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CHALLENGES OF CONFLICT MANAGEMENT
DURING THE COVID PANDEMIC

ABSTRACT. The changing environment complicates the functioning of organiza-
tions. Main thing in such conditions is optimal resource management, that increases
the importance of human resoutce sciences, among them is conflict management.
The environment has become even more volatile under the Covid Pandemic, which
began in 2019 and has completely changed the work environment. Under the new
reality, both the organizations that were unprepared and the employees' psyche were
affected.

Working from home, social isolation, complicating the separation of free and working
time have posed a new challenge to conflict management. However, the economic
crisis and the situation in organizations in certain sectors, such as the tourism sector,
have increased unemployment. Which of course greatly increased the stress and
feelings of instability in people. For example, according to Bloomberg, up to 340
companies in the US in 2020 declared bankruptcy, Pandemic was named as a one of
the reason.

Conlflict is an intense image or severe differences between two or three parties each
depends on the others, on basis of inconsistencies in needs, desires, values, beliefs,
and attitudes. Since each person is an individual and, at the same time, a social being,
conflict in the organization is inevitable. Consequently, the goal of conflict manage-
ment is not to avoid organizational conflict, but to manage it so that it does not
become destructive. Propetly managed conflict can increase employees performance.
Of course, Covid Pandemic has also had an impact on conflict management. Most
organizations have moved to remote work, the role of software / online platform in
human resource management has been increased.

The article discusses the meaning of conflict management, the path of development
of organizational conflict and different views and the importance of its proper mana-
gement in the organization. The article also covers the causes of organizational
conflict. Of course, this is key point for analyzing the impact of the pandemic. It also
reviews what new challenges the pandemic has posed to the business environment
and organizations, what impact the current processes have had on employees and
people in general. For better understanding of the issue, several studies related to the
condition of employees, adapting to the new environment and the challenges faced
by the pandemic were discussed. Particular attention is paid to stress, which is one of
the causes of conflict and which has been particularly affected by the pandemic, the
results of various studies are discussed in this regard.

The problem of including remote employees in the organizational environment wete
even before the pandemic, however, due to increased stress, the situation has become
more complicated in this regard. The article also covers the difficulties that conflict
management faced in working remotely during the pandemic, including the work-
family conflict. The work-family conflict was quite topical even before the pandemic,
but with the majority of employees working remotely for months and not functioning,
educational institutions, transport, restaurants, etc. increased interest in the issue. To
clarify the challenges, several studies conducted in different fields and countries are
reviewed.

The example of various studies highlights what new challenges conflict management
faces: how did the new reality affect the number of organizational conflicts, their
content, what methods are used to resolve them, which factor in the conflict should
be given special attention. Of course, the role of managers, the actions taken by them
and the decisions made are important in this regard. It also discusses what positive
outcomes and opportunities the current situation may have on conflict management.
Based on the analysis of research conducted in different fields and countries, the
article provides an opportunity to create an overview of the challenges of conflict
management during the pandemic.
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Introduction

The management of human resources is especially relevant in the recent period, since it is the only
resource that is unigue and without which it is impossible to gain a competitive advantage. At the same time,
humans are a social beings, and conflict is inevitable in society. The Covid pandemic has changed both the
work environment and organizational processes, as well as people's lives in general. Therefore, it is important
to analyze and change approaches related to human resource management.

The purpose of this article is to highlight the challenges and opportunities of conflict management in
Covid pandemic. Also to analyze the factors affecting conflict management and the consequences of their
impact. Therefore, the following tasks were defined: highlighting the factors causing organizational conflict
and the impact of the pandemic on them, challenges of conflict management and ways to solve them.

Methodology: to achieve the research goal, relevant studies and publications, both Georgian and foreign
authors, are used.

Results: Working from home, social isolation, complicating the separation of free and working time
have posed a new challenge to conflict management, but it also provides opportunities to further develop
different methods and approaches.

Conflict management

The attitude towards conflict is heterogeneous, according to the traditional approach, conflict has a
destructive character, and managers should not spare efforts to avoid it. But, over time, this view has changed
and now organizations understand that conflict is an inevitable event in society. “In the 1970s, a neutral view
about the conflicts was created according to which conflicts were considered neither good nor bad, but rather
a reason for organizational growth.” [1]

There are two types of conflict: relationship conflicts and task conflicts. “Relationship conflicts are
related to emotional and interpersonal aspects and it create a serious impact on an individual self-identity and
self-respect.” [1] Task conflicts is related to the disputes between two or more people about an objective or a
particular task which is to be performed. Such kind of disputes usually occur because of the opposition or
differences of the ideas, opinions and point of views of the employees within a group and sometimes the
disputes are related to the allocation of materials, policies and procedures, difference in perception and
understanding of particular information or fact are part of the task conflict.” [1].

“As it is known, conflict can have constructive and destructive impact on the organizations. Conflict
management professionals should pay a special attention to avoid destructive results of the conflict as it can
decrease productivity not only workforce, but worse organizational outcomes at all.” [2] “There are different
ways to manage conflicts, some of them are focused on interpersonal relations and others are fundamental
changes. To deal with a conflict in a productive manner is the perfect way of conflict resolution within the
organization.” [ 1]But the key to organizational conflict resolution is proper communication. “The way in which
conflicts are handled are also dependent on factors such as a person’s connection to the issue, whether or not
there is emotional involvement, and the energy level involved in the motivation to resolve the conflict.” [3]
“Studies have also shown, however, that in more complex conflict situations, a one off approach of conflict
management may not prove to be very effective. In fact, chances of there being a more of a negative reaction
to the conflict management style are even higher. If the conflicting parties already have very strong negative
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feelings towards each other, then the expected outcome of the problem solving approach may not be achieved.”

[4]
The impact of the covid pandemic

The environment has become even more volatile under the Covid Pandemic, which began in 2019 and
has completely changed the work environment and people’s lifestyle as well. “Quarantine has been associated
with increased rates of suicide, anger, acute stress disorder, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, with
symptoms continuing even years after quarantine ends.” [5] “Organizations have found themselves unprepared
for this whole new reality and it primarily damaged people and their psyche.” [6] “The COVID-19 outbreak
has made working from home (WFH) the new way of working for millions of employees in the EU and around
the world. Due to the pandemic, many workers and employers had to switch, quite suddenly, to remote work
for the first time and without any preparation.” [7] Of course, this had an impact on human resource
management as well and presented it with completely new challenges and opportunities. “Perhaps one of the
most salient HRM challenges stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic involves adjusting new and current
employees to drastically altered work conditions, such as shifting to remote work environments or
implementing new workplace policies and procedures to limit human contact.” [8]

Of course, the Covid pandemic has had a great impact on people working in any field, but for people in
certain professions, this period has been particularly stressful. According to a study by Rahman et al ,.the police
officers feel more depressed since the COVID-19 pandemic and their workload. [9] which may cause conflict,
mainly the reason of it is lack of communication and different values/beliefs. “87% of the police officers agreed
that conflicts encountered in the workplace during the COVID-19 pandemic could cause disciplinary problems
among police officers.” [9] Another sector whose employees have been particularly affected by the Covid
pandemic is ICU staff. “There is a variety of studies describing the types of conflict which occur in ICUs, but
too few of them address the issue of conflict management. As intensive care environment might be hazardous
and oppressive, conflict management is crucial for improvement of working conditions. (ICU). As many
conflicts may arise among ICU staff, it is very important to identify their causes, to take preventive measures
adequately early or to introduce targeted corrective measures. Even more so when there is a situations of high
demand for the resolution capacity of professionals, managers and health systems, such as the current COVID-
19 pandemic.” [10]

Of course, the covid pandemic had an impact on Georgia as well. The labor market of Georgia was not
in a good condition even before the pandemic, the high rate of unemployment and the shortage of qualified
personnel are characteristic of our labor market. “In statistical and social studies unemployment is presented
as Georgia's socioeconomic problem and represents one of the most pressing and important political issues for
the country.” [11] In this regard, the pandemic worsened the situation. “In the second quarter of 2020 the
employment rate decreased by 0.5 percentage points to 55.9%. In the Il quarter, compared to the corresponding
guarter of the previous year, the share of employees in the total employment rate decreased by 1.6 percentage
points to 48.6%” [11] Nevertheless, research by Nino et al found that organizational conflicts have decreased.
“Total number of conflict cases has decreased as work nature has changed. People are working remotely or
partly remotely till now. They have meet each other rarely, which decreases probability of appearing stressors
and develop conflict. people realize more, that instead of competing, it is better to collaborate.” [12]

“In mid-March 2020, as many employees began working at home because of government dictates for
social distancing, the abrupt shift in the nature of work-nonwork boundaries generated potential shocks to role
conflct.” [13] This is what led to the increase of work-family conflicts. “The problem that takes place between
the two demands makes a particular person getting stressed in their personal life due to the imbalance between
work and family.” [14] “Work-family conflict is associated with a strong gender dependency, as in most
cultures women are predominantly responsible for housework and caregiving.” [15] Based on the results of
research, conducted by Novitasari et al, it can be “concluded that work-family conflict gives negative and
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significant affect towards the worker’s performance in the packaging industry. This means that the higher the
family conflict experienced by an employee; the lower the worker’s performance would get.” [14] If work-
family conflict cannot be resolved in time, it leads to role and interpersonal conflicts. “Learning how to manage
remote work can decrease the perception of family-work conflict. In addition, organizations should support
employees’ time management skills, enabling them to divide the two spheres and give each of them the right
attention at the right time, with a view to the right to disconnection and physical and mental recovery of each
worker.” [16]

Conclusion and recommendations

Conflict is an inevitable event in society, and any organization should have its own approach to
organizational conflicts. Conflict management is one of the most important factors in managing human
resources and achieving organizational goals in general. The Covid pandemic, along with many other aspects
of life, has changed the opportunities and challenges of conflict management. Stress, lack of communication,
fear of job loss, increase in unemployment, remote working are the factors that human resource management
has to deal with. All of the above-mentioned issues also present new challenges to conflict management. Since
the importance of work-family conflict is increasing, which leads to interpersonal conflict, which is quite
difficult to deal with, especially in conditions of remote working. Accordingly, conflict management methods
and approaches should be changed. “Our focus must be forward thinking, building on the assumption that the
grand challenge we currently face is not a singular, anomalous event, but rather constitutes a “new reality” that
offers new opportunities to which organizational scholars and practitioners alike will need and want to remain
attentive.” [16]

Of course, the reviewed studies and literature are not sufficient for conclusions and recommendations,
the mentioned issue is the subject of further discussion and research. However, organizations should change
their approach and establish a conflict management system that corresponds to the current reality. Managers
should have relevant knowledge and experience in organizational conflict resolution, as well as appropriate
communication skills. Because, it is clear from the studies that the main cause of conflict both before the
pandemic and during the pandemic is the lack of communication. Special attention should be paid to the
emotional state and role conflicts of remote employees. “Previous studies suggest that an independent
leadership style amplifies the influence on self-efficacy positively” [15]which can be used in the formation of
conflict management style of remote employees.
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