
Gordon Latham FCIPD 
 

 
PPMA Excellence in People 
Management Awards 
 
Creating Positive Employee Relations 
 
The Warwickshire family of schools employee relations framework. 
 

Background 

The first tranche of academy and free schools started opening in late 2010 and 
now there are in excess of 4000 school establishments nationally and almost 60 in 
Warwickshire that are employers in their own right and funded directly by the DfE. 
Initially many academies saw this as an opportunity to break away from 
established arrangements with local trades unions so they could find their own 
freedoms in staffing matters.   With a greater proliferation of employers in the local 
area, difficulties in maintaining long-established bargaining arrangements 
emerged. With new employers being encouraged to look to different models these 
arrangements could become fragmented. Added to that the new teachers 
performance related pay arrangements and greater discretion on support staff pay 
increases the possibilities of pay inequality making an unwelcome return. As 
academy legislation allows an opt out of national and local pay and conditions 
arrangements, there was the fear that things could start to become unstable and 
likely to result in inequality and unfairness based on an increase in employee 
relations difficulties that had never previously existed. 

 
 

So what did we do to approach this and how does it work? 

To respond to this emerging situation the local authority developed a code of 
practice/behaviours for trades union representation and the management of 
employee relations and an employee relations consultation framework that 
academies could also participate in.    
 
The code of practice is not a traditional facilities agreement but more a flexible 
model of how good relationship management should exist between staff and their 
representatives, the governing bodies of schools  and the local authority (where we 
are the employer).  

Trade unions understood that unless academy schools perceived a value of 
participating in this framework that this could lead to a lack of participation and in 
turn would erode the financial support they could receive and restrict their ability to 
undertake funded representation of their members interests. The trades unions 
realised behaviours and ways of thinking may need to adapt to make this a 
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success. The number and form of consultative forums was reviewed. The process 
of developing and consulting employment policies moved towards a far greater 
emphasis being placed on key stakeholders input and then involving the unions 
once the needs of the customers were clearly understood and reflected in the 
drafting.  The unions embraced this approach and understood the importance of 
being seen as having an awareness of the business interests as well as their own 
members.  This has led to a streamlined process of policy production with policies 
available for use by customers within a month on average after consultation 
commencing.  Quantifiable feedback from customers is unanimous in their 
satisfaction for the quality and volume of the policies and guidance being made 
available and has been cited by new customers as one of the reasons for wanting 
to trade with Council HR advisory services.  This has enabled traded HR advisory 
services to offer the benefits of the local consultation framework as a unique selling 
point that competitors are unable to replicate and has been a key to keeping and 
securing new business and safeguarding council jobs as well as enhancing our 
reputation. The attraction of the consultation framework is now expanding to 
academy customers beyond our county borders. 

What are the added value benefits of participating in the consultation 
framework?  
 
By enabling academies to join the consultation framework this has allowed notable 
efficiencies.  In summary these are: 

 
• A minimal need for school-based representatives to be required to carry out 

duties and attend regular update training requiring time-off, therefore saving 
time and resources. The estimated overall release time costs for the three 
major teaching unions alone working to the required standard is in the region 
of £7500 to £10,000 per representative per school, per trade’s union 
organisation. 
 

• Avoiding the need for case work to be managed by regional officials. Regional 
officials do not have local knowledge nor local working relationships. Such 
knowledge and relationships can often be helpful in managing a case to a 
successful resolution. It should also be noted that the involvement of a full-
time regional officer prematurely can have the effect of escalating the situation 
in an unhelpful way. 
 

• Avoiding the scenario of the resolution of low-level issues requiring prolonged 
negotiation due to the need to wait for availability of a regional officer. 
 

• Regional officials cover the whole of the region and their diaries will be limited 
and may lead to delays in holding hearings and meetings. Local 
representatives are more available and have a better understanding of the 
schools they are supporting their members in, leading to a more positive 
employee relations atmosphere 
 

• This represents a cost effective way for an academy to fulfil its statutory 
consultation and negotiation obligations to consult with all recognised trades 
unions. 
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• The framework provides continuity in collective and/or individual member 
representation issues as they will continue to be dealt with by county trade 
union representatives (as happened before the school converted to academy 
school status).   
 

• Collective consultation on policies, therefore avoiding costly and time 
consuming consultation at a school level on each and every policy with the 
trades union regional official. 
 

• Local trade union representatives are often able to broker early resolution of 
potentially high level cases, thereby removing the need to involve regional 
officers and unnecessary litigation. 
 

• Predictability of costs i.e. a low cost annual subscription into the consultation 
framework to fund facilities time which avoids/minimises the need and 
costs/time for local school release. 
 

There is no doubt that the framework is proving to be a clear success. With tangible 
economic and business benefits (both for the employer and unique spin off from a 
trading perspective), the consultation framework is being instrumental in creating and 
developing positive employee relations and is also being met with envy by over 
stretched trades unions representatives in other counties as it expands to academy 
schools there.   
 
 

 
 

 


