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HUMAN RESOURCES DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC. A QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH IN SOCIAL WORK FIELD

Mihai PASCARU, Madalina-loana RATIU

Abstract: In our paper we will present part of the results of a
didactic-scientific project carried out together with our students
[rom the master programs between November 2020 and January
2021. In the first section of this paper, we will make a bricf foray
into the literature dedicated to the issue of human resources in the
Covid-19 pandemic, especially in the sphere of literature dedicated
to the organizational environment impacted by the pandemic.
‘Ihe second section is dedicated to the review of some concepts
involved in the foundation of the aforementioned qualitative
research: esteem and self-image, interpersonal relationships, job
satisfaction, co-social behaviours, social capital, group decision
and human resource development. The methodology section
lists the main themes of the research and, accordingly, the main
research questions. In the section dedicated to the research
results we grouped them in relation to the themes fixed by the
methodology: organizational aspects; new standards and job
satisfaction; the impact of the pandemic on the work climate;
self-image and confidence; cooperation, competition and conflict;
work groups and relations with management; employee trust and
tolerance; decision making; development of human resources; the
organizational and personal future in representations. The results
reveal that although there were not many cases of staff layoffs in
the field of social assistance, employees were placed in completely
new organizational contexts, a fact that strongly affected the work



10 MiHAT PASCARU, MADALINA-IOANA RATTU

climate, self-image, job satisfaction, relations with beneficiaries
or their development as a human resource of great importance
in the pandemic and beyond.

Keywords: pandemic, human resources, self-esteem and image,
interpersonal relationships, job satisfaction, co-social behaviours,
social capital, group decision, and human resource development.

INTRODUCTION

The pandemic was seen from the beginning as a special
opportunity for research in the field of human resource
development and management. In the foreword of a thematic
volume of Human Resource Development International, Li,
Ghosh and Nachmias (2020, 332) stated that the volume is
meant to position the authors’ thinking “not only to survive
but also to thrive in the pandemic-induced crisis”. Carnevale
and Hatak (2020, 183) insisted on the opportunity and
necessity of interdisciplinary approaches, on a coordinated
and integrated research in response to a global problem.
Azizi and his colleagues saw the need for additional studies
on the short- and long-term effects of COVID-19 on human
resources, studies based on interviews and questionnaires
(Azizi et al, 2021, 7).

In somewhat agreement with the above, our paper will
present part of the results of a didactic-scientific project carried
out together with our students from the master’s programs
between November 2020 and January 2021, a project based on
a series of socio-psychological foundations of human resources
development, on the one hand, and on the semi-structured
interview method, on the other. More than eighty employees
from different fields of activity were interviewed, with priority
from social assistance, health, education and commerce, fields
strongly affected by the pandemic.

Human resources during the COVID-19 pandemic 11

In the first section of the paper, we will make a brief foray
into the literature devoted to the issue of human resources
in the Covid-19 pandemic, especially in the sphere of the
literature devoted to the organizational environment impacted
by the pandemic. The second section is dedicated to the
review of some concepts involved in the foundation of the
alorementioned qualitative research: esteem and self-image,
interpersonal relationships, job satisfaction, co-social
behaviours, social capital, group decision and human
resource development.

The methodology section lists the main themes
of our qualitative research and, accordingly, the main
research questions.

In this paper we will present only the research results
lor the field of social work, grouping them in relation to the
themes fixed by the methodology: organizational aspects; new
standards and job satisfaction; the impact of the pandemic
on the work climate; self-image and confidence; cooperation,
competition and conflict; labour groups and relations with
management; employee trust and tolerance; decision making;
development of human resources; the organizational and
personal future in representations.

'The main conclusions and openings are presented in the
final section of the paper. The most important conclusion is
that, although there were not many cases of staft layofts in the
lield of social assistance, employees were placed in completely
new organizational contexts, a fact that strongly affected
the work climate, self-image, job satisfaction, relations with
beneficiaries or personal development as a human resource
of great importance in the pandemic but not only these. The
mentioned openings are mainly towards the development
and management of human resources.
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THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND THE ISSUE OF
HUMAN RESOURCES

The major perspectives for addressing the issue of
human resources during the COVID-19 pandemic were the
comparative-zonal perspective, in which the vulnerabilities
of the rural compared to the urban were highlighted (Peters,
2020, 446) and the organizational one. From this second
perspective, most studies seem to have initially focused on
the complex issue of human resources in health, addressing
among others aspects of resilience and burnout (Restauri and
Sheridan, 2020). Other studies focused on human resources
in education and human resource training in the online space
at the beginning of the pandemic (Schwartzman, 2020).
Gradually, in this perspective, a series of important challenges
and paradoxes for the theory and practice of human resource
development and management were highlighted. Two new
phenomena seemed to impose themselves strongly in such
a context: the accelerated digitalisation (Gigauri, 2020, 15)
and the accentuated interference between work and family or
personal life (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020, 183).

The pandemic, Bierema observed, was leading to an
overnight change in attitudes and practices, regarding remote
work, although the change does not necessarily mean more
autonomy and satisfaction for workers because there were
disheartening examples of employer surveillance of workers
remotely using tracking software. The author advocated for
waiving such practices because people, in times of crisis, need
trust, stability, compassion and hope (Bierema, 2020, 349-350).

There were also authors who highlighted the positive and
negative aspects of working from home (Azizi et al, 2021,
7), many of which can also be found in the list of pandemic
challenges made by Vnouckova in 2020, a list from which we
note the most important ones: 1) new working conditions, with

Human resources during the COVID-19 pandemic }

remote work, and tasks control problems; 2) working in smull
teams and losing communication skills; 3) possible inequitics
between those who worked from home and those who
remained in the organization; 4) remote management and the
need for new skills for managers; 5) the need for management
and a crisis team; 6) the emergence of new practices in (he
management of human resources such as online recruitment
and evaluation or the retention of human resources about
(o leave the organization; 7) training and cducation ol
e¢mployees using new technologies or micro-teams; 8) the
different approach of the generations, according to their digital
skills; 9) information security in the conditions of large-scale
digitization; 10) decrease in wages; 11) communication with
cmployees under strict preventive measures; 12) employees’
mental health (Vnouckova, 2020, 19-20).

"The pandemic, noted McGuire, Germain and Reynolds,
exposed existing inequalities and injustice in the workplace,
hence the need for future human resource development
lo also target caring for others (who) by addressing the
cmployees’ needs in a way that recognizes the complexity
ol individual situations and that can bring employees into
a more participatory, inclusive and democratic relationship
with employers (2021, 26). We could also bring to attention
here the issue of emotional intelligence that some specialists
invoked in the context of the pandemic (Ayedee et al., 2021,
). It should also be noted here that some Chinese researchers
have studied the connections between socially responsible
management of human resources and employees’ fears, and
(hey come to the conclusion that the promotion of this type
of management had a negative influence on employees’ fear of
exlernal threats by increasing trust in their organizations, the
eflect being the greater the stronger the pandemic manifested
iself (He et al., 2020, 346). In the same context, the references
to the role of self-esteem in protecting the individual against



