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Abstract: Most of the companies prepared with their responses to the challenges of the
COVID-19 pandemic based on the experiences of the previous worldwide crisis of 2008-
2009. The increase of unemployment had to be taken into consideration by the state, the
companies and the households in Central Europe, as well as Hungary, due to the spread of
the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this study is to review (i) if there is an effect of the
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) followed by companies on unemployment, (ii) what
possibilities were created by state transfers and new pandemic legislation for the management
both in the short and long term of unemployment (iii) what experiences are available at
multinational companies operating in various regions for keeping workplaces and the
regional reputation of the company and if there is a correlation between the ethical and
responsible corporate policy (together with a regional approach) and the management of the
external challenges of companies, in particular the management of the workforce-excess due
to the decrease of production as a result of the pandemic. The study discusses a comparison
of the responses to the pandemic of the first 50 Fortune Global 500 companies and the
Hungarian branches of multinational companies. The information was collected by
interviews with HR managers of these companies. The study was prepared as part of a
research project related to responsible corporate behaviour.
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Introduction

This study is a part of ongoing research that examines the role of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) with respect to the implementation of sustainable
development, the prevention of collective labor disputes and the solution of the
individual and collective conflicts at the workplace.

The initial assumption of this study was that it would not be worthwhile in the short
term for the companies to make the workforce — that has become unnecessary due to
the pandemic — redundant because the one-time cost of the redundancies can amount
to several months wages, and after the restrictions would be over due to the pandemic
situation the company would not be able to "re-hire" the same workforce but would
have to find new workforce in a dynamically evolving labor market; this is
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undoubtedly the possible most expensive option. International studies also
emphasize that the costs of retaining employees are lower than the costs related to
the recruitment, logistics and education of new employees; therefore, reserving the
workforce can be seen as a means of reducing costs for companies. (Cloutier et al.,
2015; Duda and Zarkova, 2013).

In this research, the legal and economic aspects of the Hungarian state measures of
2020 were examined in advance, so as the reactions of different types of companies
(automotive supplier, airline, tourism service provider, public service provider) to
the economic challenges caused by the pandemic, and attempted to focus on how
they shaped unemployment and how they affected the operation of the companies.
This study is based on several conversations with top managers of multinational
companies in different regions with the intention of examining the question of
whether a responsible and ethical corporate policy has a positive impact on solving
external economic challenges affecting these companies, for example, dealing with
labor surplus caused by a decrease in production volume.

Besides the interviews with HR Managers, it was also reviewed how and to what
extent the regulatory environment has changed and how these changes in legislation
raised more questions and boundaries for the companies. The study also made a
comparison of the actions undertaken by the first 50 Fortune Global 500 companies
reviewed by researchers with content analysis to web pages and social network posts
(Margherita and Heikkild, 2021) and the responses of the branches of multinational
companies operating Hungary based on the findings of the interviews.

Economic Growths and Unemployment Rate Prior to the Pandemic

The world economy already had to face a severe crisis in this century in 2008-2009.
The recovery from such a crisis has been seriously affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. The impact of COVID-19 has led to an economic meltdown and financial
constraints affecting both businesses and individuals in informal and formal sectors
(Kitukutha et al., 2021). This process can also be explained by the quarterly GDP
growth data published by EUROSTAT in relation to the European Union, which
shows -2,9% in Q1 2009 and from 2010 until Q4 2019 it was between 0% and 1%
apart from a short period between Q4 2011 and Q1 2013. Immediately after the
outbreak of the pandemic (Q2 2020), it was -11.3%. Simultaneously, the
unemployment rate increased from 7% (March 2008) to 11.5% (June 2013) and after
that decreased to 6.3% (March 2020). After the pandemic outbreak, this rate
increased to 7.7% between March 2020 and September 2020 but thereafter decreased
to 6.7% by September 2021. This area is quite well researched from a
macroeconomic point of view, but it is found that the number of studies examining
the actions of the companies is significantly lower.

In 2020, common labor market indicators in the USA had at times moved
dramatically during a unigue moment when many employees were asked to stay at
home, and others were afraid to go to work. Assuming that the unemployment
outflow rate follows the dynamics of past recessions may cause one to overstate the
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severity of the COVID-19 recession (Gallant et al., 2020). The employment impact
is asymmetric within and between countries: the countries that are being hardest hit
by the pandemic itself, like Spain, Italy and the UK, are the countries more likely to
suffer the worst employment implications of the confinement because of their
productive specialisation and labour market institutions (Fana et al., 2020). In a
neighboring Central European country of Hungary (Slovakia), the shutdown
measures put an end to the activities of many companies who had to make redundant
their employees. Therefore, the Covid-19 pandemic was a major reason behind the
rising unemployment in Slovakia, where since March 2020 (when the first state
measures came into force), the registered unemployment rate has been rising
(Svabova et al., 2020).

The unemployment rate in Hungary decreased from 11,3% to 3,5% between 2010
and 2019. After the first year of the COVID 19 pandemic, this rate increased to 4,3%
by the end of 2020 (the rate was 4,1% for men and 4,5% for women) (HCSO, 2020).
Simultaneously the GDP (compared to the previous year, 2019) was -5,0% in 2020,
while it increased from 1,1% to 4,6% between 2010 and 2019 (HCSO, 2020a). It
would seem evident to state that the above directly correlates with the pandemic.
The wide scale of reactions of the companies is researched by professionals and
scholars, while less attention is paid to responses given by companies where the CSR
approach is present. An international team of scholars examined the correlation
between CSR and stock market returns during the COVID-19 pandemic, and they
concluded that one has to be cautious about drawing unambiguous or unconditional
inferences about the value of CSR during a crisis (Kee-Hong Bae et al., 2021). Other
scholars examined the impact of various CSR initiatives to show solidarity with local
communities, e.g. tourists' intentions to spread positive word-of-mouth (WOM) and
their intentions to visit when the pandemic ends. Their experimental results suggest
that community support in the form of providing free accommodation to medical
professionals has little impact (no CSR initiatives) (Zhifeng Chen and Haiming
Hang, 2021).

Instead, companies should find a solution that comes with the lowest one-time cost
rates. Furthermore, they should search for solutions offering the longest delays when
it comes to the final decision about keeping the potentially useless workforce or
making it redundant. It is also worth considering such options besides these
solutions, especially if, due to the size of the company, the company’s decision also
has a significant social impact that can generate as much social capital as possible in
the form of employee loyalty. Healthcare support, physical health and emotional
health are important pre-determinants to employee wellbeing. Therefore,
fundamental healthcare support systems, such as 'preventive care' and ‘insurance’,
must be in place in a workplace to ensure employee satisfaction and, eventually, their
loyalty (Gorgenyi-Hegyes et al., 2021). The health challenges caused by the
pandemic put the companies’ Human Resources management in difficulty as well:
the focus, similarly to the tendency already observed before, but due to the pandemic
it has accelerated, even more, has shifted from recruitment to retaining the workforce
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and tackling emerging unemployment and labor shortages, which also have an
impact on employee satisfaction (Hong et al., 2012). Among others, a huge role in
the tools and methods of corporate social responsibility can be observed.

A study examined the actions undertaken by the first 50 Fortune Global 500
companies by analyzing the content of their web pages and social network
(LinkedIn) posts in order to find out the potential responses of companies to define
their strategies and actions for the challenges to the pandemic (Margherita and
Heikkild, 2021). The study outlined several areas like operations, value system,
customer experience and support, workforce and human capital. The potential
company actions and responses were linked to these various areas. For the scope of
this study, the most important area and actions are related to workforce and human
capital. According to their findings, companies established their actions in three sub-
areas, such as (i) employee safety and disease prevention, (ii) work continuity and
job productivity, and (iii) leave and infection handling. The present research in
relation to the Hungarian branches of the examined multinational companies focused
on these areas as well.

Companies had to face new challenges due to the pandemic, of which meet the
requirement of their obligation of employment was undoubtedly the most essential.
It is also important to mention here the introduction of new work safety measures
due to the pandemic, the data protection aspects of employees' health-related
personal data, as well as the employer's responsibility in case the employee happens
to get infected due to the company's negligence of the necessary measures to avoid
the spread of the virus. This last challenge has proven to be the most problematic
since companies had no such experience in the past, and there was no known practice
of authorities for managing the crisis caused by the pandemic.

Unemployment During Crisis

One of the consequences of crises is the rise of the unemployment rate. Czifrusz
examined the job creation politics of the state during the economic crises in 2008 in
Hungary (Czifrusz, 2019). He discovered that the state actively endeavored to
intervene directly into economic life assisted by public investments decreasing
unemployment and the public employment program. We could discover state
measures during the crisis caused by the pandemic in 2020 as well; the preservation
of jobs and the creation of new jobs are in the focus of the crisis management
program of the Hungarian Government according to state communication. One of
the government’s answers given to the crisis of 2008 was the public work program,
amended in 2011, whose aims (among others) were the establishment of new jobs
and regional development as well (Koltai, 2018). According to the governmental
communication of the time, the tasks of the public work system were the activation
of the long term unemployed and the prevention of the total disengagement from the
labour market of job seekers who had recently lost their job. The large public work
program was considered an interim measure by the state and was given only a short-
term role, and it was believed that with the rise of the economy, an increase of
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employment would also start in the private sector within 2-3 years (Hoffmann,
2013). The recovery from the crisis and economic upswing resulted in labor shortage
in many sectors, especially in the case of the new EU member states. The significant
wage disparities, the increasing demand for labor, free labor mobility and migration
enhanced competition on the labor market, posing a particular challenge for the
companies regarding competitiveness. As a result of these tendencies, the pressure
on companies has grown not only international but also domestic organizations
started to recognize the relevance of HR in the fields of sustainability and that their
contribution is imminent to the goals of sustainable development, which CSR
solutions can help them in (Kot and Brzezinski, 2015).

The State Measures in Hungary after the Outbreak of the Pandemic

From the appearance of the pandemic in 2020 (from March 2020), the state
communication openly undertook the tasks aiming to protect jobs (“we shall create
as many jobs as the coronavirus destroys™). Following the end of the year 2020 (and
with knowledge of the actual state measures and the status of the labor market), the
results of this endeavor can be analyzed retrospectively from economic aspects.
Within a few days following the "appearance" of the first infected Hungarian person
the first actual step of the state was to declare the state of danger on 11 March 2020,
which is the "softest” form of the special legal order stipulated by The Fundamental
Law of Hungary, which provides constitutional authorization for the executive
power (the Government) to rule by decrees without the legislative power, if
necessary. Seven days following the declaration of the state of danger (on 18 March
2020), it was part of the first measures of the state to determine the sectors most
affected by the pandemic. Tourism, hotel/catering trade, entertainment, and sports
sectors were among these. Even though these measures do not directly aim to protect
jobs, the restriction of the termination of lease contracts by the landlord regarding
lease contracts concluded with companies operating in these sectors can indirectly
have such an effect. Simultaneously the reduction of the social security contribution
encumbrances for companies operating in these sectors and with that aiming for the
direct protection of jobs were labor politics tools of the state, which enabled
companies to be exempt from the payment of public contributions payable after the
wages of their employees for four months, and from the contributions payable after
the wage of employees only the natural part of the health contribution remained
payable, while its monthly maximum has been determined. The four-month
exemption of taxpayers obliged to pay tourism development contribution and small
taxpayers providing passenger transportation services from the payment of
contributions mentioned above was a similar rapid labor market aid. Moreover, the
alleviation in the (i) payment of social contribution tax, (ii) payment of vocational
training contribution tax, (iii) payment of rehabilitation contribution tax, (iv) tax of
small entities was direct state aid in different sectors (especially) passenger
transportation in taxi services, accommodation services, catering services, leisure
activities, travel arrangements or inland water passenger transportation services. It
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was also possible for employers to apply for "job protection support”, which
opportunity was exercised by most of the analyzed entities. The wage support could
have been applied for three months in the proportionate maximum of 70% of the
wage reduced with taxes and contributions with the reduction of the working hours
(only the wage with the reduction of taxes and contributions not reaching two times
the minimum wage could be taken into account). In order to be able to apply for this
support, new definitions were introduced such as "reduced working hours",
"personal development time" or "obligation to retain headcount". It can be concluded
that the state regulation did not only provide "aid" for companies and employees but
expected the retaining of the job and the training of employees in the lost time in
return.
Aligning the legal environment to the pandemic situation by softening the binding
provisions of the Hungarian Labor Code for the extension of the labor
maneuverability of employers was a serious aid for every company. The major
elements of such amendments were
1. the unlimited possibility to amend the work schedule introduced by the
employer;
2. the opportunity to order home-office work or teleworking with the unilateral
decision of the employer;
3. the prohibition of collective agreement provisions conflicting the above
during the period of the state of danger;
In the event of the agreement of the employer and the employee, the unlimited
derogation from the Hungarian Labor Code was possible.

The Crossroads of Companies

In the unusual situation of the pandemic following the change in the legal
environment (e.g. places providing catering services could not be open after 3 p.m.)
or the problems appearing in the supply-chains or the fallback in the orders,
companies had to make rapid decisions since they could not employ the active
workforce in its personnel in the usual working hours. In most cases, the first
automatic question to arise is if the employer cannot comply with its obligation to
employ its employees based on the labor legislation, then the employer can or cannot
order unilaterally unpaid idle time. Most of the employees accepted that the
employer "sent them home" without paying wage or "unilaterally reduced” the
working time, and with that, the wage was reduced as well. These solutions were at
the edge of lawfulness and unlawfulness or were unambiguously unlawful. Those
companies, which planned for the long-term and not only concentrated on the
momentary cash-flow situation of the company but took into account that retaining
their employees for the long-term and strengthening their loyalty serves the long-
term viability of the company as well as solving the momentary crisis, made serious
economic calculations and legal analysis and based on the same they were able to
adopt decisions, which could have a beneficial effect on the unemployment along
with the above state measures (It shall be mentioned here that the analyzed
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companies did not have to face long-term financial difficulties.). At those companies,
where the employment faced objective barriers, the vis maior clause ("Force, event,
against which human weakness cannot resist." in. Foldi and Hamza, 2008) were
applied, and in their case, the company was excused from the obligation to employ
their employees and the obligation to pay wages. This opportunity could only be
used in sectors where employment was not possible by order of the law (which
undoubtedly is the unavoidable external reason), such as the closure of specific types
of shops, the limited opening hours of restaurants. In other sectors, employers did
not have such an opportunity since the employee was entitled to base wage (i) in the
event of the employer's failure to provide employment as contracted during the
scheduled working time and (ii) working was not cancelled due to unavoidable
external reason. A circumstance can only be an unavoidable external reason if the
company directly or indirectly affects it. In the current state of science and
technology, it is deemed unavoidable. This classically includes, for example, natural
disasters, certain political, social events, certain state measures, etc. (Vékas, 2019).
As mentioned above, this includes (and it is therefore deemed to be vis maior) the
measures in connection with the pandemic, a result of which the product in the plant
had to be shut down, and in this case, the employee is not entitled to their wage.
However, it is not deemed unavoidable external reason if the supplier fails to deliver
the material on time or the buyer cancels an order since these circumstances are not
deemed to be external reasons to the company. In these cases, employees are entitled
to their base salary.

In this case, one of the most important (if not the most important) questions is if it is
deemed unavoidable external reason if due to the high number of employees being
on sick leave/quarantine, the employer cannot comply with its obligation to employ
the rest of its employees. The law is silent in this regard. There is no currently
available and published labor court decision, based on which this question could be
unambiguously decided. There was no such situation in Hungary since the change in
the political regime (1990); therefore, the court practice has not developed regarding
this matter. Notwithstanding the foregoing, even though the pandemic is classically
deemed to be vis maior in the scope of civil law, only the pandemic situation is not
deemed to be vis maior in the scope of employment matters. According to the general
scientific approach, sometimes it can happen that due to reasons in its operation that
the employer cannot provide work to its employees temporarily, but these
circumstances do not change the obligation to provide work and do not mean that
the employee shall bear the risks of the company directly. From the published
academic law literature, the following opinion shall be highlighted: "Idle time [...]
is a rule of risk installation, since fundamentally in employment relationships the
employer bears the risks of the activity, and the prevailing rule is that the employer
bears the consequences if for example it cannot provide work due to the decrease in
the orders or the scarcity of raw materials..." (Gyulavari, 2017). Pursuant to the
foregoing, the high number of employees being absent (in the event of a pandemic
as well) or material shortage or the decrease in orders are not unambiguously deemed
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to be a reason, which is unavoidable external and the company shall not be excused
from the obligation to provide work or is not excused from the obligation to pay base
wage in the event it fails to provide work.

However, in the current employment situation, further opportunities became
applicable to companies and employees, which were established by the state decrees
adopted during the state of danger. It was possible to apply the following
employment rule: the company excuses the employee from doing work, and the
employer and the employee (certainly with bilateral consent) agree to non-payment
of the full wage (base wage). Still, rather in a reduced wage for the duration of the
lost working time, which is equitable for both parties: for the company since (i) it
shall not comply with its obligation to provide work, (ii) the employee can be
retained for long-term, (iii) it can pay less wage than the legal minimum; for the
employee since (i) wage is provided without doing any work (not 100% though), (ii)
they can retain the job for long-term, (iii) they can feel that "I do not know the time
when | was on holiday for this long". Based on the research, this last factor indeed
has a high role in employee preferences and the social capital within the company
for the future (Restas et al., 2019). It shall be highlighted that naturally, these require
consensus between the employer and the employee, as already stated above. It can
be seen that significant changes have appeared at the employer's level due to the
effect of the pandemic since workflows had to be reorganized and reconsidered
according to the present health challenges while taking into account not just the
performance of the company but the health of their employees as well. The value of
home office work and teleworking increased, and this type of doing work was
already considered a tool to increase the balance between work and personal life
(Ammons and Markham, 2004; Johnson et al., 2007). As a result of the pandemic
and the restrictions, it can be clearly seen that especially regarding companies
operating in the legal, financial or technology sectors (where employees could work
from home) remained as productive and competitive as before, following the change
to home office work (Duffy et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021; O’Brien et al., 2021).
With the advantages of the policy of home office work, its few possible
disadvantages shall also be taken into account. Still, it undoubtedly improves the
quality of life (Azarbouyeh and Jalali Naini 2014), the well-being of employees, the
satisfaction with work (Kazekami, 2020) and the openness for creativity which leads
to innovation (Ellis and Webster 1998).

Challenges Caused by the COVID 19 Crisis and Responses by the HRM

The first 50 Fortune Global 500 companies have acted to ensure the continuity of
their current business operations after they faced the challenges of the pandemic.
However, some of them were also able to create new value by reaching current and
new customers via digital channels, redirecting more resources from current
operations to R&D activities, or increasing the companies’ social responsibility and
involvement with their local communities (Margherita and Heikkild, 2021).
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The KoronaHR research group founded and led by Poor in Hungary has profoundly
analyzed the first and second waves of the COVID 19 pandemic from an HR
management point of view (Poor et al., 2021). They have found, among others, that
pandemic resulted in the appearance of a new HR function at companies: the
pandemic plan gained strategic importance. During the first and second waves of the
pandemic, the greatest challenges emerged in the fields of internal communication,
retaining the workforce, implementing teleworking measures, ensuring the
workforce, satisfactory documentation, and keeping up motivation (Majo-Petri and
Szabo-Szentgroti, 2021).

In the light of the above, the most common crisis management measures introduced
at Hungarian companies were the modification of the company strategy, the
postponement of procurements and costs, the increase of organizational efficiency,
the general cost-cutting measures and the introduction of satisfactory
communication tools. Redundancies and sending employees on unpaid holiday was
not a common solution (T6th and Kalman, 2021).

While Poér examined medium-sized companies, in this study, the authors analyzed
the responses of the Hungarian branches of multinational companies in different
regions in Hungary on the basis of conversations with their top managers with the
intention of examining the question of whether a responsible and ethical corporate
policy has a positive impact on solving external economic challenges affecting these
companies, for example dealing with labor surplus caused by a decrease in
production volume. The enterprises reviewed and just mentioned above are based in
the counties of Komarom-Esztergom, Jasz-Nagykun-Szolnok, Borsod-Abauj-
Zemplén, Gy6r-Moson-Sopron, and Pest, including the capital city of Hungary,
Budapest.

In this research, the aim was to explore the challenges caused by the pandemic these
companies had to face from a Human Resources management perspective based on
discussions with the HR Managers of the above-mentioned companies. In addition
to the interviews with the Hungarian HR Managers, the regulatory environment
changes were also reviewed. These companies positioned themselves in different
business areas, including industrial production plants, automotive suppliers, airline
and shared services center in Budapest. Lastly, the research collected and analyzed
several enterprises’ solutions, moreover reviewed how the companies’ caring
attitude, the presence of a CSR approach and professional HR Management impacted
the retention of workplaces. Obviously, not all companies can retain the workforce
at all costs, depending on the financial resources available, but according to the
hypothesis of this study, it seemed obvious that companies in the capital of Hungary
or the central region of the country (Pest County) would be willing to spend more on
retaining jobs in the long run than companies in eastern counties, as in the central
regions, jobseekers have an incomparably greater "choice™ in the labor market than
in the regions more affected by unemployment. The data collection has proven that
constant consultation with the Works Councils (employees' representatives) and a
responsible, ethical company approach supplied companies with important tools in
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the handling of difficulties. The focus of this research was to explore the challenges
faced by multinational companies in Hungary and to examine their solutions given
to these challenges, as well as to analyze the reaction of employees to such solutions.
This research has proven that the changing regulatory environment, as well as the
presence of ethical company culture at the examined big enterprises, had, in some
ways, a positive impact on the effectiveness of companies' solutions and employees'
reactions.

The new work safety requirements can be mentioned first among the new challenges
companies had to face, which they introduced without delay, but they had to face
several uncertainties while doing so. Many contradictory national and international
health recommendations were published during the first wave of the pandemic
(spring of 2020). For example, the advantages and disadvantages of wearing a mask;
access control systems using the thermal-imaging camera, of which the Hungarian
data protection authority submitted a guideline just one day before the announcement
of the "danger of state" in Hungary, declaring that it can only be used if there is
reasonable suspicion that the employee is infected. As official restrictions happened
to be different in the EU member states, new restrictions had to be followed as well,
sometimes changing from hour to hour. At first, there were no standardized
regulations regarding the content of the employer's certificate enabling employees to
go to work or the documents needed to travel abroad on a business trip. Companies
had a positive experience concerning the fact that essential regulations of the
emergency Government Decrees were almost immediately accessible in Hungarian
and English on the government portal. At the same time, however, HR managers had
to respond immediately to situations they had never experienced before. For
example, they had to deal with the following problems (i) the idle time due to the
pandemic is paid or unpaid, (ii) what to do with employees who were more exposed
to the danger of heavy consequences in the event of COVID 19 infection due to their
age or other health issues, (iii) how to collect data regarding their health issues
(which are considered particular personal data and practically could not be handled
by companies), (iv) managing the situation of parents having to stay home with
younger children and home school them due to distance learning, or (v) how to
handle situations, when the employee does not abide by the rules of the employer
concerning the pandemic (e.g. getting tested after a holiday abroad, whether it is to
be paid by the employer or the employee etc.).

The authors also reviewed what goals of sustainable development are connected to
the topic. Gender equality (since most mothers stayed at home with children
attending primary school, for example), the decreasing of inequality, and the
providing of basic hygiene by the company during the pandemic (the education of
the employees regarding handwashing, hand disinfection, wearing a mask, keeping
distance happened everywhere, and — where it was possible — the companies
purchased the necessary partition pieces of equipment) are worth being highlighted.
One of the biggest challenges (but interestingly, this was a help at the same time)
was the adjustment of the operation of companies to the amended legal/regulatory
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environment. After the publication of the first emergency, government decrees the
employees of the human resources departments quickly got used to the fact that their
first job in the morning was to study the Hungarian Official Gazette. With respect to
this, they had to make immediate decisions regarding what new regulations, possibly
restrictions they had to comply with. The companies' challenges have become
numerous in the amended regulatory environment. The otherwise strict data
protection regulations were partially "overridden™ by the emergency legislature only
in the first wave of the pandemic. Companies did not have the opportunity to
generally measure body temperature, for example, according to data protection
regulations, but this was revised by the companies "in their own competence"; this
required, however, the continuous monitoring of the situation by the management of
the companies. More than 100 rules of law were put into force only in March and
April 2020, which were connected to the pandemic situation in some way or another.
It was deemed useful by companies to find up-to-date information (in a
comprehensible form for non-jurist readers as well) regarding new regulations
connected to the coronavirus on the governmental portals.

The Responses of Companies

The first leading 50 Fortune Global 500 companies simultaneously managed the
pandemic challenges by finding new values by reaching new customers via digital
channels and increasing their social responsibility activities (Margherita and
Heikkild, 2021). According to Podr, the medium size Hungarian companies focused
on 5 areas, such as (i) introduction of a 'COVID strategy', (ii) changing the priorities
of managing the challenges of the pandemic, (iii) reconsidering remote working
opportunities, (iv) introducing digital solutions, and (v) introduction cost-saving
practices (Poor et al., 2021). Th present study found that the priorities of the
Hungarian multinational companies were to (i) keep their employees, (ii) find
practices to limit the costs of the “idle time”, (iii) comply with all of the requirements
of the regulatory environment and (iv) maintain the employee satisfaction and well-
being, (v) involving the employee representative bodies (i.e. trade unions or works
councils) in the decision making.

At one of the examined companies — where it was not possible to be exempted from
the obligation of paying wages as described above — the company proposed to
conclude a so-called Deferral Agreement to the employees in the spring of 2020, in
which the company suggested reducing the wages for a definite period and later (in
this case in 2022) the company — if so decides — pays back the lost wages to the
employees on the condition that the employee still has the employment relationship
with the company. Such proposal was preceded by serious negotiations with the
concerned employees, where the management of the company outlined transparently
the wage costs of the company (including the part that has no offset in doing work
on the employees' side due to idle time), and the company's short, medium and long
term plans for the post-pandemic situation. Supposedly also having considered the
above, all concerned employees (except one manager, who wanted to leave the
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company anyway to take another job) accepted the company's offer. By the end of
2020, the company has already paid back the amount corresponding to the wage-cut.
This created an added value in the relationship between the management and
employees that would not have been available under other circumstances.

At another company, the employer and the employees agreed that for a period of
three months, the monthly salary should be reduced by 15%. Since there was no
substantial change in the pandemic situation and the company's labor force
requirements did not at all return to the pre-pandemic level, after three months, the
company and the employees have concluded a repeated three-month wage reduction
agreement (with mutual consent, of course). In this case, again, there were serious
and interactive previous discussions between the management and the employees
and (probably) thanks to that as well, almost all the employees accepted the company
wage reduction offer. Interestingly, in this case, there was also one employee who
did not accept the offer; in his/her case, the original salary remained untouched, of
course, but since it was also declared (in the case of this latter employee, it would
have been declared) in the agreement that the employer cannot terminate the
employment relationship based on reasons falling in the operation of the employer
during the term of the agreement, in the case of this latter employee this restriction
did not tie the employer's hands when it had to terminate the employment
relationship. It should be added that all the loyal employees of the company were
displeased with the hesitating employee because they felt that the latter employee
backed out from the collective at the workplace, when in the pandemic situation, the
company, as the employer and employees collectively literally fought together for
saving the employer and as a result of this for the protection of the employees' jobs.
At this company, they combined the opportunities of wage cuts and home office
work with no time limits, which was feasible based on the empowering regulation
(the possibility of unlimited derogation of the provisions of the Labor Code) as
mentioned above. Teleworking also became common, which in the absence of
mutual consent between the employer and the employee, unlike under the ruling of
general rules, the employer could order unilaterally under the authority of emergency
regulations.

Companies — as already mentioned above — encountered such new HR problems they
never had to face before. There were cases, for example, when companies had to
decide whether they would order "home quarantine” upon the return of employees
who traveled abroad, whether this period would be a paid absence and also if they
could make the payment of this absence dependant on whether the employee traveled
abroad without the permission of the company. All examined companies have
somehow overcome the situation, which was largely due to collective labor
measures. In cases, where companies were in constant consultation with the
employees and/or employee representatives (Works Council, Trade Union), it was
possible to conclude collective bargaining agreements in order to reduce the
companies' burdens caused by the pandemic (e.g. introducing longer work time
frame, regulation of idle time and the remuneration of idle time etc.). Some of the
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measures could be introduced unilaterally by companies in order to reduce their
burdens (home office work/teleworking, scheduling "company holiday", introducing
(longer) work time frame). Other than introducing collective labor measures, the
amendment of individual employment contracts has also come into play; the main
objective of this is the identification of employer's and employee's interests in order
to retain jobs: this resulted in reduced working time and the reduction of wages for
idle time. The creativity of the HR Department could also add to keeping the
workforce temporarily unnecessary and motivating the concerned employees (for
example, by concluding the above described Deferral Agreement).

Conclusion

In order to have recovered from the crisis caused by the pandemic, strategic efforts
have to be made by companies in managing their human resources so that company
goals can be realized and quickly rise after being affected by the pandemic (Ichsan
et al., 2020). The reviewed companies employed around 3,000 employees in March
2020. Until the end of 2020, there was no redundancy apart from the usual workplace
fluctuation. In light of the above, the primary reason thereof, in addition to the
unquestionable positive effects of state measures, was that the companies' purpose
from the very beginning of the pandemic was that none of the employees lost their
job because of the recession caused by the pandemic. In regions where the ratio of
those having a basic digital competence is higher, the harmonized unemployment
rate is also lower, and that in countries where the population has better digital skills,
companies provide more possibilities for further training than in countries where the
population is less digitally educated (Csordas and Fiizesi, 2019). It is undeniable that
physical labor cannot be carried out by means of teleworking. However, the subjects
of the above presented corporate examples, regarding the digital competence of the
employees — thanks to the responsible corporate approach they follow — satisfied the
conditions of optimal corporate approach, as the positions necessitating digital
competencies and that can be done from the home office, were more easily protected
even during the pandemic. Employees have played a pivotal role in sustaining
economic activities during the pandemic by imperiling their health and safety
(Utkarsh and Sigala M., 2021). An indirect conclusion can be made from the above:
one of the preconditions of the perfect prevalence of CSR is that companies dispose
of the needed financial resources at all times because the lack of these resources may
limit the companies' freedom in making decisions related to protecting jobs. There
have been some redundancies at the examined companies, but not to the extent that
the regulations of mass redundancy (as governed by the Hungarian Labor Code) had
to be applied. Collective labor consultation was advantageous in all cases in finding
solutions and governmental measures were also helpful for companies, and they
could practically keep all their workforce that required digital competencies. The
challenges of the pandemic can also be managed by adopting certain communication
tools which focus on messages of encouragement and on generating content about
projects, initiatives and actions to adapt, transform and continue with economic
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activity despite the pandemic (lglesias-Sanchez et al., 2021). In addition to the above
findings, it is important to take into consideration that public authorities are
identified as the critical stakeholders with a high level of power to implement more
agile, coordinated and efficient public policies in the event of future crises and
disasters that moderate the negative effects of a global economic collapse (Sanabria-
Diaz et al., 2021). The role of corporations in society is changing since corporations
gradually take over responsibility from the state by performing critical functions that
previously fell within the remit of the state. This perhaps leads to the development
of "entrepreneurial democracy” (Anker, 2021). Companies need to adapt job
positions and focus on job redesign within the organization in order to be flexible
enough to allow a quick and efficient adaptation of the organization to the
requirements of the new situation caused by the pandemic (Hamouche, 2021). As
this research focused on large companies, it is intended later to examine the
possibility of adapting these solutions to Hungarian small and medium-sized
enterprises.
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POTENCJALNE ODPOWIEDZI ZARZADZANIA ZASOBAMI
LUDZKIMI POPRZEZ CSR W PANDEMII COVID-19

Streszczenie Wiegkszo$¢ firm przygotowata swoje odpowiedzi na wyzwania pandemii
COVID-19 w oparciu o doswiadczenia poprzedniego $wiatowego kryzysu z lat 2008-2009.
Wazrost bezrobocia musiat by¢ uwzgledniony przez panstwo, firmy i gospodarstwa domowe
w Europie Srodkowej, a takze na Wegrzech, w zwigzku z rozprzestrzenianiem si¢ pandemii
COVID-19. Celem niniejszego opracowania jest sprawdzenie (i) czy istnieje wplyw
spotecznej odpowiedzialnos$ci biznesu (CSR) stosowanej przez firmy na bezrobocie, (ii) jakie
mozliwosci stworzyly transfery panstwowe i nowe ustawodawstwo pandemiczne dla
zarzadzania — zardwno w krotko- i dlugoterminowe - bezrobocia (iii) jakie do§wiadczenia sa
dostgpne w migdzynarodowych firmach dziatajacych w réznych regionach dla utrzymania
miejsc pracy i regionalnej reputacji firmy oraz czy istnieje korelacja miedzy etyczng

117


https://m2.mtmt.hu/gui2/?mode=browse&params=publication;32087749
https://m2.mtmt.hu/gui2/?mode=browse&params=publication;32087749

2021 POLISH JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT STUDIES
Vol.24 No.2 Csakay Z., Gorgenyi-Hegyes E., Fekete-Farkas M.

i odpowiedzialng polityka korporacyjng (wraz z podejsciem regionalnym ) oraz zarzadzanie
zewngetrznymi wyzwaniami firm, w szczegolnosci zarzadzanie nadwyzka sity roboczej
w zwiazku ze spadkiem produkcji w wyniku pandemii. W opracowaniu omoéwiono
poréwnanie reakcji na pandemi¢ pierwszych 50 firm z listy Fortune Global 500 oraz
wegierskich oddziatéw firm miedzynarodowych. Informacje zostalty zebrane poprzez
wywiady z menedzerami HR tych firm. Badanie zostato przygotowane w ramach projektu
badawczego dotyczacego odpowiedzialnego zachowania przedsigbiorstw.

Stowa kluczowe: bezrobocie, COVID-19, CSR, etyczna polityka korporacyjna, zbiorowe
prawo pracy
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