 

Cultural differences 
-  ‘Early resistance and 

suspicion’ 
-  ‘Retaining individual 

identities’ 
-  ‘Staff understanding and 

support’ 

Manage the political dimensions 
-  ‘wider member involvement, 

balance pace versus 
engagement’ 

-  ‘political buy-in is essential’ 

Source: IES research for LGA (2016) 

4.3 Section Summary 

Since the late 1970’s structural changes in the UK labour market have helped to produce a 

significant decline in trade union membership and influence, although the majority of 

employees in the public sector remain unionised. 

Employers have responded by replacing IR-focused approaches with a wider range of 

mechanisms and channels of individual and collective communications and consultation. 

There has also been a switch both in the ways that employees express their disagreement 

with changes and the procedures and mechanisms used to address them, with a 

significant growth in mediation, line manager training and HR trouble -shooting activity. 

Research suggests that employee involvement is an important underpin of successful 

performance in organisations, as part of a basket of so-called High Performance Working 

Practices. However research also suggests that these practices need to be tailored and 
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adapted in each organisation and that their implementation is the key to a successful 

positive influence on employee relations, engagement and performance. 

Research on restructuring and change in local authorities also indicates that the ‘softer’ 

and more informal processes of stakeholder and employee communications and 

involvement seem to be key, although IR structures and HR policies and procedures are 

also being streamlined in the process. Stakeholder involvement, heavily involving 

employees and ensuring councillors are on board, seems to correlate with successful 

change implementation and there is very little evidence of big-bang dismiss-and-re-

engage type approaches to change in the sector. 
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5 Internal Situation in Tower Hamlets 

This section looks in detail at the current industrial relations situation in Tower Hamlets 

Council, commenting on areas including trade union membership, activities and 

arrangements, disciplinary and grievance procedures and the length of time it takes to 

complete investigations.  

5.1 Trade union membership and wider employee 
relations 

Approximately 6.5 million employees in the UK were members of a trade union in 2015 

with 3.8 million in the Public Sector.2 Overall, trade union density in the public sector 

stood at 54.8 per cent in 2015. With a total headcount of 5,416, trade union membership of 

Tower Hamlets’ employees stood at 34 per cent of the total workforce in 2015, down 

slightly on the previous year. This indicates that trade Union membership within the 

Council is slightly below average3 - see Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Trade union membership at Tower Hamlets  

  G.M.B. UNISON Unite 
Total Union 
Membership 

DOCAS Members 707 1,941 103 2,751 

Non-DOCAS members as at notification for 
10/14 strike action 

388 441 63 892 

NB: Some non-DOCAS employees may have changed to DOCAS since 10/14. 

Source: Tower Hamlets HR function 

 

                                                      

2 BIS (May 2016) Trade Union Membership 2015 Statistical Report, p.3 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/525938/Trade_Union_Mem

bership_2015_-_Statistical_Bulletin.pdf 
3 Ibid. 
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As noted in the previous section, trade unions have broadly seen their membership 

decline steadily since the late 1970s, while the fall within the public sector has more 

recently been attributed to spending cuts in the sector that have resulted in job losses, as 

well as significant reductions in membership amongst young people.4 As such, Tower 

Hamlets would not be unusual in noticing reduced membership in recent years. Staffing in 

the Council overall has fallen by 26 per cent since 2010. Unison membership fell by 11 per 

cent in 2015/16 according to London Councils’ data, compared to a decline across all the 

London boroughs averaging six per cent, while total employee numbers fell by eight per 

cent. National data also shows that women are more likely to be union members, as are 

UK born and BME employees, those with higher-level qualifications and those in full-time 

and/or permanent roles. 

 

In addition to falling membership levels, the influence and power of trade unions has also 

been limited by legislation and other trends over the past three decades. For example, 

there has been a decline in the number of union workplace representatives in the UK from 

335,000 in 1984 to less than 150,000 in 20045. Restrictions on industrial action, the break-up 

of national bargaining structures, and legislative changes introduced to end the ’closed 

shop’ have also resulted in a decline in the proportion of workers covered by collective 

agreements. We consider the nature and content of facilities and recognition agreements 

below.  

 

In the past 25 years, as noted in the previous section, there has also been a large increase in 

the proportion of workplaces using non-union worker communications, involvement and 

voice mechanisms (up from 16 per cent in 1984 to 46 per cent in 2004) and a sharp decline 

in those using union-only forms (from 24 per cent five per cent).6 This suggests that while 

there is still a healthy appetite for participation and representation, it is moving away from 

the focus being purely on traditional trade union structures. We see limited evidence that 

Tower Hamlets thinks about employee involvement in these terms. As well as a signed 

recognition agreement, we believe that there needs to a clearer policy covering all the 

aspects of employee relations, in terms of overall principles and the structures and content 

of formal IR bargaining, employee consultation, and wider staff communications and 

information provision.  

 

The current draft recognition agreement does include definitions of communications, 

consultation and negotiation, but only really covers the latter area. While we have not 

considered the wider internal communications policy of the Council in any detail, our 

sense would be that in areas of major change such as service re-designs, staff are not 

                                                      

4 Wright, C.F. (September 2011) What role for trade unions in future workplace relations? Acas, p.3 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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routinely involved, for example on re-design groups, and that no common model is 

employed in this process (unlike the situation in a number of other councils that we have 

worked with). The draft recognition agreement talks about the Council consulting 

collectively with the trade unions on organisational reviews, but says nothing about local 

involvement. The level of employee involvement and communications is therefore left to 

local management discretion and, if our focus groups are in any way representative of the 

overall picture, the level of involvement would appear to be generally low, even though 

this factor correlates so strongly with successful organisational change (see previous 

section). 

 

Table 3 above shows that trade union membership is not equally spread amongst the three 

represented unions. UNISON represents over 70 per cent of union members, whilst Unite 

represents less than four per cent. Currently the Council has 5.5 FTE staff who devote at 

least 50 per cent of their time to TU activities and there are 61 shop stewards allocated 

approximately in line with these membership levels – 42 for unison, 16 for GMB and three 

for Unite. These numbers have not fallen in line with figures on total membership and 

workforce reductions in the Council, but our experience and the data from other London 

Councils suggests that this is normal practice. 

Although not covered by the London Councils’ database, our experience is that other 

councils generally use single table bargaining and give all unions in their workforce, 

unless their membership is very small, equal bargaining rights.  

5.2 Recognition arrangements 

The Employment Relations Act 1999 established the right to statutory recognition on 

6 June 2000. Under the provisions of this Act, an employer may be compelled to recognise 

a union for collective bargaining on holiday, pay and hours. As a result, many employers 

have taken a more positive approach to recognition and instigated voluntary recognition 

agreements. Unison itself provides a guide to drawing up effective agreements including 

best practice examples.7  

The Council currently has no formal recognition agreement in place with the trade 

unions, but recognises the trade unions that are recognised nationally. Practice has been 

to operate as if there were a recognition agreement, in that Unison, GMB and UNITE are 

recognised for collective bargaining purposes. There is a draft local recognition agreement 

which supplements the recognition agreement of the National Joint Council for Local 

Government Services, although this does not appear to have been agreed and signed off 

by all of the parties to it.  

                                                      

7 UNISON (March 2016) A Negotiators Guide to Recognition Agreements 
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The Council’s current Facilities Agreement supports this joint staffside model of 

engagement with recognised trade unions. A clear advantage for employers in having 

these single-table arrangements is that the bargaining process is streamlined and this 

reduces the amount of time and resources spent on negotiating with multiple unions and 

allows them, for example to respond more effectively to any changes proposed.8 

Externally we are seeing the clarification and editing down of these agreements and 

increasingly the integration of recognition and facilities agreements. But in Tower 

Hamlets we appear to have the worst of all worlds at the moment, with a single staffside 

table in theory but not all the recognised unions attending it. 

As well as the agreement not being signed off, our understanding is that due to lack of co-

operation between the three unions, in practice at the moment they are not meeting as a 

single table but only Unison are attending. 

Below the overall Council level, arrangements vary across the directorates, with monthly 

TU forums in some areas such as CLC, and ad hoc meetings in other directorates. 

Our observations on these agreements and arrangements would be as follows: 

■ As already stated, the recognition agreement needs to form part of a wider ER policy; 

the existing principles and objectives are well drafted but need to be extended to 

reinforce the need for high employee engagement and involvement in support of high 

organisation performance through all of these various channels and structures. 

■ There is no point in having an agreement in draft: it needs to be signed off by all 

parties and any barriers to doing this identified and addressed. 

■ Consideration might be given to integrating and simplifying the facilities and 

recognition agreements. 

■ Agreements need to be practiced. Again, the issues preventing a joint table operating 

need to be openly discussed and addressed by all parties. 

■ A clearer and more consistent model of trade union and employee involvement such 

as monthly forums needs to be applied in all directorates of the Council, not just some 

of them.  

■ The processes in situations of restructuring and change need to be much more clearly 

specified. 

                                                      

8 Ibid. p.6 
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5.3 Disagreements, Disputes and Disciplinaries 

Table 4 below above shows that on average, 19.6 disciplinary cases are raised annually 

within Tower Hamlets Council and that about 30 per cent have been concluded. 

According to a CIPD survey on conflict management, the average number of disciplinary 

cases per year in public sector organisations in 2011 was 20 and the median was 8.5. This 

would suggest that Tower Hamlets is in line with other UK organisations. However, the 

average number across both public and private sector organisations is 16.5 cases per year, 

suggesting that more cases are brought forward in the public sector.9 

Table 4: Number of disciplinaries at Tower Hamlets Council 

  Quarter 

Total   
Q1 

14/15 
Q1 

15/16 
Q1 

16/17 
Q2 

15/16 
Q2 

16/17 
Q3 

15/16 
Q4 

14/15 
Q4 

15/16 

Total Disciplinaries 
since April 2014 

1 7 6 7 1 10 9 8 49 

Of which:           

Closed 1 5 0 5 0 2 0 2 15 

Open 0 2 6 2 1 8 9 6 34 

Source: Tower Hamlets HR Function 

Internal documentation from Tower Hamlets would suggest that the formal disciplinary 

procedure is being overly used as a first rather than last resort. The data would also 

suggest that as a result, cases are not being resolved effectively in a timely manner.  

Using mediation to resolve disputes and grievances at an earlier stage may be an option 

that Tower Hamlets may want to consider. Research by CIPD shows that 57.3 per cent of 

responding organisations used mediation to resolve workplace issues and that it was 

more widely used in public sector organisations (82.8 per cent as opposed to 47.9 per cent 

in the private sector).10 Delving deeper, 42.6 per cent of responding organisations noted 

using external mediation consultants in such processes. 

Comparing with other councils in London would suggest that the number of disputes and 

cases is not out of line with other London boroughs, particularly inner London, but that 

the duration of these cases is comparatively lengthy. The 2015/16 comparative London 

Councils’ data includes the following: 

                                                      

9 CIPD (March 2011) Conflict Management Survey Report, p.5 
10 Ibid. p.12 
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■ In terms of the number of disciplinary cases concluded (43) expressed as a percentage 

of headcount, at 0.98 per cent, Tower Hamlets is just below the all-London councils’ 

median. 

■ Disciplinary dismissals at 11/0.25 per cent are similarly at the median amongst other 

London councils. 

■ The number of ET cases received at 10 was up on the previous year (seven) and in the 

upper quartile, though well below some other boroughs such as Lewisham and 

Hackney. 

■ The number of formal grievances received was 26, or 0.66 per cent of headcount, down 

from 32 but still in the top quartile (fourth highest) amongst all London boroughs in 

number, though closer to the median as a percentage. 

■ Similarly the number of formal grievances (29) placed Council in the top quartile 

across London, though as a proportion of headcount, it falls back into the third 

quartile (0.66 per cent). 

■ However in terms of duration of disciplinary cases Tower Hamlets is in the upper 

quartile with 107 days, and while the number of suspensions is in the second quartile 

for London (nine), the average duration of them at 159 days is the highest in London 

(see below). 

5.4 Length of investigations 
The Disciplinary, CHAD and Grievance Procedures contain an intended timescale of 20 

working days for completion of any investigation. Table 5 below provides the most 

accurate indication of the length of investigations at Tower Hamlets Council that is 

currently available. This highlights the length of time taken from the start of an 

investigation to the date of a hearing, for cases between 2010 and 2015. These figures, 

however, do not include cases where the investigation did not result in a hearing. The 

Council expects that the process from start of investigation to hearing date would 

normally take somewhere between 50-60 days, but anticipates that some cases will take 

longer to resolve due to child protection issues or police involvement. 

The results of a CIPD survey of organisations on conflict management in 201111 showed 

that the average number of formal grievance cases raised by employees in respondents’ 

organisations over 12 months was 22.3. However, looking only at the public sector 

                                                      

11 CIPD (March 2011) Conflict Management Survey Report, p.5 
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organisations, the average rose to 76.7, which can be attributable in part to the larger size 

of these organisations. ET claims took on average 19 days of management time to address. 

The data provided from Tower Hamlets suggested that most cases take between 100-200 

days, with a large number also taking between 40-100 days to complete. This by any 

standards could be considered a long time and highly resource-intensive, as well as 

potentially damaging to employee relations and organisational culture. 

Table 5: Length of investigations at Tower Hamlets Council 

 

Source: Tower Hamlets HR Function 

Documentation provided from Tower Hamlets suggests that managers can be ill-equipped 

or lack the confidence to deal with disciplinary and grievance procedures themselves. 

Subsequently, large numbers of cases are being taken through formal procedures rather 

than exploring informal options such as mediation and line managers dealing with issues 

so they do not need to be escalated. 

The formal processes are time-consuming and resource-intensive for HR staff and 

directors and, combined with the volume of cases being opened, are contributing to the 

long timescales quoted above for completion. Fifty-six per cent of respondents in the 2011 

CIPD conflict management survey were using settlement agreements, 17 per cent in 

public sector using external mediation and around half have been training managers to 

address any conflicts as they emerge at the local level. This, along with switching the 

focus of HR activity towards local troubleshooting, has seen the fastest growth in usage 

over the past three years. The CIPD notes, however, that ‘many HR and line managers 

lack confidence in informal approaches to managing conflict and continue to be nervous 

about departing from grievance procedures’. Therefore, this problem is not unique to 

Tower Hamlets.  

No. of days 

taken from 

case opening 

to hearing

Adults 

Services

Childrens 

Services

Communities, 

Localities and 

Culture

Development 

and Renewal

Law, Probity 

and 

Governance

Resources Total

<40 days 2 12 3 2 0 2 21

40 - 100 days 10 30 19 9 5 5 78

100 - 200 days 23 33 21 12 4 6 99

200-300 13 16 8 2 2 1 42

300+ 0 0 4 2 0 0 6

Total 48 91 55 27 11 14 246

Disciplinary, Grievance and CHAD Investigations
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5.5 Summary 

This section has reviewed trade union arrangements and disciplinary and grievance 

procedures at Tower Hamlets Council. Overall, trade union membership, at around 

34 per cent, is relatively low, although the influence of trade unions in the Council is 

relatively strong.  

Recognition and facilities agreements in terms of content seem broadly in line with other 

councils, but they could perhaps be integrated and simplified. A broader employee 

relations context in terms of the relationship between bargaining, consultation and 

communications would also be beneficial. A clearer and more consistent model of trade 

union and employee involvement such as monthly forums needs to be applied in all 

directorates of the Council, not just some of them. The processes in situations of 

restructuring and change also need to be much more clearly specified. 

The number of disciplinary cases taken though procedures seems to be in accordance 

with the average at other Councils. However, the length of time they take to complete is 

above average. It may be worth considering the use of alternative, more informal, dispute 

resolution mechanisms in order to reduce the number of cases entering and amount of 

time spent on investigations. Mediation may also be an option to reduce the time taken to 

resolves issues and cases and improved line manager competence and HR trouble-

shooting skills might also be of benefit, initiatives which have been popular recently in 

other UK councils and employers more widely. 
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6 Ways Forward and Recommendations 

6.1 Introduction 

In this section of the report we: 

■ Summarise the findings and issues raised by this review and described in the previous 

sections; 

■ Present ideas and change and improvements options for the IR and wider employee 

relations climate, organised into four main areas; 

■ Initially outline our thinking on next steps and implementation of such changes. 

6.2 Issues 

A summary of the key issues raised by the earlier findings is as follows: 

1. There is an over-reliance on formal IR procedures and processes and lack of 

engagement through these with the Council strategy and major changes/restructurings 

required. 

2. There are failings in the operation and implementation of some of these procedures, for 

example staffside model, which does not operate in practice. 

3. A failure to evolve to what we call a broader ‘ER approach’ in the Council, which is 

more typical of employee relations in public sector bodies today, with more fully 

developed consultation and communications channels to complement formal 

relationships and negotiations with trade unions. 

4. This appears to leave many staff feeling uncertain about the future, under-involved 

and –informed and the lack of any strong sense of the Council’s strategy and identity. 

It also means the potential of staff to be involved in and deliver the Council’s strategic 

aims is being restricted at present. 

5. An apparent lack quite widely across the Council of management confidence and skills 

to fully engage their staff, effectively manage IR and dispute procedures, communicate 
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openly and early, deal with any disputes and issues locally and informally, leading to: 

inconsistencies in employee relations practices and quality in different parts of the 

Council (‘it depends on your manager’); and wider examples of poor interpersonal 

skills and undesirable behaviours being displayed. 

6.3 Changes and Recommendations 
In moving towards a more forward-looking and positive employee relations climate 

therefore, we believe that changes should be considered in four main areas: 

■ Strategy. This would involve the development of, and agreement on, a clearer, 

defined employee relations strategy and set of principles, such as: 

● Development and dissemination of a concise set of values that relate to 

employment relations. There should be clear linkages to the wider HR strategy and 

relationship to the Council’s values; 

● Linked to this, a clear definition of the positive employee relations climate that the 

Council seeks in order to deliver its strategy; 

● Definition of the channels for achieving a positive employee relations climate. This 

centres on clear definition of which issues fall under negotiation, consultation and 

communication, and the various mechanisms to involve people available under 

each area; 

● Recognition of the importance of the formal representation role and partnership 

with trade unions; 

● Involvement of line managers, staff and trade unions in developing the Council’s 

employee relations strategy to ensure understanding and support; 

● Ensuring councillors and all key stakeholders are engaged with and buy into the 

shift in IR approach. 

■ Industrial relations procedures. Industrial relations procedures could be streamlined 

and made more transparent. Changes to industrial relations procedures might include 

options such as: 

● Integrating the CHAD and the wider grievance and disciplinary process; 

● Replacing JCAG and Failure to Agree with a feedback process to the Council HR 

Committee, with clear milestones and timescales for issues to be addressed; the 

Mayor and councillors are obviously critical to reforms in this area 
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● And/or considering the use of external/independent mediation in that process in 

order to ensure fair and timely outcomes; 

● Making the staffside structure work in practice as a single table in which all 

recognised trade unions participate; 

● A general ‘tidying up’/updating/simplifying/shortening of procedures – we 

understand that work has already started on this and support the involvement of 

line managers themselves in this process; 

● A review of the implementation of procedures, including sickness absence, in order 

to ensure that they have enough built-in flexibility in order to permit managers to 

adapt them appropriately to individual cases. 

■ Consultation and communications. Wider and informal consultation and 

communications processes with all staff should be developed in order to develop their 

understanding of and contribution to the Council’s strategic agenda and engage all 

staff, not just trade union members. This should be integrated into the wider employee 

relations strategy, which might cover: 

● Internal communications strategy and delivery, including nature, frequency and 

contents of communications; 

● Improved team briefing, quality circles and similar processes; 

● Extending senior management communications with staff, including for example 

more frequent senior management updates, blogs, question times, brownbag 

lunches, etc.; 

● Introducing some form of dedicated exchange process whereby employees could be 

informed of latest organisational developments, including possible upcoming 

restructurings, and have an opportunity to express their views; 

● A standard service review process model for managers to follow, incorporating 

early involvement employee; 

● Staff recognition programmes, designed to reinforce employee involvement and 

contribution. 

■ Management development. Development of management skills and competence in 

staff communications and dispute resolution and wider development and 

promulgation of positive behaviours. This might include: 

● First line manager training and teambuilding activity; 
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● Dedicated manager training in working effectively with trade unions; 

● Training to support line managers when implementing policies, including sickness 

absence, in order to increase a more confident, flexible approach; 

● Development of a sample of line manager champions, given additional training in 

mediation processes to support colleagues; 

● Developing HR ER-trouble-shooting capabilities. 

In sum, the Council has formal IR arrangements and procedures which need to be 

updated and made to work as intended, focusing on the key strategic issues for the 

Council and union members, But with a major change programme now required, there is 

also a need for a far more broadly-based and extensive communications and engagement 

strategy to ensure that all staff understand and engage with these changes and are 

involved directly in the specific changes affecting their area of work. Where 

disagreements occur, these need to be addressed fairly and as quickly and effectively as 

possible. Managers need to have the skills and confidence to manage these changes, 

engage their staff behind them, work with trade unions locally and handle any potential 

disagreements consistently but also with sense and sensitivity. 

6.4 Implementation 

■ We would envisage outlining these proposals in draft, then working with you to detail 

and finalise them and plan their implementation, to include in the final report and 

recommendations. 

■ We need to agree the final process and timings for completing this work with you. 
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