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Purpose
The partnership concept in the UK is used to describe an alternative to managing the employment relationship, reflecting a change from an adversarial to a more cooperative approach (Overall, 1997).  A central pillar of this approach is the search for common ground around which cooperation / joint working can be facilitated.  Similarly, community unionism is described as trade unions and communities organising around issues of common concern.  There have been claims that both community unionism and partnership can be seen as a way to promote union membership and therefore have the potential to aid union growth and renewal (Wills and Simms, 2004). The literature provides evidence that partnership / community unionism can work on certain (single) issues such as living wage and with learning partnerships (Munro and Rainbird, 2000; Wills, 2009) and in certain contexts / sectors (Samuel and Bacon, 2009). The purpose of the paper is to explore the compatibility of partnership and community unionism in the National Health Service (NHS), examining the potential tensions and synergies to be gained from building these new relationships.  

Methodology
The paper draws on the employee relations literature on partnership and community unionism in order to consider the similarities and differences between (benefits and drawbacks of) these different organising approaches.  Data from a multi-method study is utilised in conjunction with this literature review, involving semi-structured interviews with key informants, focus groups, observations and employee surveys at national, regional and across four acute Trusts in the UK National Health Service.

Findings
Findings from this NHS study into the development of a partnership approach identified a number of barriers. The way partnership was being implemented in the service (as a top-down policy change) had led to a partnership approach developing between the key players in HR and trade unions.  However, these improved relationships were not necessarily translating to further engagement at a lower level (leading to employees being excluded).  In addition, there was evidence of non-involvement of some groups of staff in any new participatory arrangements, leading to differences in employees’ experience of partnership. 

Conclusions / contribution 
This paper argues that community unionism (or its principles) could perhaps be integrated into social partnership frameworks in order to increase the cooperation / engagement of all employees. However, this situation has the potential to raise tensions in the employer/employee relationship and would need careful handling by the partners in order to be accommodated within existing social 
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