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Abstract: Ensuring a sense of safety at the place of work is definitely one of the priority
aspects of managing medical workers in a crisis situation formed as a result of the
COVID- 19 pandemic. Furthermore, care for good employee relations is a special challenge
for the managerial staff, taking into consideration the intensity of stress and possibility of
conflicts.

Purpose: The aim of the article is to present the views of medical personnel on their sense
of safety at work during the COVID-19 pandemic as an element shaping relations among
employees.

Design/methodology/approach: The study was carried out in December 2020 on a
representative sample of Polish medical workers. It focused on learning their opinions on
functioning in the workplace in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic. The research
was conducted using the CATI method.

Findings: Research results show relations between the sense of safety at work of medical
personnel and relations among employees during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research limitations: The COVID-19 pandemic situation, affecting organizations and
society, is unprecedented due to its increase, resources or solutions involved, and the lack
of existing literature.

Practical implications: The presented research results emphasized the importance of the
sense of safety at work during the COVID-19 pandemic and also indicated the important
role of the human resource management in shaping good relations among employees in this
crisis situation.

Key words: COVID-19 pandemic, employee relations, human resource management,
management in healthcare units, sense of safety at work

Introduction

Resulting in a global crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic set up unprecedented
challenges for employers and employees all over the world and the human resource
management as well. It is without a doubt that this event constitutes an especially
difficult test both in terms of executing the tasks carried out so far, and solving new
and complex problems.

Changes in managing organizations and people employed in them affected also
the health service sector. Managing medical workers in the face of dangers caused
by the pandemic is presented as an interesting research field concerning recent issues
(see Kroger 2020, pp. 156-158). Many articles have been devoted to the functioning
of medical workers who represent the healthcare systems of various countries
(compare lyengar et al. 2020, pp. 943-946).
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The aim of the article is to present the views of medical personnel on their sense of
safety at work during the COVID-19 pandemic as an element shaping relations
among employees.

This study contains the results of research concerning selected aspects of human
resource management in health care units during a crisis related to COVID-19. In
particular, two important issues were analysed: sense of safety in the workplace and
employee relations in the organization. The sense of safety falls into a subjective
category, and regardless of the type of organisation that employs healthcare
professionals commonly exposed to contact with infected or diseased individuals,
we feel entitled to compare their opinions (Bostan et al., 2020; Rind et al., 2020;
Monterrosa-Castro et al. 2020). A particular role here is assigned to the employer
who creates working environment and comfort through organisation and availability
of specific measures and information. Due to the risks associated with the
performance of work by medical workers during a pandemic, ensuring safety and
supporting good employee relations is one of the most important activities of the
management staff.

Research Background

Human resources are the organization's resources in terms of the knowledge,
skills and motivation of its employees. However, they can't be equated with the
number of people employed because they involve the potential that employees bring
to the company. In other words, these are broadly understood competences of the
staff that enable the objectives set to be achieved (Wang, He, Mahoney 2009,
pp.1265-1285; Sousa, 2017, pp. 395-402).

Today, due to numerous technological and demographic and social changes in
the aspect of work, the employee's competence profile is changing and, as a result,
the requirements for managers are changing (Robak 2020, pp. 14931-14939). The
effectiveness of employees is influenced, among other things, by their attitudes,
knowledge and skills, but also by the relationships between individual team
members. In the light of the foregoing, the manager's person and competence are of
particular importance (Robak 2018, pp. 521-526; Robak 2019, pp. 157-170).
Effective communication and positive contacts with employees, shaping attitudes
conducive to team integration and openness to others and cooperation in the
implementation of tasks, are important in directing. Due to the increasing complexity
of work and new organizational and economic dependencies, professional work can
rarely be done individually. In the working environment, therefore, a specific
arrangement of relationships between people working together to carry out certain
tasks is created (Skolik, Robak 2016, pp. 146-149).

The professional relationships established lead to the formation of social bonds
between co-workers with an emotional basis. Relationships between team members
are a key factor in the efficiency of their work. The friendly atmosphere of the
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company affects the satisfaction and the feeling of fulfilment of the employee
(Robak 2017, pp. 569-584).

Relations at work contribute to the achievement of specific objectives and
participants in these relations interact with each other and realize individual needs
and expectations, as well as common tasks and intentions.

Benefits from positive relations at work are not to be underestimated, since they
can be depicted both in individual, and team and organisational context (Glinska-
Newes, et al. 2017, pp. 25-37).

With regard to the organisational profits generated from positive employee
relations, their impact on the higher productivity related to effective communication,
as well as stimulating employees’ commitment and innovativeness should be
underlined Whereas, while analysing individual benefits from maintaining good
interpersonal relations at work and friendly atmosphere, one should appreciate
significance thereof not only in improving job satisfaction, but also in fulfilling the
need of affiliation and acceptance, as well as the sense of security (Carmeli, Brueller,
Dutton 2009, pp. 81-98; Robertson et al. 2020, pp.596-619).

In a crisis situation, which is working at the healthcare service during the
COVID - 19 pandemic, care for good employee relations is a special challenge for
the managerial staff, taking into consideration the intensity of stress and possibility
of conflicts.

Methodology

The research results constitute a part of a state-wide quantitative research concerning
medical workers carried out in terms of the "Research on the opinion of medical
workers concerning their functioning in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic
in their place of work" program.
The research has been conducted together with a specialist external company,
DRB Polonia in December 2020. In order to collect empirical data, the CATI phone
survey technigue has been used. The research included a randomly selected sample
of 384 medical workers, determined on the base of information from GUS. The data
showed that the research population of medical workers in 2018 was at
400 986 people. The research sample has been selected taking into consideration the
representative character of the research population in reference to a division into
professional groups.
The following problem has been posed in an assumed research concept: How do
medical workers assess the actions of their employers in the field of managing the
staff under the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Referring to the key aspects resulting from managing workers in a crisis situation,
the research issues have been detailed into the following:

- providing a sense of safety at the workplace,

- maintaining employee relations.
The STATISTICA program has been used for the purposes of researching the
significance of differences in reference to the assumed indicators concerning
managing medical workers in a crisis situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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For assessing the significance of differences of analyzsed variables, the following
non-parametric tests have been used: Mann-Whitney U test (UMW), Kruskal—-
Wallis one-way ANOVA test (AKW).

Results and discussion

The research was conducted among 384 people who are professionally active
medical workers, represented specific medical professions. The percentile share of
specific professional groups in the research sample was at: doctors (22.4%), dental
doctors (3.1%), pharmacists (7.3%), nurses (48.1%), midwives (5.7%), physical
therapists (6.8%), laboratory diagnosticians (2.9%), and medical rescue workers
(3.6%). There were 310 (80.73%) women and 74 (19.27%) men among all
384 interviewees. The interviewees were also diverse in terms of age, seniority in
total, as well as work experience in the health service. Taking into account the type
of employer’s organizations — 269 (70.05%) were public units and 115 (29.95%)
non-public facilities.

The respondents were asked to answer detailed research questions using a five-
point scale. In order to make the analysis easier, the answers were grouped into three
main categories, representing the respondent's assessment: negative - the sum of
answer 1 and 2, neutral/undecided - answer 3 and positive - the sum of answer
4 and 5.

When asked whether their employer handles functioning in the conditions of a

pandemic in reference to ensuring safety at the place of work, most — 68.8% of the
respondents answered positively. Only 10.9% of respondents stated that their
employee operates badly within this scope, and every fifth respondent did not
provide a clear answer (20.03%).
The answers of respondents to the following question, concerning whether they feel
safe at work during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, are less optimistic because
only 46.4% of the respondents provided positive feelings in this regard. Whereas,
22.4% of respondents stated that they do not feel safe at work, and almost every third
person did not provide a clear answer (31.2%). Detailed data on this subject is
presented in figure 1.

definitely definitely
yes; 12.0% not; 7.8%
rather not;
14.6%
rather yes;
34.4% neither yes
nor no;
31.2%
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Figure 1. Responses to the question: Do you feel safe in the workplace during
the COVID-19 pandemic?

Source: own research

As it results from collect data, the opinions of medical workers concerning a sense

of safety were related to: the type of the employing organization (public, non-public),
working in hospital or non-hospital units, employment in COVID-19 dedicated
hospitals or non-covid hospitals, as well as living during the pandemic with people
for whose health the respondents worry especially and gender as well.
Results of research indicate that according to the opinion of the majority of
respondents (68.8%) their employer handles it well to function during the COVID-
19 pandemic in reference to maintaining proper employee relations. Only 10.7% of
respondents had a different opinion, and 20.6% did not provide a clear answer.
Detailed answers are presented in figure 2.

definitely not;
2.9% rather not; 7.8%

definitely yes;

neither yes nor
32.50 y

no; 20.6%

rather yes;
36.2%

Figure 2. Responses to the question: Does your employer cope with
functioning in the conditions of the COVD-19 pandemic with regard
to maintaining good employee relations?

Source: own research

The assessments of medical workers concerning relations at the workplace in
terms of relations with co-workers were equally positive. As many as 70% of
respondents had positive opinions concerning relations with co-workers, 24.5%
believed those relations to be neither good nor bad, and only 5.7% perceived this
aspect of functioning at the workplace as negative (figure 3).
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bad; 2.3% rather bad;
3.4%

good; 31.0% .
neither good

nor bad; 24.5%

fairly good,;
38.8%

Figure 3. Responses to the question: How do you assess relations in the
workplace in terms of: relations with colleagues?

Source: own research

In reference to these results, answers whether during the COVID-19 pandemic a
larger number of conflict situations at the workplace has been observed, are also
interesting. Most respondents (40.1%) confirmed an increase in conflicts among
workers, 30.7% had a different opinion, and 29.2% did not provide a clear answer
(figure 4).

definitely yes; definitely not;
12.0% 10.9%

rather not;
rather yes; 19.8%

28.1%

neither yes nor
no; 29.2%

Figure 4. Responses to the question: During the COVID-19 pandemic, did you
observe an increased number of conflict situations in the
workplace?

Source: own research

Statistical observation revealed also that the answers of respondents to this
guestion have been differentiated due to:
- gender (UMW test p=0.0505, o = 0.05);
- the fact of living during the pandemic with people for whose health they
especially worry (UMW test p=0.0405, o = 0.05);
- type of organization employing them - public and non-public (UMW test
p=0.0200, o. = 0.05).
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A statistical analysis shows that employees of public units confirmed an increase
of misunderstandings among co-workers to a greater extent (43.1%) than
respondents from non-public units (33%). Furthermore, women and respondents
living with people for whose lives they were especially worried indicated conflicts
between employees relatively more often.

The crisis situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic surely constitutes a new,
difficult experience for medical workers, and it affects their opinions concerning the
functioning at the workplace, as well as mental condition. The conducted
observations correspond with the presented research results of other authors
presented in source literature. An interesting reference consists in a work by De los
Santos and Labrague (2021) indicating that nurses are characterized by an average
or high fear of COVID-19, and the female gender is correlated with the fear of the
virus. Moreover, as the fear of COVID-19 increases, so does the professional stress
of nurses as well as their intentions of organizational rotation and will to leave
work. Initiatives for medical workers at Italian hospitals, aimed at ensuring their
safety, but also a sense of affiliation and emotional support, are undoubtedly an
attempt to answer these challenges. The practices undertaken there served to
strengthen the sense of being a part of a coherent team with common goals, and
facilitated expressing thoughts and emotions through short informal talks in small
groups or the support of a psychologist (Lissoni et al. 2020, pp. 105-107).

Conclusion

Research results show relations between the sense of safety at work of medical
personnel and relations among employees during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The presented research results emphasized the importance of the sense of safety
at work during the COVID-19 pandemic and also indicated the important role of the
managerial staff in shaping good relations among employees in this crisis situation.

Working out the proper methods of managing medical workers in a crisis
situation conditioned by the COVID-19 pandemic, due to its unique, global, and
long-lasting character - is surely not an easy task. However, this skilful help for the
staff as well as initiatives in favour of forming proper employee relations may turn
out to be the key factors that will translate into increased trust towards employers
and identifying with the organization.
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