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Abstract

The paper points out the leading role of the HR department in crisis situations, with special emphasis on the
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected the whole world in early 2020. Regardless of the
intensity and form in which they occur, crises threaten the functioning and survival of organizations.

The HR department is an important factor in the successful functioning of organizations and, in a period of
crisis, this department takes a leading role in the process of crisis management and subsequent recovery.
During COVID-19 pandemic, the HR department of every organization had to confront new challenges in order
to protect the health of employees, while ensuring the normal functioning of organizations.

In order to find out how this department dealt with crisis that occurred, empirical research with a specially
designed questionnaire was conducted and filled in by 108 respondents from Serbia, Bosnia and

Herzegovina, and Croatia in 2020.

The research results showed that HR department has taken a leading role in preserving the health and safety
of employees, as well as in the process of adapting organizations to function in crisis conditions. According to
results, the key activities carried out by the HR department in organizations are work from home (wherever the

nature of the work allowed), flexible working hours, reorganization of the working space to achieve the
required physical distance between employees, improved hygiene measures, etc. In addition, the research
results showed that, during the global COVID-19 pandemic, the HR departments took an active role in
providing psychological assistance to employees to adapt to new conditions and ways of working.

Keywords:

leadership, HR department, employees, crisis situation, organizational behaviour

Introduction

There is not a single organization that has not
been exposed to a crisis situation during its
functioning and operating. Unforeseen crisis
events such as natural disasters, health and
environmental disasters, technological crises,
economic and market crises, political instabilities,
terrorist attacks, business crises, corporate

scandals, defective products, etc., have far-
reaching consequences for an organization and
employees and require rapid response (Mitroff,
1988; Hart, Rosenthal, & Kouzmin, 1993; Reilly,
2008; Wang, 2008). Whether an organization will
survive in the conditions imposed on it by a crisis
situation depends on the speed and the way in
which it will react and organize its operation
(Luki¢, Jaganjac, & Lazarevi¢, 2020). Therefore,
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knowledge and experience gained by resolving
crisis situations are the basis for crisis
management and its future success in preventing
and minimizing crisis effects, but also in taking
advantage of new opportunities.

Due to their talents, knowledge, skills,
behaviour, and work results, employees are the
driving force of every organization (Luki¢ &
Lazarevi¢, 2019). One important condition that
needs to be met is that employees are engaged —
hard working, positive, optimistic, full of energy,
creative, productive, effective, efficient, ready to
help others, ready to stay overtime when needed,
ready to learn and adapt to new circumstances
(Luki¢ Nikoli¢, 2021). Everything that takes place
in organizations — production and sale of
products, provision of services, innovation,
problem solving, decision making, improvement
of business processes, happens thanks to
employees (Federman, 2009). Human capital is a
dynamic category that influences long-term
success more than any other factor, depending on
how companies invest in it (Jaganjac & Obhodas,
2019). Human resource management implies a
holistic and planned approach to managing human
resources and it has become one of the most
important factors for the survival, growth, and
development of an organization in recent years
(Mwaniki & Gathenya, 2015). It includes all
activities and processes related to employees and
their experience — employee planning, job
analysis, job design, recruitment and selection
process, onboarding, socialization, training and
development, performance measurement, reward
and motivation system, employee career
development, interpersonal relationships, conflict
resolution, communication, team building and
teamwork, diversity and inclusion, employee
satisfaction, commitment, loyalty, morale and
engagement, and employee resignation process.
During the implementation of human resource
management activities and processes, the
organizational unit dealing with HR issues must
cooperate with top management and other
organizational units to ensure a unique, holistic
approach to the organization (Sparrow, Hird, &
Cooper, 2015).

One of the crisis situations that the whole
world faced at the beginning of 2020 is the
appearance of the virus SARS-CoV-2, known as
COVID-19. The rapid transmission of the virus
and its consequences on human health led to the
pandemic declaration in March 2020 (European
Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, 2020).
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Health of people became priority, putting life and
safety at the centre of every activity and decision
(Figus, 2021).

The sudden onset and far-reaching social,
psychological, and economic consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic have led to a number of
challenges and difficulties in the functioning of
organizations (Yang, Peng, Wang, Guan, Jiang,
Xu, Sun & Ghang, 2020). They suddenly had to
navigate in  unknown and  unexpected
circumstances with the aim to find new solutions
on how to keep their operations and business in
existence (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020). Human
Resources (HR) departments had to confront new
challenges in order to protect and preserve the
health of employees, while ensuring the normal
functioning of an organization (Meister, 2020;
Tansey, 2020). On the other hand, employees are
becoming more responsible for their behaviour
during this crisis that impacts their health and
safety. They must be aware of the importance of
physical distance and new, improved hygiene
habits.

1. The role and significance of the HR
Department in a crisis situation

The HR department is an important factor in the
successful functioning of organizations and, in a
crisis period, this department takes a leading role
in the process of crisis management and recovery
that follows it (Barton, 2000; Wooten & James,
2008; Human Resources Management
Association, 2014; Mirzapour, Toutian, Mehrara,
& Khorrampour, 2019). Human resource
management has a leading role in sustaining the
organizational performance in times of crisis
(Gunnigle, Lavelle, & Monaghan, 2019). The key
activities of the HR department in crisis situations
are maintaining the health and safety of
employees, training and coaching employees on
how to function in changed conditions and how to
cope with a crisis situation, and sometimes these
are less desirable activities — reducing costs,
salaries, benefits, and finally the number of
employees (Burma, 2014). The HR department
should train and prepare employees for a new way
of functioning and working in a crisis situation in
order to ensure business continuity with as few
negative consequences for stakeholders as
possible.

Existing knowledge has shown that the spread
of COVID-19 can be prevented/slowed down by
increasing the physical distance between people
and improving their hygiene habits (Dutch
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Leonard, Howitt, & Giles, 2020). Therefore,
employers had to reconsider their processes and
ways of working, as well as implement certain
organizational changes in order to protect and
preserve the health and safety of their employees
(Pastakia, Kearsey, Kilpatrick, & Moir, 2020).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, a number of
HR policies and practices underwent significant
changes. In most countries, government decided
that people should work from home as much as
possible (Stoker, Garretsen & Lammers, 2021).
The implications of this crisis were mostly related
to the following HR activities (Vnouckova, 2020):

= (Re)organizing, (re)structuring, and
creating conditions for remote work
(redesigning jobs, work tasks, job
descriptions, and adapting to newly
changed working circumstances —
providing conditions for working from
home, controlling the execution of tasks,
organizing employees into work teams.

= Providing conditions for the protection of

health and safety of employees
(application of measures for the use of
protective equipment — masks gloves,

disinfectants, etc.).

= Managing all levels of remote management
and coordinating different teams’ work.

= Activities by the crisis management whose
focus is to create an efficient crisis
management team that will adapt to the
new circumstances on a daily basis.

= Organizing and implementing employees’
online training in the use of modern
technology, software, systems, digital
tools, video conferencing, etc. with the

aim of ensuring the most -efficient
communication and fast and secure
exchange of information between

employees.

= Dealing with a possible high degree of
employee turnover, changed structure of
employees, reduction of  salaries,
dismissals, etc.

= Managing stress caused by fear of change,
illness, job loss, etc. and the need for the
HR department to show support and
greater understanding and empathy for
employees.

In practice, organizations have reorganized
their functioning and introduced working from
home, flexible working hours, shift work, physical
distancing in the workplace, enhanced hygiene
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and disinfection of the workplace (European
Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, 2020;
Reeves, Faeste, Chen, Carlsson-Szlezak, &
Whitaker, 2020). Many organizations have made
additional efforts to transparently present all the
consequences that may result from the
irresponsible behaviour of employees in case they
experience cold symptoms, fever, or respiratory
problems that may indicate the existence of
COVID-19. The results of a survey conducted in
companies in China on a sample of 1000
respondents showed that over 90% of employers
introduced working from home (wherever
possible), flexible working hours, physical
distancing, and enhanced hygiene measures
(Pastakia et al., 2020). A research in Australia
also confirmed the fact that the role of human
resource  professionals, as well as their
professionalism  and expertise, has grown
significantly in those organizations that sought to
be agile and effectively adaptable to the health
crisis, and which showed a high level of trust and
additional care for its employees (Aitken-Fox et
al., 2020). All these activities foster organizational
commitment of employees and have significant
impact on the overall organizational functioning
and performance (Pordevi¢, Ivanovi¢-Dukic,
Lepojevié¢, & Milanovi¢, 2020).

2. Research methodology

An empirical study, using a specially designed
questionnaire, was conducted in the paper. One of
the aims of the questionnaire was to examine the
activities carried out by the HR department in
organizations during the crisis caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The questionnaire consisted of several groups
of questions: (1) questions related to the
respondents (gender, length of service in the
organization, position in the organization); (2)
issues related to the organization in which
respondents work (sector, activity, number of
employees); (3) statements in the form of a five-
point Likert scale related to the role and activities
of the HR department in the crisis situation caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic. This Likert scale is
called The role of HR department in crisis
situations.

The  questionnaire  was  carried out
electronically and placed by sending a direct link
to the questionnaire to companies, HR
associations, as well as professional (LinkedIn,
ResearchGate) and social networks (Facebook
groups of HR experts and managers). During
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2020, a total of 108 respondents answered the
questionnaire. The collected responses were
processed by using the Statistical Package for
Social Sciences — SPSS, version 21.0. (Armonk,
NY: IBM Corporation).

The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for all
statements in the Likert scale The role of the HR
department in crisis situations was 0.954 which
demonstrated a high degree of reliability of the
scale.

Kolmogorov-Smirnov  test, as well as
histograms, skewness, kurtosis, normal
probability curve (Q-Q plot) and boxplot showed
the normality of data distribution.

3. Key sample information

The largest number of respondents (44%) come
from medium-sized organizations (with 50 to 249
employees), but there are 29% respondents who
work in organizations that are small (up to 49
employees) and 27% of respondents who work in
large organizations (over 250 employees).

The largest number of respondents work in
private sector organizations (63%), while 37% of
respondents work in public sector organizations.
Respondents who participated in the survey come
from three countries: Serbia (56.5%), Bosnia and
Herzegovina (30.5%), and Croatia (13%).

In terms of the activities of organizations, the
largest number of respondents are from the
education (37%), manufacturing (15%), and
health sectors (14%). About one third of
respondents belong to the sectors: banking and
finance (8.3%), trade (7.4%), consulting services
(7.4%), government agencies (6.5%), and
transport and logistics (4.6 %).
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Male and female respondents are almost
equally represented in the sample (51% of men
and 49% of women). More than half of the
respondents (54%) have over 10 years of work
experience in a given organization, while 22%
have 6 to 10 years, and 21% have 1 to 5 years of
work experience.

In terms of position, the majority of
respondents are in top management positions
(34%) and middle management positions (33%).
About 16% of respondents are first-line managers,
while 17% of respondents do not hold managerial
positions.

4. Research results and discussion

A Likert scale called The role of the HR
department in crisis situations, consisting of eight
statements aimed at identifying activities
undertaken by the HR department due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, was formed for the
purposes of this research. Respondents were asked
to mark each of the eight statements with a
number from 1 to 5, depending on the degree to
which they agreed with the statements (1
indicated that respondents completely disagree,
while 5 indicated that respondents fully agree).
Table 1 shows the mean score of respondents
for the statements from the scale The role of the
HR department in crisis situations. The first four
statements (numbers 1 to 4 in Table 1) refer to the
reorganization and redesign of jobs and ways of
working. The three statements in the Likert scale
(numbers 5 to 7 in Table 1) refer to the activities
of preserving the health and safety of employees
during the COVID-19 pandemic. One of the
statements in the Likert scale was dedicated to
stress management during the COVID-19
pandemic (ordinal number 8 in the table 1).

Table 1 Mean score for the statements in the scale ,The role of the HR department in crisis situations”

No. Statements Mean score

1 When the crisis event happened, the HR department immediately undertook activities of planning and 3,80
reorganizing employees. ’

2 The HR department redesigned the workplace (physical distance between office desks) 3.70

3 The HR department introduced flexible working hours. 4.25

4 The HR department introduced working from home where possible. 4.33

5 The HR department immediately took measures to improve workplace hygiene. 418

6 The HR department provided disinfectants (soap, antiseptic, etc.). 427
Since the crisis, the HR department has promoted a policy that employees who have symptoms of

7 COVID-19 (fever, dry cough, fatigue, aches and pains, sore throat, diarrhoea, conjunctivitis, loss of 4.40
taste or smell, a rash on skin) should stay at home.

8 During the crisis, the HR department helped employees to overcome the problem of adapting to 418
changed working conditions. )
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Mean scores for all statements within the scale
The role of the HR department in crisis situations
are above 3.7, which is a positive result (all scores
above the limit value of 3 are positive). Rapid
(instant) reaction to emerging crisis events greatly
contributes to the process of stabilization of the
organization and its way of functioning. Also, an
adequate response from the HR department leads
to the creation of an agile, sustainable, and
resilient organization that is able to change its
way of functioning, to be flexible, and to adapt
and survive regardless of the -circumstances
(Paauwe & Boon, 2019).

4.1. Reorganization and redesign of jobs:
research results and discussion

One of the first issues that organizations faced
was how to make a seating plan so as to provide a
safe physical distance between employees
(Caminiti, 2020). The results showed that 62% of
respondents agree with the statement that, as soon
as crisis began, the HR department undertook
planning and reorganization activities.

Almost two-thirds of the respondents (61.1%)
agree with the statement that the HR department
has redesigned the workplace (physical distance
between office desks) in order to preserve the
health and safety of employees. In situations
where this was possible, flexible working hours
and the possibility of working from home were
introduced. Of the total number of respondents,
75% agree with the statement that the HR
department has introduced flexible working hours
and 75.9% that the HR department has introduced
working from home. These results are not
surprising because, even before the COVID-19,
work from home and virtual project teams were
on the rise.

Responsibilities and duties of employees that
work from home are the same as for the
employees that are physically present at the
office, but there are some challenges that should
be overcome (Luki¢ & Vracar, 2018). It is
necessary to provide appropriate guidelines,
instructions and advice to employees on how to
quickly adjust to circumstances that many of them
encounter for the first time. The HR department
should maintain a pleasant working atmosphere
and provide employees with all the necessary
information in real time regarding the current
situation with COVID-19, prevention measures,
hygiene measures, working conditions.

4.2. Employee health and safety: research
results and discussion

Employee health and safety are key priorities
for organizations because employees have become
the most important source of competitive
advantage (Reilly, 2008; Lazarevi¢, 2014).

The results showed that 71.3% of the total
number of respondents agree with the statement
that the HR department immediately took
measures to improve the hygiene of the
workplace, while 74.1% of respondents agree
with the statement that the HR department
provided disinfectants (soap, antiseptic, etc.).

A very important practice implemented by the
HR department is to promote the stay-at-home
policy if employees experience any of the
symptoms of the virus (fever, dry cough, fatigue,
aches and pains, sore throat, diarrhoea,
conjunctivitis, loss of taste or smell, a rash on
skin) — the results showed that 77.8% of
respondents agreed with this statement. No
organization wants its employees coming to work
sick, especially in the conditions of the COVID-
19 pandemic.

Organizations that truly care about the health
and safety of their employees have a significantly
higher chance of long-term success compared to
organizations that only care about processes,
infrastructure, and legal regulation (Athamneh,
2018). The unpredictable spread of COVID-19
means that circumstances and instructions are
changing on a daily basis and HR departments
need to provide an adequate answer to them.
Through history, modern information and
communication technologies transferred
businesses beyond the formal boundaries of the
organization and consequently raised the
importance of organizational trust (Petkovi¢ &
Luki¢, 2013). During COVID-19 pandemic,
employees more than ever need to trust each other
and their managers and to behave responsibly
regarding safety measures and changed working
conditions.

4.3. Stress management: research results
and discussion

Stress management is a very important activity
for the normal functioning of both employees and
organizations, especially in crisis situations
(Reilly, 2008). Every crisis is an emotional event
that affects employees (Kaplan, LaPort, & Waller,
2013). World Health Organization stated that
COVID-19 pandemic is affecting the mental
health of many people around the world because
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of the new ways of working and fear of global
recession and uncertainty (World Health
Organization, 2020). Namely, employees faced
new methods and ways of working such as:
working from home (where they often do not have
ideal conditions - workspace, work atmosphere),
intensive communication via e-mail and other
online tools, a constant inflow of new
information, constant availability of employees
during a state of emergency (when managers
knew that employees are at home near computers
and telephones), changed level of autonomy,
changed perception of hierarchies and sense of
remoteness (Delfino & van der Kolk, 2021). Some
employees even felt a sense of loss because they
replaced frequent business travels, meetings, and
dinners with isolation, quarantine, and virtual
meetings (Caligiuri, De Cieri, Minbaeva,
Verbeke, & Zimmermann, 2020). These changed
working conditions have been a significant source
of stress for many employees. In addition, job
insecurity and the fulfilment of set goals, which in
recent years have been positioned as a significant
stressor for employees, have become even greater
during the crisis situation. Workload pressure,
task interdependence, concerns about
underpayment and/or delayed payment, and
family obligations lead to additional stress (Jamal,
Anwar, Khan, & Saleem, 2021; Oruh, Mordi,
Dibia, & Ajonbadi, 2021).

The way in which employees interpret all
those stressors determines their response to stress.
Stress leads to numerous negative effects that are
not only reflected on the employees’ health and
work results, but also on the results and the way
of functioning of the entire organization (Luki¢ &
Lazarevié¢, 2019). For this reason, it is very
important for HR departments to apply a holistic
approach to stress management and to provide
assistance and support to employees facing
stressful situations (Luki¢ & Lazarevi¢, 2018).
Stress management programs for employees that
will help them cope with stress, loneliness that is
a result of social and physical distancing, and
anxiety are especially important in crisis
situations (Caminiti, 2020).

The results of the survey showed that 74.1% of
respondents agree with the statement that the HR
department helped employees to adapt as easily
and quickly as possible to new, changed
circumstances and ways of working during the
crisis situation. A significant activity carried out
by the organizations is the training and education
of employees on how to fit into the new way of
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working and working conditions, both physically
(adjusting the infrastructure and working
environment for working from home) and
mentally (how to deal with uncertainty, stress,
anxiety, and fear). This activity was very helpful
because every time employees face new pressures
they need suitable skills, knowledge and abilities
(Slavi¢ & Berber, 2019).

5. Implications, contributions and
limitations of research

The conducted research has several significant
implications and contributions. First, the results of
the research showed that the HR department takes
a leading role in crisis situations. From the sector
that was considered to have a key role in
recruitment, payroll, and dismissal, the HR
department has gradually gained a strategic role in
organizations, which is especially evident in crisis
situations (Grant, 2016; Naznin & Hussain, 2016).
It is certain that the role of the HR department in
the future will evolve further towards exploiting
all the potentials of employees and achieving
organizational goals (Foot, Hook, & Jenkins,
2016). Second, the research showed that the HR
department has several different methods and
ways that can enable employees to work in a
quality and efficient manner, with maximum
safety and health preservation. Many activities,
practices, and principles implemented by the HR
department during the crisis situation caused by
COVID-19 have further strengthened long-term
trends such as the flexibility of working hours,
opportunities to work from home, compression of
the working week. These trends have been largely
prompted by the fourth industrial revolution, that
is, thanks to the use of modern information and
communication  technologies and  tools.
Employees who worked from home and had
flexible working hours during COVID-19
pandemic gained valuable experience and
perceived what the future of work could look like.
Third, the paper presents examples of well-
implemented HR practices, so organizations can
acquire adequate knowledge through the learning
process and be better prepared for future crisis
situations. Crises caused by threats to public
health have existed in the past (e.g. SARS) and it
is certain that they will occur in the future.
Therefore, the acquired knowledge and
experience can be very beneficial for crisis
management and employee care.

The conducted research is accompanied by
certain limitations. First of all, the research was
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conducted in three countries: Serbia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and Croatia and included a total of
108 respondents, which is why it is not justified to
generalize the obtained conclusions. The research
should be extended to other countries and include
a larger number of respondents. In future research
into this topic, it would be valuable to include
issues related to the work-life balance, because
working from home and modern technology can
often blur the boundaries between these two
opposing worlds.

The results of this paper indicate that this
health crisis in the field of work practice and
human resource management will provide
guidelines that can be generally accepted by the
top management and HR department, which can
be a good basis for applying the new working
norm in such and similar crisis situations.

HR department in organizations will be a key
lever in achieving organizational agility. Agile
organizations are able to predict, perceive and
quickly respond to unexpected situations in
productive, creative, efficient and effective way
that creates new added value (Balog, 2020).

Conclusion

The HR department is highly responsible for the
functioning and operating of any organization.
Many organizations have become aware that
employees are the most significant and valuable
capital and have begun to direct their efforts
towards creating a better and more positive
employee experience. If there are problems in the
functioning and operating of the HR department,
the organization is in danger because it 1s exposed
to many problems and difficulties.

Weaknesses in the functioning of the HR
department are especially pronounced in crisis
situations that have become inevitable in the life
cycle of any organization. One of the crises that
affected the whole world at the beginning of 2020
is the COVID-19 pandemic, which poses a threat
to human health.

The results of a survey conducted in Serbia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Croatia during 2020
on a sample of 108 respondents, have shown that
the HR department in organizations responded
quickly to the crisis caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. Most employees could work from
home (when the nature of the job allowed it),
flexible working hours, the process of
reorganization of the working space was carried
out in order to satisfy the need to maintain
physical distance between employees,
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disinfectants were provided, and workplace
hygiene measures were enhanced. In addition, the
research results showed that, during the global
COVID-19 pandemic, the HR departments took
an active role in providing psychological
assistance to employees to adapt to new
conditions and ways of working. Apart from all
activities undertaken by HR  department,
employees' cooperation and adaptability are
needed to ensure working processes run smoothly.

On the other hand, employees who are aware
that the organization truly cares about them, that it
has done everything it could to protect and
preserve their health, safety, job security during

crisis, show a greater degree of loyalty,
commitment, and engagement.
Organizations that have a strong HR

department and loyal, committed and engaged
employees are fearless organizations that can cope
with any type of crisis and win.
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