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Disclaimer
This is an independent, evidence-based research paper produced by Deborah Hann and David Nash of Cardiff Business School.
The views in this research paper are the authors' own and do not necessarily reflect those of Acas or the Acas Council. Any errors or
inaccuracies are the responsibility of the author alone. This paper is not intended as guidance from Acas about how to manage
disputes in the workplace.

1. Introduction
Almost all organisations experience disputes as part of their day-to-day activities. But despite being commonplace and seen as timeconsuming and costly (CIPD 2015), workplace disputes are challenging to precisely define since they take such a wide range of
forms. A dispute in the workplace encompasses conflict over values meaning what is right and wrong, but also over competing
individual and group interests within an organisation. It can also result from stereotypes and rumours which negatively affect
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relationships. The impact of these conflicts can take many forms – disagreements can arise between individual and or groups of
employees and their employer, but equally between employees themselves.
The presence and impact of disputes in the workplace is increasingly a focus of both practitioner and academic work (see, for
example: CIPD 2015; Lipsky and others. 2012; Roche and Teague 2014; Saundry, Latreille, and Dickens 2014). It has also been the
subject of recent government policy reform in the UK, with a drive to try to keep issues in-house and resolve disputes as close to the
problem as possible (BIS 2011). What is evident, from the focus on conflict in current research, is that in today's business environment
the "management of conflict is a core part of the management of the employment relationship" (Teague, Roche, and Hann 2012, p.
581).
Extensive research exists to suggest that the nature of conflict has shifted over the last 50 years with a decline in group-based
disputes, which manifested in strike action. This decline in collective disputes has been mirrored by a growth in Employment Tribunal
claims, with Corby (2015) noting a shift from 13,555 claims in 1972 (the year the right to not be unfairly dismissed was introduced) to a
record high of 236,103 claims in the financial year 2009 to 2010, although these figures have more recently reduced to approximately
120,000 per year (ONS 2019; Dix and others. 2008).
The prevalence and variety of conflict suggests that it is important to understand how organisations go about addressing disputes in
their organisations and whether their approaches are effective in addressing conflict in a fair and efficient manner. Despite the fact that
the UK government is keen to simplify and improve the way in which disputes are managed in the workplace, we know surprisingly
little about how organisations manage disputes (Dix 2012). This report starts from the stance that conflict in all its forms – whether
between a group or an individual and their employer or between individuals themselves – is a key concern for employers but there is a
paucity of quantitative data regarding the diffusion and incidence of the various approaches being undertaken to mitigate it. The report
draws on evidence from a national survey of British organisations to consider the trends in the appearance of disputes in the
workplace and also how these disputes are managed.

2. Methods and data
The report is based on a survey of private sector organisations in Great Britain that took place over the first 5 months of 2018. The
survey was designed to be fully representative of businesses and other organisations (excluding the public sector but including the notfor-profit sector). In common with earlier studies (Roche and Teague 2011) the survey focussed on companies with 20 or more
employees in Great Britain in order to focus on organisations that are most likely to have some form of codified approach to conflict
management. In common with previous workplace surveys (WERS and the European Company Survey), all industrial sectors were
represented in the survey except for SIC2007 sections:
A (agriculture, forestry and fishing)
O (public administration and defence; compulsory social security)
T (activities of households)
U (activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies)
The unit of enquiry was the company, which is taken to be the registered office in the case of a multi-site company. The sample frame
was derived from Companies House records, which contain data on all incorporated companies in the UK.
A stratified random sampling strategy was adopted according to size of the company defined by the number of employees (3
categories: 20 to 49, 50 to 249, 250+) and by industry sector comprised of 15 top level SIC2007 sections. In order to increase the
proportional representation of employees in the sample, the size categories were represented disproportionately to their numbers in
the universe, with large employers over-sampled and small employers under-sampled. In line with the sampling strategy used in

Page 2

WERS 2011, the sample was comprised as follows:
20 to 49 employees – 40%
50 to 249 employees – 28%
250+ employees – 32%
Within these size segments the industrial strata were sampled proportionally to the population. Based on this strategy, a sample of
5000 organisations were sent the questionnaire.
The target respondent for the survey was the individual who has responsibility for the management of conflict within the organisation.
This is assumed to be somebody working in the HRM or Personnel functions of the company, or in the case of small firms general
managers. Companies House records provide contact information for a range of functions and where HRM or Personnel contacts are
not available then details were sought from alternative management contacts and company secretaries.
The survey instrument was developed drawing on previous studies completed in Ireland and Wales (Roche and Teague 2012, Hann
and others. 2016). It was cognitively tested on HR professionals from a range of organisations. The fieldwork took place between
January and May 2018 and comprised of 3 full-pack (hard copy) mail outs being sent to respondents. An option for electronic
completion was also included. In April 2018 a programme of chasing telephone calls was implemented before the final mailout to
encourage response.
In total, the survey generated 400 valid responses, representing a response rate of 8%. Given the length of the questionnaire and
potentially sensitive nature of the subject matter, this response rate falls within expectations. The survey contains responses from all
economic sectors that were sampled and, as elaborated below, the final sample broadly reflects the ONS industrial sector distribution.
This will strengthen the external validity of the findings in spite of the low response rate. With a standard 95% confidence level
adopted, the achieved sample has a margin of error of plus or minus 5%, which is appropriate for surveys of this kind (Hair and others.
2009). Furthermore, all bivariate relationships in the analysis that follows are significant at the 5% level.
Establishment weights have been applied to the dataset in order to correct for the oversampling of large firms identified above and to
make the results representative of the population of British firms. The weights, which are presented in the technical appendix, indicate
that the achieved sample is broadly representative of the population with respect to industrial sector. With respect to organisation size
the sample is positively skewed with an over-representation of large firms in comparison to their prevalence in the population. Whilst
the results presented in this report are based on these reweighted estimates, the possibility of non-response bias remains. However,
given the lack of systematic evidence regarding organisational conflict management, the findings presented in this report provide a
valuable addition to our understanding of the subject.
The central focus of the survey was the incidence and management of workplace disputes. Following the research designs adopted in
earlier Irish and Welsh studies (Roche and Teague 2011, Hann and others. 2016) the questionnaire was structured in such a way to
distinguish between 3 distinct forms of workplace disputes. These are summarised below:
individual disputes (between individual employees and their employer)
inter-employee disputes (between colleagues but not directly involving the employer)
group disputes (between groups of employees and their employer)
This dispute typology informs the analysis that follows so that a comprehensive, yet nuanced picture of the incidence of workplace
disputes and how British firms are managing them can emerge. In addition to the aggregate data, the report analyses the patterns of
variation according to the following of key demographic factors:
organisation size – small (20 to 49), medium (50 to 249), large (250+)
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industrial sector – primary and utilities, manufacturing and construction, services
low-paying industries (as defined by the Low Pay Commission) – retail, care, hospitality and catering, cleaning
In addition, throughout the report, the importance of key 'stakeholders' is analysed, to see if their workplace presence is associated
with the incidence and management of disputes – specifically:
an HR function that is the main body for dealing with HR issues for the organisation (this could be either in-house or
contracted-out) – in the analysis that follows, a distinction will be drawn between firms where this is the case, as opposed to
those who use general managers as the main body for dealing with HR issues
a dedicated employment relations manager or officer
a trade union present within the organisation

3. Perspectives of workplace disputes
Central to employment relations research is the idea that there are fundamental differences in how different people view the
employment relationship. This notion that there is not a universal view of the employment relationship is not a new one, and dates
back to management scholars of the 60s and 70s (Fox 1966). This work argues that either the employment relationship can be viewed
as one of common interests or as one of a contractual relationship which exists to manage the interests of 2 groups with separate but
overlapping interests.
With regard to dispute resolution, the first group, which we would term unitarists, would see disputes as the result of
miscommunication or misbehaviour. In contrast, the second group, termed pluralists, would look at ways to manage or harness these
differences. Since this work was first discussed, this dualist structure has been much investigated, discussed and interrogated, but is
still used as the basis for much investigation of the employment relationship (Heery 2016, Budd and others. 2018).
Recent debates around the frames of reference suggests that they may translate into 'cognitive frames' that tangibly affect
managers' views and behaviours in relation to the employment relationship (Budd and others. 2018). In other words, managers' views
around the employment relationship may ultimately lead to significant differences in the way in which dispute resolution is handled
within their respective organisations. The survey asked respondents to identify which of the following statements most closely
reflected their organisation's view of disputes:
1. "The organisation and its employees share common interests and, therefore, disputes arise due to misbehaviour,
poor performance or misunderstanding" (reflecting the unitarist approach)
2. "The organisation and its employees have different interests. Disputes are an inevitable but unwelcome part of
organisational life, which need to be managed" (reflecting a more traditional pluralist view)
3. "The organisation and its employees have different interests. Disputes are an inevitable and unavoidable part of
organisational life and can be constructive to workplace relations" (reflecting a more progressive view of the pluralist
agenda)
Figure 1 reports the views of respondents on the perspective of their organisation. Three-quarters of respondents say that disputes
are not inevitable but instead occur as the result of misbehaviour, poor performance or misunderstanding. A further 8% believe that
disputes are inevitable, but management strategies and techniques should be derived to try to lessen the impact of such conflict on
the organisation and a final 16% embrace disputes as constructive to workplace relations by offering chances to examine, question
and adapt routine approaches.
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Figure 1: organisational perspectives on disputes

Organisational perspectives towards disputes are not contingent on organisational demographics or the presence of employment
relations stakeholders. The use of an HR function for dealing with HR issues, employee relations specialists and a trade union has no
significant impact on the perspective on the employer toward disputes, nor does the size of the organisation or the sector within which
it is located. The only variable that had a mildly significant (P<0.1) impact on the orientation to disputes was whether the organisation
was in a low-paying sector of the economy. A higher proportion of employers in low paying sectors viewed disputes as inevitable but
potentially constructive – the progressive pluralist perspective – than those in higher-paying sectors (21% versus 13%). A possible
explanation for this seemingly counterintuitive finding could be that as conflict is more prevalent in the low-pay sectors of the economy
(as will be outlined in the next section) managers have greater opportunities to see the potential benefits of such disputes.
Turning to the effect of disputes on organisations, we asked respondents to consider the ways in which they affect organisational life.
We asked specifically about issues around cost, time, culture and formality. It is clear from the survey evidence presented in Figure 1
that the majority of respondents view disputes, in themselves, as having a negative impact on the organisational culture (58% agree or
strongly agree) and as a time-consuming activity (74% agree or strongly agree). This finding is consistent with the negative view of
conflict that was reported above.
Even though respondents view the presence of disputes within their organisation as problematic, the majority of organisations do not
feel that associated costs associated with resolving such disputes are too high (21% agree or strongly agree) or the practices used to
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manage conflict are too slow (17% agree or strongly agree) or too formalised (8% agree or strongly agree). Interestingly, these results
are not affected by the frequency with which organisations experience disputes. This apparent dichotomy of response, whereby
disputes are seen as negative and time consuming, but at the same time resolving them is not too costly, formalised or slow, could be
a reflection of the importance placed on the practice of resolving disputes.
In short, whilst disputes in themselves are seen as problematic, the organisations have established structures and processes which
are either efficient, or the importance and value (in time and money) of preventing disputes from continuing is seen as outweighing the
costs associated with the approaches undertaken to address them.
Figure 2: impact of disputes on organisations
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The impact of disputes on firms is found to vary according to a range of demographic factors. Organisation size is significant in
relation to the costs of disputes with greater proportions of large firms agreeing that disputes took much time and money to resolve. In
terms of the formality of dispute resolution, it was medium sized firms that reported strongest agreement for the view that excessive
formality in practices was preventing disputes being handled informally. The lower levels of formality in smaller organisations is
perhaps unsurprising given that previous research has suggested that HR more generally in smaller organisations tends to be both
more experimental and more ad hoc (Storey 2007, Marlow and Patton 1993).
The impact of disputes also varies according to the presence of particular key actors or groups within an organisation. Where firms
use an HR function for dealing with HR issues (in-house or externally contracted) they are less likely to report that disputes negatively
affect organisation culture. More firms with a dedicated employment relations manager report the costs of disputes being too high in
comparison to firms without such a specialist in post, which could be a reflection that these firms have better information on what the
costs of dispute actually are. However, ER specialists are also associated with firms reporting the positive impact of dispute resolution
practices on organisational culture. The presence of trade unions was only significantly associated with the question relating to the
negative impact of disputes on organisational culture, with a higher level of agreement in unionised organisations.
By and large the differences between sectors (either manufacturing compared to services or low pay sector) are not statistically
significant. The exception being that a slightly higher proportion of manufacturing firms reported that dispute resolution practices
create a more positive organisational culture. This may perhaps be explained if there are differences between the 2 sectors in terms of
levels of disputes, which is the focus of the next section.

4. The prevalence of conflict
In previous studies workplace disputes have often been divided into individual disputes between an employee and their employer and
collective disputes between a group of employees and their employer around a common issue (Teague and Roche 2012). Recent
research by the CIPD (2015), however, found that 38% of UK employees actually experienced interpersonal conflict in 2014 (with
colleagues as opposed to management). Consequently, the survey adopted the 3 discrete forms of dispute (individual, inter-employee
and group) as outlined above.
The survey sought to establish the extent to which disputes are present within workplaces in Britain by asking respondents to identify
how often different forms of dispute had occurred within their organisation within the last 3 years. Specifically, they were asked to
comment on the incidence of 8 different forms of individual and inter-employee disputes and 9 separate dimensions of group disputes.
Figures 3 to 5 below show that the lowest-level, least formal forms of individual disputes and inter-employee disputes are present on
an occasional basis within organisations. Nearly two-thirds of respondents (64%) reported having experienced informal disagreements
occasionally or often, with a similar number experiencing them on an inter-employee basis. Similarly, high levels of disciplinary cases
can be found, with 59% of respondent organisations initiating a disciplinary case often or occasionally in the last 3 years for individual
disputes, although this number falls significantly (19%) when inter-employee disputes are considered. More serious conflict, which
ends up with external intervention, such as Acas or an Employment Tribunal claim, is much less common, although 15% of
organisations have experienced a tribunal claim in the last 3 years.
What is particularly notable from figures 5a and 5b is the extremely low level of reported group conflict. Across all organisations, just
under a quarter report that they experience 'small-scale' group disputes occasionally or often, but beyond that, over 95% of
organisations report not having experienced any of the other – more formalised, 'traditional' – forms of collective conflict in the last 3
years. Group disputes are more prevalent in unionised firms with nearly half reporting small scale disputes more than once in the
preceding 3 years. Similarly, over a quarter of firms reported having a difficult negotiation with a trade union over the same period.
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Overall, there is no discernible pattern across the 3 categories of dispute and the correlation coefficients between dispute types were
in the range of 0.3 to 0.5 suggesting that the experience of disputes amongst respondents was fairly dispersed.
Figure 3: extent of individual disputes within organisations

Figure 4: extent of inter-employee disputes within organisations
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Figure 5a: extent of group disputes within all organisations
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Figure 5b: extent of group disputes in unionised organisations
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In short, these results suggest that, where disputes arise, they are predominantly informal and take the form of issues that can be
dealt with within the organisation, rather than more formalised events. These findings also support the view that group disputes as
traditionally conceived, and industrial action in particular, are now exceptional features of British private sector workplaces
(notwithstanding the considerable – negative – impact of such disputes where they do arise). When viewed as a whole, these results
suggest that workplace conflict is still a significant feature of organisational life but that the way it is manifest may be changing from
traditional notions of industrial unrest.
Comparing differences across types of firm reveals some noteworthy variations. Perhaps unsurprisingly, disputes appear more
commonly in large organisations (those with 250 or more employees) than smaller ones (those with under 50 employees). Taking the
most informal levels of conflict 43% small organisations had experienced informal individual disagreements often or occasionally
compared to 94% of large organisations. The trends are comparable for inter-employee disagreements (42% compared to 93%
respectively) and also for disciplinary cases (27% compared to 93% for individual disputes and 6% compared to 50% for interemployee disputes). These trends are common across various different manifestations of conflict for both individual and interemployee disputes. There was no such association between organisation size and experience of group conflict, however. This is
probably due to the low numbers of firms reporting such conflict as highlighted in figure 5. The higher levels of conflict in larger
organisations is perhaps unsurprising given they have more employees therefore more opportunity for conflict to occur. Equally, the
greater distance between management and employees might be another explanation of the greater level of conflict in larger
organisations (Young and Daniel 2003).
Page 11

Incidence of conflict did not differ significantly between different industrial sectors. Furthermore, whilst there are not statistically
significant differences between low pay and non-low pay sectors of the economy in respect of individual disputes, a greater proportion
of respondents in the low pay sector do report informal disagreements between employees occurring 'occasionally or often' (66%
versus 62%). A similar relationship is found when considering employee grievances and bullying and harassment cases initiated as a
result of inter-employee conflicts. These findings suggest that where employees experience low pay, a fractious work environment
may develop.
One further notable difference is that disputes appear to occur more frequently where the main body for dealing with HR issues is an
HR function (in-house or contracted-out), especially in the case of individual disputes. For 6 of the 8 indicators of conflict, firms with
HR specialists reported a higher frequency of individual disputes compared to those where a general manager was the main body
dealing with HR issues. There was a similar relationship for inter-employee disputes but only for 3 of the indicators (informal
disagreements, grievance and disciplinary cases). Trends are similar for inter-employee disputes, although at the more formalised
level of disputes (Employment Tribunal claims), the findings here are not statistically significant. There is no association between the
presence of a specialist HR function and the incidence of collective disputes. A similar pattern is evident when examining the
presence of a dedicated Employee Relations Manager, which is again associated with higher levels of reported conflict especially in
the case for individual disputes. Finally, there is a positive association between trade union presence and reported levels of conflict
within organisations. However, unlike the case for the presence of management specialists, unions are associated with increased
levels of group disputes.
The positive association between the incidence of conflict and the presence of certain individuals or institutions is interesting. The
relationship between HR specialists and conflict could reflect the nature of the organisation. Organisations with specialist HR tend to
be larger, with consequently higher levels of conflict. Alternatively, where HR professionals are in place, they may have established
policies and practices that allow for the expression of views and opinions more easily (Huselid 1995). These voice mechanisms might
in turn encourage and facilitate people to speak out or disagree with established policies and practices. The positive relationship
between union presence and reported levels of conflict may have similar explanations. Trade unions are more common in larger
organisations and again support employees in voicing disagreement where this occurs (Fevre and others. 2009)
Overall, the analysis of the incidence of workplace conflict highlights a few key trends. The first and most significant is that disputes
remain a prevalent feature of British organisational life. A second finding is that, based on the sample achieved by this study,
collective disputes are relatively rare in the British private sector, especially in non-union organisations. It is unclear whether these
disputes have disappeared completely, reflecting a more 'contented' and less conflictual workforce. An alternative explanation is that
collective expressions of conflict have become more circumscribed and worker grievances may have transformed into alternative,
individual, forms of dispute, reflecting a more individualised society and approach to the employment relationship (Jefferys 2011).
Thirdly, the disputes that do occur tend to be low-level in nature, simply requiring straightforward disciplinary action to address them.
Conflict that receives external intervention seems relatively rare. Finally, some organisations appear more prone to conflict than
others. Smaller organisations, those organisations which use a general manager as the main point of contact for HR issues and those
without a trade union appear to have lower levels of conflict, whilst larger organisations those with HR and or trade union presence will
often have higher levels of recorded conflict. However it is impossible to determine whether this is due to higher inherent levels of
conflict within these organisations or a reflection of their greater capability for detecting conflict.
Having identified that most organisations have nevertheless experienced some form of workplace dispute in the last 3 years (even if
low-level in nature), this report will now move on to consider the approaches taken by organisations in managing these disputes.
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5. Who manages disputes at work?
An important part of the survey was to ask respondents about the role that different individuals in their organisations played in
addressing and seeking to resolve conflict. The following section considers firstly who the initial point of contact is with regard to
disputes and then moves on to consider in more depth 2 particularly key stakeholders within an organisation: Human Resources and
line managers. Finally, the section identifies the extent to which employee representative bodies play a role in dispute resolution.

5.1. Initial point of contact and preparedness for dispute management
The results in Table 1 paint a mixed picture of who the initial point of contact is where disputes arise. There is a clear distinction
between those firms that reported having an HR department and those that did not. Where present, HR professionals are frequently
cited as the first point of contact in the event of disputes, although it is interesting that it is HR managers as opposed to the more junior
positions of officers and advisers who are identified. Perhaps the most striking result in Table 1 is the fact that line managers are the
most frequently reported initial contact, irrespective of whether the organisation has an HR department. This pattern is holds true if we
ignore cases where respondents selected more than one option, with over 40% of employers reporting line managers as being the
exclusive first point of contact even where there is an HR department present. The exception to this pattern is the case of group
disputes where there is an expectation that these be referred initially to HR managers if they are present or general managers if not.
This could reflect the potentially more serious consequences of this form of dispute, or alternatively the possibility that there is no
single line manager in such cases.
Table 1: initial point of contact for disputes (Column percentages)

HR officer
(N=379)
HR adviser
(N=378)
HR manager
(N=379)
HR Business
Partner (N=378)

Group

G

disputes

d

(%): HR

(

dept

d

3

5

2

17

2

10

1

7

40

6

45

5

22

3

22

2

14

2

9

0

9

1

5

1

Individual

Individual

Inter-employee

Inter-employee

disputes (%):

disputes (%): No

disputes (%): HR

disputes (%): No

HR dept

HR dept

dept

HR dept

12

4

11

16

6

44

Employee
Relations Officer*
(N=378)
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Line Manager
(N=379)
General Manager
(N=378)
Other (N=378)

69

54

70

51

31

3

25

46

22

40

36

4

8

20

7

18

11

1

Columns do not sum to 100% because respondents selected more than one option.
* In the case of Employee Relations Officer, the column figures relate to those firms that had such a position versus those that did not.
When considering the extent to which stakeholders are formally trained to offer guidance on dispute resolution, it is noteworthy that
where specific individual roles exist within organisations, in the majority of cases the individual occupying these roles are
given formal training to provide that guidance, with 3 exceptions – non-union employee representatives, diversity or equal
opportunities officers and occupational health. It is perhaps not surprising that these non-dispute oriented roles do not receive conflict
training, whereas it might be expected that a greater proportion of line managers and senior managers would do so.
Figure 6: training of stakeholders in dispute management
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The impact of organisational demographics on whether these different stakeholders are given formal dispute resolution training is
fairly similar across the different roles. Sector and the presence of an employee relations specialist has no significant bearing at all.
Whether or not a firm operates in the low pay sector is not associated with the training of a majority of stakeholders, the exception
being trade union representatives, with a greater proportion of those organisations not located in low pay sectors training trade union
representatives that those in the low pay sector. However, this relationship disappears when you control for union recognition.
Organisation size has an impact for some roles: a greater proportion of small organisations report not training their line managers and
HR professionals, and a greater share of medium and large firms confirming that they do train these stakeholders. In the case of
senior managers, small organisations tend not to train them in dispute management whereas medium sized organisations do so.
The most consistent influence on whether or not stakeholders are trained is an organisation’s use of an HR function for dealing with
HR issues; use of either in-house or contracted-out HR leads to a greater share of almost all stakeholders receiving formal dispute
resolution (the only statistically significant exception being non-union employee representatives) than when in-house generalists are
the main point of contact for HR issues. What these results suggest is that the training of stakeholders around dispute resolution is
linked to organisational capacity, with larger firms and those with access to an HR function being more able and hence more likely to
provide such training. These findings confirm earlier Acas research that found that organisations without an HR function are less likely
to train line managers even though they will be more reliant on them to undertake a dispute resolution role (Acas 2016).

5.2. The role of human resources
There is some variation when considering which stakeholders are involved in providing advice on workplace disputes. In two-thirds of
cases, advice on disputes is provided by an onsite department, without the aid of outside specialists. Of the remaining third of
organisations which primarily use off-site advice, just over one-quarter (27%) used a law firm, whilst over half (56%) used an external
HR consultancy. Of the remaining 16% of cases where employers said they used another remote provider, a range of sources of
advice were named such as the organisation's head office, trade associations, business services organisations, and umbrella
organisations, of which they were not formally part but were closely linked (NHS, universities).
The effect of organisational demographics on who provides advice on disputes seems clear. A greater proportion of small
organisations, perhaps unsurprisingly, use offsite providers such as HR consultants reflecting their more limited resources, whilst large
organisations tend to take advice from onsite providers. In the limited cases where larger organisations use off-site providers, they
tend to favour law firms.
Sector is also relevant, with the use of onsite providers more common in manufacturing firms. Unsurprisingly, where an HR function is
present within an organisation, then the organisation is overwhelmingly likely to take advice on disputes from that source; conversely,
where no such HR function exists, then the point of contact for advice on disputes is more likely to be a remote provider (most
commonly HR consultants) as opposed to an in-house general manager. Finally, the majority of respondents with an employee
relations officer use onsite advisers, whilst the presence of trade unions have no statistically significant impact on the provision of
advice.

5.3. The importance of line managers

Managing workplace disputes is a key part of managing the employment relationship and whilst the HR function often has an
important role to play in this process, research strongly suggests that organisations need the involvement of line managers in order to
develop effective HR processes (Teague and Roche 2012). Increasingly, line managers are viewed as being crucial to the success of
organisations by ensuring that teams work efficiently, and a good employment relationship develops. The survey asked respondents
to state their level of agreement with 6 statements concerning the role of line mangers in dispute resolution. The results are reported
in Figure 7.
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The results confirm the important role that line managers are expected to play in dispute resolution. A clear majority of respondents
require line managers to conduct regular face-to-face meetings to proactively deal with conflict and over 80% of organisations
reported that they provided formal support for line managers to resolve problems that occur. A small majority of organisations also
provide formal training for line managers to deal with disciplinary action. One more noteworthy point is that in nearly a third of
organisations (31%), the respondents felt that line managers were not confident in resolving workplace conflict by themselves. These
management perspectives are a useful addition to the views of line managers that have been reported in other studies of workplace
conflict (Saundry and others. 2014).
Figure 7: role of line managers in dispute resolution

The effect of organisational demographics on the role of line managers in addressing problems is mixed. Industrial sector (including
the low paying sectors) has no statistically significant impact on the role played by line managers. Size does affect the prevalence of
training, with the level of agreement that formal training is provided for both dispute and grievance handling increasing with
organisation size. Large and medium firms are also more likely to offer formal support to line managers in resolving employee issues
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informally than smaller employers. Size is also associated with whether respondents felt that their line managers were confident in
resolving disputes without support.
A similar proportion of small and large employers agreed that their line managers were confident in resolving conflict without relying on
HR or senior managers (36% and 33% respectively). However, over twice as many large employers disagreed with this statement
compared to small organisations (47% versus 22%). The fact that small organisations are least likely to provide line managers with
formal training in dispute resolution and yet more likely to rely on them in practice is likely due to organisational capability and
resources. The finding that larger firms more likely to disagree that line managers do not need to rely on other stakeholders, may
simply be due to the fact that those stakeholders are more commonly found in larger firms, a form of confirmatory bias.
The presence of other stakeholders is also associated with the perceived role of line managers as shown in figure 7. Firms where an
HR function is used to resolve HR issues, expressed stronger agreement that line managers were formally trained to deal with both
disciplinary and grievance case, were required to conduct face to face meetings with employees and were supported in resolving
employee problems informally whenever possible.
The opposite association was found with respect to confidence in line managers to resolve disputes without help, which was higher in
organisations without an HR function. The presence of an employee relations officer is associated with a higher proportion of
respondents agreeing that line managers were formally trained in dealing with grievances and disputes. These organisations also
report greater confidence that line managers can deal with disputes without support. The use of an HR function to deal with HR issues
existence seems to be associated with a more prominent role for line managers in dispute resolution. The role of HR in conflict
management reported here is consistent with the findings of earlier Acas research (Saundry and others. 2019).
The presence of trade unions is also associated with the role of line managers albeit less strongly. Line managers are less likely to be
specifically assessed on their competence in employment relations in organisations where a trade union is present; with 4 times as
many respondents from unionised organisations strongly disagreeing that this happened compared to non-union organisations. The
presence of trade unions is also found to be strongly associated with confidence in line managers to resolve disputes without support.
In non-union organisations 36% of respondents agree and 27% disagree with this statement. In contrast just 16% of unionised
respondents agree and 60% disagree. Unlike the use of an HR function, which is found to be associated with the training and support
of line managers, the presence of unions seems to positively affect perceptions of their current effectiveness.

5.4. The influence of employee voice in the organisation

The survey asked a series of questions regarding the existence of various employee voice mechanisms and the influence they have
had in the approach taken to dispute management. Respondents were asked to assess this influence on a five-point scale from 1
equating to 'not important' and 5 representing 'extremely important'. The mean scores for each of the 4 voice mechanisms are
presented in Figure 8. The results show that these employee voice forums are only present in a minority of organisations (the most
prevalent mechanism being staff associations, which are present in only 65 respondent organisations), but where they are present,
exert a moderate influence on the approach taken to dispute management. Employees on the Board or Worker Directors and Staff
Associations were found to be the most influential with mean scores of over 3.
Figure 8: the influence of employee voice mechanisms in dispute management (mean scores)
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Organisation size is an important determinant of the influence that these voice mechanisms have on firms’ approach to dispute
management. Joint Consultative Committees are reported as markedly more important in larger organisations (3.68) compared to
small and medium firms (2.56 and 2.45 respectively). This pattern is even more pronounced for European Works Councils where the
mean score for large organisations is 3.78 compared to 1.24 and 1.66 for small and medium firms respectively. The impact of
industrial sector (including the low-pay sector of the economy) is not found to be statistically significant.
The use of an HR function for dealing with HR issues and the presence of trade unions are found to be related to the reported
influence of employee voice mechanisms on conflict management. The influence of both European Works Councils and employees on
the board or worker directors is significantly higher where specialist HR is present (whether internal or external). There is no such
relationship for specialist Employee Relations managers. The presence of a trade union is positively associated with the influence of
both Joint Consultative Committees and European Works Councils, although it should be noted that this is likely coterminous with
organisational size. What these results suggest is that where employee voice mechanisms are present, they play a role in influencing
the organisation’s approach to conflict management. However, this influence is only likely to be felt in those larger organisations that
are more likely to use an HR function to deal with HR issues and where are unions present.

6. The management of disputes
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The examination of the way organisations manage their disputes needs to be considered in 2 ways. The survey asked respondents
both about the policies they have to address disputes – both if they have one and what it contains – and also the practice of managing
disputes, with the acknowledgement that practice may not match policy in every case.

6.1. The presence of formal dispute resolution policies
In terms of whether organisations have a policy in place to manage disputes, Figure 9 shows that the vast majority of organisation do
have established formal policies for handling all 3 forms of conflict (81% of firms for individual conflict; 73% for inter-employee conflict
and 57% for group conflict). Furthermore, in the case of individual and inter-employee conflict, a majority of organisations reported that
they implemented their policy flexibly, rather than with rigid consistency, using their discretion to reflect the circumstances at hand.
One point of note is that whilst the combined majority of organisations do have a either a flexibly-implemented or a consistentlyapplied formal written policy for dealing with group conflict, the largest single block of respondents reported that their organisation has
no formal policy at all (43%).
This lack of policy may perhaps be more reflective of the fact that very few organisations report experiencing this type of conflict in the
first place, rather than a strategic move to 'ignore' group-based conflict. There was a high degree of overlap between the approaches
taken to the 3 forms of disputes. This was especially true for individual and inter-employee disputes where over three-quarters of
respondents answered the same way. There was less of an overlap with group disputes, where fewer respondents reported having a
formal written policy that was flexibly applied than for the other forms of dispute.
Figure 9: organisational approach to dispute resolution policy
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When we consider how the incidence of formal policies varies according to organisational demographics, only company size is seen to
have a significant impact, and even then, only for individual disputes. Perhaps unsurprisingly, a higher proportion of small firms (29%)
have no formal written policy compared to small (14%) and medium (13%) firms. Approximately a quarter of organisations,
irrespective of size, apply their written policy consistently but it is interesting to note that just over 60% of medium and large firms
report using discretion in applying their policy compared to just 46% of small organisations.
The presence of key stakeholders is also associated with the use of formalised dispute resolution policies, but only on the employer
side. In firms where an HR function deals with HR issues the use of formal written policies is more common (either rigidly or flexibly
applied), but only for inter-employee disputes. The presence of an Employee Relations officer is even more strongly associated with
the existence of formal written dispute resolution policies, for all 3 forms of dispute. The association is particularly striking for group
disputes where 53% of firms without an Employment Relations officer report having no formal written policy, compared to just 8%
where such an individual is employed. One possible explanation for this result is that organisations who have gone to the expense of
appointing an Employee Relations officer are also more likely to have drafted a formal policy to deal with group disputes. Alternatively,
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there could be a common factor that accounts for both formal written policies and the existence of an Employee Relations officer, such
as organisation size or the incidence of disputes.

6.2. The content of formal dispute resolution policies

In addition to asking whether organisations had a formal written policy concerning the 3 different forms of dispute, the survey also
asked respondents about the content of those policies. Table 2 presents the results of this analysis and shows the proportion of
organisations that have each conflict resolution practice in their formal written policy.
Traditionally disputes in the workplace have been addressed using a formalised disciplinary and grievance process which draws on
progressively higher levels of management to assess and adjudicate on conflict. This tiered approach is often combined with a right to
appeal these decisions made by management. The presence (or absence) of traditional approaches to dispute management within
policy depends primarily on the type of dispute being considered. A majority of organisations utilise the 2 approaches that would be
considered as traditional when it comes to individual conflict (50% state that a process involving progressively higher levels of
management is contained within their policy, whilst 53% offer a right to appeal decisions within their policy). The number of
respondents identifying these practice as being contained within their formal policy decreases to approximately one third when
considering the policies directed at inter-employee conflict and then finally drops to about one in 5 when considering the policies which
address group disputes.
Table 2: content of organisations' dispute resolution policies

% of firms with each practice in its written policy

Individual

Inter Employee

G

50

34

1

53

36

1

–

–

3

–

–

3

–

–

3

Use of Acas telephone Helpline (N=389, 374, 370)

6

5

3

Use of Acas website (N=387, 377, 370)

6

6

3

Management processes
A process involving progressively higher levels of management in resolving
disputes (N=382, 376, 371)
A right to appeal decisions made by management (N=386, 377, 370)
Acas
Use of Acas collective conciliation, to resolve employment disputes with trade
unions (N=368)
Use of Acas arbitration, to make a decision on collective employment disputes
(N=368)
Use of Acas advisory or consultancy service to help managers and employees to
work better together (N=368)
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Use of Acas conciliation, to help resolve disputes that could lead or have led to an

6

5

2

5

4

3

7

5

4

Use of lawyers (N=388, 378, 365)

4

4

3

Use of an external HR expert (N=388, 378, 369)

7

6

4

Use of organisation's own internal mediation service (N=386, 372)

13

8

–

Use of interest based 'win-win' bargaining techniques (N=365)

–

–

2

Use of review panels comprised of managers or peers (N=387, 371)

6

5

–

Use of formalised open-door approach (N=384, 377, 366)

14

10

5

Discussions facilitated by HR (N=387, 377, 369)

17

14

5

10

6

4

Use of conflict coaching (N=384, 370, 365)

4

5

3

Informal conversations with line-manager(s) (N=389, 378)

19

13

–

Use of personal development or improvement plan (N=387, 377)

27

14

–

Employment Tribunal claim (N=389, 378, 367)
Use of Acas mediation (N=384, 377, 370)
Other External Providers
Use of professional mediation by a third-party provider (excluding Acas) (N=382,
377, 366)

Procedures Internal to the Organisation

Intensive communication regarding change with a view to avoiding disharmony
(N=384, 375, 369)

Of the organisational demographic variables only firm size is found to have an impact on whether these traditional approaches are
included in formal policies. Size has a positive association with the inclusion of such practices but only for individual and interemployee disputes. As previously discussed, this may be due to larger firms having greater resources to write such policies and a
greater need to formalise their dispute resolution in response to a higher incidence of conflict.
The pattern is similarly mixed in relation to the relationship between certain stakeholders and the inclusion of traditional dispute
resolution practices in organisations' formal policies. The presence of a trade union is not found to be associated with the inclusion of
such approaches in firms' policies. On the employer side, the presence of an HR function to deal with HR issues is positively
associated with the inclusion of both ‘traditional’ approaches in firms' formal policies, but only for inter-employee conflict. Whereas,
Employment Relations specialists are associated with the inclusion of these approaches in policies relating to group disputes.
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In terms of approaches to dispute resolution involving actors from outside the organisation, including Acas, very few organisations
include these approaches in their written policies. The most commonly cited external approach for policies covering individual disputes
was professional mediation, in just 7% of respondents. For inter-employee and group disputes the most common approach included in
written policies was use of an external HR expert (6% and 4% respectively).
Compared to these low levels of use of external actors, the inclusion in policy of various private practices for resolving disputes
internally within an organisation are relatively high. Nearly 30% of organisations include personal development plans in their policies to
address individual disputes, although this drops to only 14% of companies reporting that they include PDPs in their policy for dealing
with inter-employee disputes, which is unsurprising given personal nature of such plans. Informal conversations with managers and
discussions facilitated by HR are also both reasonably widely included in policies for addressing both individual and, to a lesser extent,
inter-employee disputes. Elsewhere, internal mediation and formalised open-door policies are also included in the policy of between
10% and 20% of organisations to address individual and inter-employee disputes. However, when it comes to group disputes, very
few organisations include any of these internal processes within their policies. This pattern holds even for those organisations that
reported experiencing group disputes in the preceding 3 years. Whilst perhaps not surprising, such practices could theoretically be
used by organisations that seek to implement such alternative dispute resolution approaches in a way to constrain or bypass union
influence (Nash and Hann, 2019).
Of the demographic factors measured, only organisation size was related to the likelihood of these internal approaches being included
in an organisation's policy. For policies covering individual disputes, size was positively related to inclusion within formal policies of:
internal mediation services; discussions facilitated by HR, and; use of personal development plans. For inter-employee disputes it was
medium-sized firms that were more likely to include: review panels; discussions facilitated with HR; intensive communication about
change, and conflict coaching in their formal policies. Organisational size was not significantly related to the content of policies for
group disputes.
The influence of key ER stakeholders on the content of formal written policies was mixed in terms of internal practices. The presence
of trade unions was positively associated with the inclusion of practices such as the use of: 'win-win' bargaining techniques; an opendoor approach; discussions facilitated by HR, and; intensive communication. This association only holds for group disputes, however,
which is not surprising the interest that unions have in such collective conflicts. Similarly, the presence of an HR function was
associated with increased importance being placed on those practices that involve the participation of HR. Formalised open door
policies, discussions facilitated by HR and personal development planning were more often found in written conflict policies of firms
where an HR function deals with HR issues compared to firms relying on generalist managers. The presence of an Employment
Relations specialist was strongly associated with the inclusion of nearly all the internal practices in organisations’ formal written
policies, across all 3 types of dispute. The explanation for this may be that, as alluded to previously, organisations that have invested
in having a specialist Employment Relations officer are also more likely to have codified their formal written conflict management
policies.

6.3. The use of dispute resolution practices

In addition to enquiring about the content of organisations' use of dispute resolution policies, the survey also asked about their actual
use. Respondents were asked to record how often they had used each of the 17 dispute resolution practices over the previous 3 years
(on a scale ranging 'never', 'once', 'occasionally' and 'often').Drawing a distinction between organisations' policy and practice of
dispute resolution will allow for a more nuanced understanding of firms’ approach to conflict management.
6.3.1. The use of 'traditional' dispute resolution practices
As illustrated in Figure 10, a large majority of organisations have used each of the 'traditional' approaches at least once in the last 3
years to address individual conflict (72% use process involving progressively higher levels of management and 59 have allowed
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appeals). The figures are lower for the use of traditional approaches to address inter-employee disputes (50% have used a process
involving progressively higher levels of management at least once in the last 3 years and 41% have allowed appeals at least once in
the last 3 years) and lower still for group disputes (13% and 12% respectively). This downward trend whereby traditional approaches
are used most for individual disputes and least for group ones may be linked, at least partly, to the variable incidence of these types of
disputes, as there is little to no group disputes so there is less need to utilise any form of disputes resolution. It might also signal a
qualitative change of approach for group disputes, however. When respondents who have experienced no group disputes in the
preceding 3 years are excluded, the use of traditional practices is still lower for this form of disputes (22% of firms using progressively
higher levels of management and 21% allowing appeals). These results suggest that for organisations which have experienced some
form of group dispute, there is very little difference between the policy and practice of these traditional approaches to dispute
resolution.
Figure 10: use of traditional conflict management practices

The association between organisation size and usage of these traditional approaches for managing disputes is significant and
pronounced. Small firms have rarely, if ever, used the 2 approaches across all 3 of the forms of dispute (possibly as a consequence of
their limited exposure to disputes in the first instance). In contrast, a majority of large firms use these traditional approaches often or
occasionally for individual and inter-employee disputes. In terms of key stakeholders, a greater proportion of those organisations with
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a specialist HR function will also have used these traditional approaches at least occasionally, compared to those who manage their
HR using generalist managers. The presence of a trade union is positively associated with the use of traditional dispute resolution
practices but predominantly for group conflicts.
'Traditional' approaches are a feature of a majority of organisations' approach to dispute resolution, both as a part of their formal policy
but even more so in practice. The presence of traditional approaches is more evident for individual disputes than inter-employee and
group disputes, although it is still used widely for inter-employee disputes. Traditional approaches are also used more often within
particular types of organisations – large employers, those with specialist HR guidance and those with a trade union present.
6.3.2. Alternative approaches to disputes resolution using third parties
As well as being only rarely included in policies, processes involving external stakeholders are similarly not used widely in practice
either. However, the results in Figure 11 show, that the use of Acas is fairly widespread in the case of individual disputes with over
half of respondents having consulted the website and about a third using the telephone helpline in the preceding 3 years. Beyond
Acas, lawyers and external HR experts are the next most commonly used agencies with 44% of firms having utilised them in relation
to individual disputes. The figures fall to 20% and 26% of organisations respectively for inter-employee disputes. Beyond these 3
agencies, there is extremely limited broader use of practices that involve external experts. Less than a fifth of organisations in our
sample used the other practices identified, dropping to less than one-in-ten for most practices used to address group disputes.
The influence of demographic factors on the use of external experts to help resolve workplace disputes is limited. The use of both the
Acas telephone helpline and website for individual disputes is positively associated with organisational size. Use of the website is also
more common where there is an HR function dealing with HR issues. For non-Acas external agencies, organisational size is strongly
associated with the use of lawyers for individual disputes, whereas external HR experts are more commonly used by medium-sized
firms. For inter-employee disputes the pattern is slightly different with small firms being the least likely to have used external HR
advice.
Figure 11: use of alternative dispute resolution practices involving a third party

Page 26

Page 27

The presence of key stakeholders is also associated with the pattern of use of external experts to resolve disputes, most notably
relating to individual conflicts. Firms with a specialist HR function were more likely to consult both lawyers and external HR experts
than those firms relying on generalist managers to deal with HR issues. In the case of inter-employee disputes this pattern is repeated
for external HR experts. The presence of unions in an organisation is positively associated with the use of Acas conciliation, lawyers
and external HR experts for individual disputes. Finally, a higher proportion of firms that employ an Employment Relations officer
report having used external HR and the Acas telephone helpline for individual disputes than those without such a post.
The picture regarding the use of external experts in the resolution of workplace disputes is mixed. As with traditional approaches, the
results suggest that dispute resolution practices are used more commonly that they are included in written policies – most commonly
of all in the case of individual disputes. Of the external agencies used, the use of lawyers and external HR experts are the most
popular, together with the information provided by the Acas website and telephone helpline.
6.3.3. The use of practices internal to the organisation

In terms of how often internal approaches are used in practice – as opposed to simply being included in written polices – the results in
Figure 12 point to widespread usage of procedures internal to the organisation, in the case of both individual and inter-employee
disputes. Over half the organisations in the sample reporting using: a formalised open-door approach; discussions facilitated by HR;
intensive communications regarding change; informal conversations with line-managers, and; personal development plans, at least
once in the last 3 years to address individual disputes. Although the figures were lower in the case of inter-employee disputes, these
practices were still used by more than 40% of firms.
Internal approaches are used more rarely to address group disputes, which is no doubt a reflection of the lower levels of this type of
dispute. Nevertheless, this type of practice is still used more widely than approaches involving external actors to address group
disputes, with over a fifth of organisations in our sample having used formalised open-door policies, discussions facilitated by HR and
intensive communication regarding change at least once in the last 3 years as a means of managing group disputes. One potential
explanation for the apparent preference for internal mechanisms for group disputes is that organisations may be dealing with these
disputes at an early or nascent stage and before they reach some form of impasse that requires the involvement of an external
agency.
All key demographic variables are significantly related to the usage of particular internal approaches, but in differing ways. In general,
there is a positive association between firm size and use of internal practices for addressing disputes, with small firms
disproportionately likely to never have used such approaches. This strong association between firm size and the use of internal
approaches to managing conflict may simply be a function of the finding, noted earlier, that large firms experience more conflict so
have more opportunity to resolve it. An alternative explanation is that larger firms have the capacity to invest greater resources in
dispute resolution.
The impact of the presence of a specialist HR function on the extent to which internal approaches are used to address individual and
inter-employee disputes is clear with 7 of the 8 internal approaches more commonly used in firms where an in-house HR function is
present. The impact of HR presence is less notable when it comes to group disputes and these findings reflect a focus by HR on the
individualised aspects of the employment relationship. The presence of a trade union is also associated with the use of internal
dispute resolution practices, especially for individual disputes, with half of the 8 internal practices being more commonly used in
unionised organisations. The explanation for this positive relationship between unions and the use of internal dispute resolution
practices is unclear but could relate to their role in encouraging employers to follow established procedures in dealing with worker
issues.
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Figure 12: use of in-house alternative dispute resolution practices

Page 29

Page 30

6.4. HR practices used to proactively address disputes

One of the underlying principles of Alternative Disputes Resolution (ADR) is the notion that firms should proactively seek to pre-empt
conflicts from occurring – through communication and engagement, to air potential issues and take early action – as well as dealing
with them efficiently when they do. The survey, therefore asked respondents to indicate whether their organisations used a range of
practices to reduce or avoid workplace disputes and promote good employee relations. The results are presented in Figure 13 and
show that the use of such practices is fairly widespread.
Traditional downward communication channels such as noticeboards, newsletters or emails and information posted on intranets are
popular, with 61%, 41% and 27% of organisations using them respectively. Two-way communication channels such as suggestion
schemes (57%), employee satisfaction surveys (36%) and coffee

or lunch sessions to identify areas of concern (38%) are also

widespread. It is also noteworthy that over a quarter of organisations hold regular meetings with employee representative bodies and
provide training to employees in dispute resolution techniques. Overall, the data suggest that many firms are implementing policies
that are consistent with a desire to minimise workplace disputes.
Figure 13: the use of practices to reduce or avoid workplace disputes and promote good relations with employees (N=400)
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6.5. Employee choice in the approach to dispute resolution
One of the aims of this research was to identify the possible existence of integrated conflict management systems (ICMS) in Britain
(Latreille and Saundry 2015). One of the key elements of such systems is the extent to which employees are given a choice in the
approach taken to resolving disputes they may be involved in. The survey, therefore, asked respondents whether employees were
offered such a choice for both disputes raised by an employee and those originating from the employer. The results presented in
Figure 14 suggest that whilst choice as to the approach taken is offered quite extensively for grievances brought by employees (56%),
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this option is less common when disputes are raised by management in the form of disciplinary proceedings (34%).
The extent of employee choice is related to a number of demographic and stakeholder factors. Employees are more likely to be
offered a choice in how disputes that they have raised are handled in small and large firms (compared to medium sized organisations)
and in those firms with a specialist HR function. The latter could be due to the greater capability that specialist HR offers in dispute
handling. For disputes initiated by the employer, such as disciplinary cases, the presence of a trade union is the only significant factor,
with fewer unionised workplaces offering employees a choice in approach, possibly due to unions tending to prefer consistency of
practice across the workforce.
Figure 14: employees choice in the approach taken to disputes

6.6. Concluding remarks on the approach to managing disputes
There are 3 key findings which can be noted from this section. First, that there is a clear difference between organisational policy and
practice in terms of workplace dispute resolution. An examination of the policies of respondent organisations suggests that British
firms rely on traditional approaches for resolving disputes. A closer review of the approaches used in practice tells a different story,
however, with a variety of internal practices and external experts being widely used. A second finding, leading on from the first, is that
organisations in Britain use a wide range of approaches which may be considered as 'alterative' to varying degrees.
The concept of 'Alternative Dispute Resolution' (ADR) is widely discussed and researched, although often poorly defined. If we take
the broadest definition of ADR, as anything but the traditional approach to resolving disputes, then the findings of this survey suggest
that ADR is being used fairly widely within British organisations, although often through approaches that aim to keep the dispute 'in
house' and not involve external actors. The diffusion of ADR across organisations is uneven, however. Larger organisations and those
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with an in-house HR presence are notable users of ADR and are willing to draw on external experts where appropriate. In contrast,
unionised workplaces are also willing to use ADR, but only where this keeps the dispute in-house (they do not draw on external
experts), which is consistent with earlier research (Heery and Nash, 2011). Finally, the results suggest that in addition to the use of
ADR practices, a significant proportion of organisations have implemented policies that are aimed at dispute prevention rather than
resolution, even if these tools are often weak (for example through the use of notice boards and newsletters).

7. Managing disputes: policy and approach
Beyond the content of an organisation's disputes policy, the survey also sought to ascertain how and why policy is derived and
altered. The survey asked about organisations' motivations in selecting their overall approach to dispute resolution. It also considered
whether respondents regularly reviewed their policies and if any changes had been made in the last 3 years. Where changes had
been made, the cause of these changed were examined. What is apparent from the responses is that dispute resolution policy is
reactive more than proactive.

7.1. Influences on organisations' approach to dispute resolution
Respondents were asked to rate the importance of 12 separate factors in influencing their organisations' overall approach to dispute
resolution, on a five-point scale from 'not important' (1) to 'extremely important' (5). The mean score for each factor is shown in Figure
15, which is ordered in descending importance. Although not mentioned specifically, the spectre of Employment Tribunal cases
appears to loom large in the mind of organisations when designing approaches to managing disputes, with a desire to avoid litigation
being credited by organisations as the most important influence on their dispute resolution approach. Seeking to reduce bullying and
harassment in the organisation and following Acas statutory Codes of Practice (on discipline and grievance, among others) are also
seen as highly important, and again may speak in part to a desire to avoid Tribunal action. Keeping disputes in-house is also noted as
an important influence and suggests an environment that may be receptive to internal approaches to ADR.
Factors that have less influence on approaches to managing disputes are: devoting minimum time or resources to the handing of
disputes; preventing unions extending their influence, and; increasing opportunities to work with unions and or other employee
representative bodies. Although these influences are less significant, there are 17% of respondents who identify preventing union
influence as very or extremely important, as well as 7% who see their dispute resolution approach as very or extremely important in
trying to increase links with union. These figures shift to 15% and 32% respectively, when looking at just unionised organisations –
suggesting that the potential complementarities between unions and dispute resolution are more apparent to those organisations who
have experience in dealing with them.
Figure 15: influence on the approach to the management of dispute resolution (mean scores)
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Demographics have only a limited bearing on the factors influencing organisations' approaches to dispute management. Large firms
report higher mean scores for 5 of the 12 factors (responding to increasing employee legal protections, keeping disputes in house,
increasing opportunities to work with unions, emulating best practice in leading companies and following Acas Codes of Practice)
compared to smaller organisations although the differences are mostly modest. The only significant difference in terms of sector is that
firms in low paying sectors of the economy are more likely to cite 'responding to growing assertiveness by employees who are aware
of their rights' as a more important influence on their dispute management approach. This finding is consistent with the growing zero
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hours and precarious work debate and resultant efforts to mobilise these workers.
Organisations with an HR function to deal with HR issues are more likely than those without to cite increasing the opportunities to
work with trade unions and or other employee representative bodies, emulating best practice and following the Acas Codes of Practice
as being important influences on the organisation’s dispute management approach. The presence of a trade union is similarly
associated with a greater importance being attached to increasing opportunities to work with trade unions and or other employee
representative bodies and following Acas Codes of Practice. There is some overlap in the effect of the key stakeholders on
organisations’ overall approach to dispute resolution.

7.2. Evaluation and change in dispute resolution policies

The survey asked respondents whether they had a formal policy of evaluating the effectiveness of their dispute resolution practices
and whether these practices had changed in the preceding 3 years. The results suggest that dispute resolution is a static policy with
only 11% of organisations having a formal policy of evaluation, although this does not reflect that ad hoc changes may still be made.
The only factor which is associated with the likelihood of such a review is firm size, with a higher share of small and medium sized
firms having a formal policy to evaluate the effectiveness of their dispute resolution practices than large organisations.
Looking beyond the evaluation of dispute resolution policies, 18% of organisations reported having significantly changed their
approach to dispute resolution in the last 3 years. Organisation size was again significantly associated with this practice with medium
sized firms most likely to have undertaken such a change. A follow-up question asked for the major causes of this change in approach.
The results (illustrated in Figure 16) suggest that the biggest influence was a change in management approach, with nearly 80% of
organisations citing this as a cause for their change in approach. Over a third of organisations cite a previous dispute as being the
motivation for their change, whilst a quarter cite Acas Codes of Practice as having prompted their change of tack for approaching
dispute resolution. Less important influences are changes in employment tribunal legislation or broader regulatory change, together
with the impact of employee voice or trade unions, with less than one-in-five organisations citing these as factors underpinning their
change in approach to dispute resolution. Although only a minority of firms report having significantly altered their approach in the
preceding 3 years, for those that have it appears to be a conscious management decision to do so.
Figure 16: influences on organisations' change of approach to dispute resolution (N=68)
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Note: respondents could choose more than one option, hence totals do not sum to 100%

8. Conclusions
This survey has helped shed light on the incidence and management of workplace disputes within the British economy. Above all, the
results confirm that disputes are a ubiquitous feature of organisational life, with the vast majority of firms experiencing some form of
conflict in the last 3 years. That said, the results also show that the most common disputes are informal disagreements and traditional
grievance and disciplinary cases. Only a small minority of organisations surveyed had experienced disputes at the more serious end
of the spectrum, including those that end up in an employment tribunal. Nor is the experience of disputes uniformly felt across the
economy, with large firms, those with a specialist HR function and or a trade union being more likely to experience workplace discord
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– although this is likely to be at least partially a measurement effect rather than signalling that these organisations are more dispute
prone.
One of the most striking results of the survey is the near disappearance from British private sector organisations of collective or group
disputes as traditionally conceived. As noted in the report, this is unlikely to signify the elimination of workplace grievances with a
collective dimension; rather that the channels for expressing such disputes have become increasingly circumscribed. The survey also
confirms earlier research that inter-employee disputes have become an established feature of the British workplace. Amongst this
picture of continuity and change, one constant remains the need for organisations to respond to the challenges posed by workplace
disputes.
The survey revealed that line managers play a key role in dispute resolution, being cited as the most popular initial contact when
conflicts arise. Significantly, this is true even where the organisation has specialist HR personnel onsite. Organisational expectations
and support for line managers around dispute resolution vary across firms, with large organisations and those with specialist HR more
likely to integrate line manages into organisational practices and also to provide training in dispute resolution techniques. The survey
confirms existing research about the importance of line managers to the management of workplace disputes.
The research uncovers new information about the management of disputes within British organisations. Perhaps most striking is the
huge disconnect between dispute resolution policy and practice. British employers seem to eschew formal written dispute resolution
policies in favour of a more flexible, ad-hoc approach to conflict. Although the majority of organisations have a written policy, in most
cases this is applied flexibly depending on the circumstances of the case, with only a quarter of firms consistently following
procedures. Where policies exist, their provisions are overwhelmingly traditional, emphasising hierarchical responses to any disputes
that arise.
The management of conflict in practice reveals a very different picture, however. Despite their virtual absence from written policies,
alternative forms of dispute resolution are reasonably widespread amongst British employers, especially in relation to individual and
inter-employee disputes. The type and diffusion of these ADR practices is uneven, however. In general, internal practices that keep
disputes 'in-house' are more common that those that involve external third-parties. Larger firms and those with specialist HR are more
likely to adopt these ‘external’ ADR approaches, perhaps due to their increased capacity to do so. In addition to policies specifically
designed to manage disputes when they occur, the survey reveals that some organisations have also adopted pre-emptive practices
designed to minimise the emergence of disputes in the first place. This could be taken as tentative evidence of a strategic approach
being taken to workplace dispute resolution.
Finally, the survey casts some light on firms' motivation in their overall approach to dispute resolution. Employers’ perception of
conflict at a conceptual level is revealing, in that three-quarters of organisations view workplace disputes though a unitarist lens. In
practical terms the management of disputes within organisations is often shaped by resources and capability with larger firms and
those with specialist HR associated with a broader portfolio of practices. There is also evidence of some instrumentalism in
organisations' approach to dispute resolution with avoidance of litigation the most important of the cited factors. Counterbalanced
against this is the finding that employee voice also plays a role in shaping organisational dispute management practice. This is most
obviously seen through the role that trade unions play in influencing the diffusion of dispute resolution policy and practice and
suggests an enduring role for established employment relations institutions in the management of disputes at work.
This research has increased our understanding of how British organisations view, experience and manage workplace disputes. It also
raises new questions that should be the focus of future research. The first of these concerns the existence of a strategic approach to
dispute resolution and the extent to which organisations integrate dispute resolution practices into their broader approach to HR. The
second question that warrants further investigation is an exploration of the influence of trade unions on dispute resolution policy and
practice in the context of the shift away from collective disputes towards more individualised forms of conflict.
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Appendix 1: Technical report on the methodology of the survey of disputes and
their resolution in the workplace amongst British employers
The Survey of Disputes and their Resolution in the Workplace, 2018, was commissioned by Acas and undertaken by researchers at
Cardiff Business School. The purpose of the survey was to examine the strategies of British firms in managing disputes in the
workplace.

Survey population and sample selection
The survey was designed to be fully representative of businesses and other organisations (excluding the public sector but including
the not-for-profit sector). Therefore, the population of the survey was companies with 20 or more employees, in order to focus on
organisations that are most likely to have some form of codified approach to conflict management. The geographical focus of the
survey was Great Britain (Northern Ireland was surveyed separately in a study commissioned by the Labour Relations Agency).
Information regarding the population was drawn from the ONS Business Population Estimates 2017.
The sample was drawn from Companies House records, which contain data on all incorporated companies in the UK. This was
accessed through the FAME web-based database. The sample was selected at random having first stratified the population by size
and sector. The size categories used were:
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Small – 20 to 49 employees; Medium – 50 to 249 employees; Large – 250+ employees.
The sectors were:

SIC Section

BDE

Description

Mining and Quarrying; Electricity, Gas, Steam and Air Conditioning Supply; Water Supply; Sewerage, Waste Mana
and Remediation Activities

C

Manufacturing

F

Construction

G

Wholesale and Retail Trade; Repair of Motor Vehicles and Motorcycles

H

Transportation and Storage

I

Accommodation and Food Storage Activities

J

Information and Communication

K

Financial and Insurance Activities

L

Real Estate Activity

M

Professional, Scientific and Technical Activities

N

Administrative and Support Service Activities

P

Education

Q

Human Health and Social Work Activities

R

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation

S

Other Service Activities

The strata were unit-proportional to the sample frame in terms of industrial sector. In order to increase the employee proportional
representation of the sample, the size categories were represented disproportionately to their numbers in the population with large
employers over-sampled and small employers under-sampled.

Fieldwork methodology
The unit of enquiry was the company, which was taken to be the registered office in the case of a multi-site company. The target
respondent for the survey was the individual with responsibility for the management of conflict within the organisation. This was
assumed to be somebody working in the HRM or Personnel functions of the company. FAME provided contact information for a range
of functions and where HRM or Personnel contacts were not available then contacts were sought from more general managers and
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company secretaries. Where no such contact information was available then the research team sought the missing contact
information by telephoning or emailing the company. Finally, if that failed to provide any named contact then the company was
replaced with an alternative from the same strata in the sample frame.
The main survey was conducted by post between January and April 2018, with the option of electronic submission included in the
covering letter. There were 3 mail shots, all of which included the questionnaire. After the second mailshot a series of follow up
telephone calls were made to 3,800 of the non-responding firms to make sure the correct person had received the questionnaire and
to remind them to return it. These follow-up calls were focussed on large and medium sized firms.

Questionnaire
A copy of the questionnaire in included as Appendix 2 of this report. The instrument was developed by the researchers in consultation
with Acas and based on a similar survey of Welsh employers that had been conducted by the research team in 2015. The
questionnaire underwent cognitive testing with a range of HR practitioners in November 2017 at which point minor alternations to
wording were made. The questionnaire was designed to gather data on organisational characteristics, attitudes to, and experience of,
disputes as well as the policies and practices that had been used to deal with workplace disputes in the preceding 3 years.

Response rates
A total of 400 useable questionnaires were completed, representing a response rate of 8% (see Table 1). The response rates were
consistent across the different size categories, ranging from 7% for small organisations to 9% for large firms. There was greater
dispersion in response rate across the different industrial sectors, with a minimum of 3% for the information and communication sector
and maximum of 12% for mining, quarrying and utilities and the real estate sectors.
Table 1: response rates of firms by economic sector and organisation size

Organisation size (number of

Organisation size (number of

Organisation size (number of

Organisa

employees): 20-49

employees): 50-249

employees): 250+

Total

BDE

14.3%

13.3%

5.9%

11.5%

C

9.6%

8.8%

15.0%

11.2%

F

6.3%

14.6%

5.9%

8.8%

G

7.9%

5.0%

6.7%

6.9%

H

4.7%

11.9%

13.2%

9.0%

I

2.8%

6.4%

5.6%

4.7%

J

1.0%

7.1%

1.3%

2.8%

K

9.3%

10.0%

5.9%

7.5%

L

3.3%

14.3%

20.8%

11.8%

SIC Section
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M

9.4%

6.3%

4.9%

7.1%

N

7.9%

6.1%

7.3%

7.2%

P

8.1%

7.7%

13.3%

9.7%

Q

10.5%

11.3%

11.0%

11.2%

R

4.1%

8.8%

7.7%

6.5%

S

6.1%

8.7%

7.7%

7.2%

Total

7.5%

8.2%

8.5%

8.0%

Sample weighting
The collected data were reweighted to compensate for differences in response rates across the sample strata. Using data from the
2017 ONS Business Population Estimates, organisation weights were calculated and applied to the analysis in the report. This weighs
the number of completed cases in the sample to the total number of employers in each of the 45 strata identified above. As can be
seen from Table 2, the relatively small weights for the 15 industrial sectors suggests that the achieved sample is broadly
representative of the population of Private organisations in Britain. The larger weights attached to the size categories suggests that
the sample over-represents large employers and under-represents small ones in comparison to their prevalence in the population.
However, by using the establishment weights allows us to speak of the organisation as a unit and aims to make the reported results
representative of private sector organisations in Britain.
Table 2: sample weights for economic sector and organisation size

Organisation

Organisation

size (number

size (number

Organisation

Organisation

of

of

size (number of

size (number of

employees): 20-

employees): 50-

employees): 250+

employees): Total

49

249

BDE

0.785

0.653

0.515

0.696

C

1.132

1.187

0.126

0.715

F

1.948

0.521

0.181

0.907

G

1.626

1.445

0.230

1.155

H

2.566

0.898

0.143

0.892

I

5.195

0.975

0.191

1.696

J

12.287

1.240

1.380

2.838

SIC
Section
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K

1.343

1.061

0.653

1.065

L

3.734

0.589

0.114

0.674

M

1.354

1.355

0.320

1.125

N

1.329

1.759

0.348

1.113

P

1.557

1.177

0.110

0.830

Q

1.251

0.700

0.078

0.711

R

2.989

0.993

0.282

1.226

S

2.483

0.736

0.083

1.101

Total

1.706

1.041

0.191

1.000
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