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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effect of professional ethics on conflict management among healthcare staff in northwest
Iran considering the mediating role of stress coping strategies and to develop an explanatory model. This applied and
quantitative correlational study was conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population included
all healthcare staff in northwest Iran in 2023. A sample of 380 participants was selected through stratified random sampling
based on Cochran’s formula. Data were collected using the Robbins (1991) Conflict Management Questionnaire, the
Cadozier (2002) Professional Ethics Questionnaire, and the Endler and Parker (1990) Coping with Stress Inventory. Content
validity and Cronbach’s alpha confirmed the instruments’ psychometric properties. Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation, multiple regression, path analysis, and SEM with SPSS 25 and AMOS 24 software. The results showed that
professional ethics significantly correlated with conflict management and explained 34% of its variance. When stress coping
strategies acted as a mediator, the explanatory power increased to 65%. Direct effects of professional ethics on conflict
management were nonsignificant, but indirect effects through coping strategies were significant and substantial. Stress
coping strategies demonstrated the strongest predictive power for reducing workplace conflict. Strengthening coping
strategies alongside fostering professional ethics can effectively reduce conflict and improve organizational climate in
medical centers. Practical interventions such as continuous training on stress management and ethical practice are
recommended to enhance staff well-being and service quality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Healthcare organizations operate in highly complex and emotionally charged environments, where employees
face simultaneous demands for high-quality service and effective interpersonal collaboration. Conflict is an
inevitable aspect of such work settings due to differences in values, role ambiguity, limited resources, and the
emotional burden of patient care (Jahaniyan & Esfandiari, 2020; Rezatelab, 2023). Ineffective conflict
management can negatively affect staff well-being, reduce organizational performance, and compromise the
quality of patient care (Soleiman Zadeh & Shakirdoluq, 2019). At the same time, professional ethics has
emerged as a vital framework guiding employee behavior, fostering mutual respect, fairness, and
accountability in high-stakes healthcare contexts (Alizadeh, 2019; Rodriguez & Juricic, 2018). Upholding
ethical principles can reduce interpersonal tension and strengthen collaboration among healthcare professionals
(Aghbaei & Azarafra, 2024; Herzog, 2019).

However, relying solely on ethical values may be insufficient to ensure constructive conflict resolution when
employees are under intense psychological pressure. Healthcare professionals frequently experience high
occupational stress, particularly in times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Bagheri Sheykhangafshe
& Esmaeilinasab, 2021; Rahmanian et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2021). Elevated stress levels can undermine
ethical decision-making and impair interpersonal communication (Polizzi et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020).
Coping strategies, defined as the cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage stressful demands, have been
identified as critical mechanisms to maintain resilience and reduce emotional strain (Li et al., 2024; Shari'at
Panah & Fani, 2021). Research suggests that effective stress-coping approaches—particularly problem-
focused and adaptive emotion-focused strategies—can help individuals preserve ethical integrity, mitigate
interpersonal tensions, and improve professional functioning (Johansen & Cadmus, 2020; Yildirim & Bulut,
2022).
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Several studies have highlighted the importance of integrating professional ethics with psychological resources
to promote a healthy work climate. For instance, (Mo'tamedi & Sajadian, 2024) demonstrated that stress
coping skills mediate the relationship between job burden and quality of professional life in psychiatric
emergency nurses, suggesting that coping serves as a bridge between ethical awareness and positive job
outcomes. Similarly, (Khanal et al., 2022) and (Lim & Sok, 2024) indicated that during ethically challenging
circumstances such as the pandemic, healthcare workers with well-developed coping skills were better able to
adhere to ethical principles while managing intense stress. Yet, despite these insights, a comprehensive model
explaining how stress coping strategies shape the influence of professional ethics on conflict management
among healthcare staff remains limited, especially in non-Western contexts where cultural and organizational
norms differ (Shabani Azadbani, 2021; Shabani Azadbani & Safari, 2021).

Given the critical need to reduce workplace tension and support ethical practice in healthcare after COVID-
19, it is essential to explore the mediating role of coping strategies in the ethics—conflict dynamic. This study
addresses this gap by examining whether stress coping strategies strengthen the positive impact of professional
ethics on conflict management among healthcare staff in northwest Iran. By developing a structural
explanatory model, this research contributes to a better understanding of how ethical frameworks and
psychological resources can interact to create healthier, more resilient healthcare workplaces.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, quantitative, and correlational design based on structural equation modeling
(SEM). The target population consisted of all healthcare employees working in treatment centers across
northwest Iran during 2023. Using Cochran’s formula for sample size estimation, 380 participants were
selected through stratified random sampling to ensure representation from various job categories and
departments. Data were collected using three validated instruments: the Robbins (1991) Conflict Management
Questionnaire, the Cadozier (2002) Professional Ethics Questionnaire, and the Endler and Parker (1990)
Coping with Stress Inventory. The psychometric properties of the instruments were confirmed by content
validation and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above the acceptable reliability threshold. Data analysis included
descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, multiple regression, and SEM conducted via SPSS 25 and AMOS
24,

Findings

Descriptive results revealed moderate to high levels of professional ethics and stress coping skills among the
respondents, while reported conflict management capacity showed greater variability across individuals.
Pearson correlation coefficients indicated that professional ethics had a significant positive correlation with
stress coping strategies, but its direct association with conflict management was weaker and not statistically
significant. In contrast, stress coping strategies showed a strong and significant positive relationship with
conflict management.

The SEM analysis supported a partial mediation model, demonstrating that professional ethics significantly
influenced conflict management indirectly through coping strategies. Specifically, professional ethics
accounted for 34% of the variance in conflict management when examined alone, but when stress coping
strategies were introduced as a mediator, the explained variance increased to 65%. The direct path from
professional ethics to conflict management was nonsignificant, whereas the indirect path via coping strategies
was robust and significant, indicating full mediation. Among coping dimensions, problem-focused coping
contributed the most to effective conflict resolution, followed by adaptive emotion-focused coping, while
avoidance coping showed a negligible or slightly negative effect.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that professional ethics alone is insufficient to guarantee effective conflict management
under high-stress conditions typical of healthcare environments. Instead, the presence of strong coping abilities
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transforms ethical awareness into practical, constructive responses to workplace tensions. This aligns with the
model proposed by (Mo'tamedi & Sajadian, 2024), who showed that coping mechanisms convert challenging
job demands into manageable experiences, thus preserving quality of professional life. It also resonates with
(Johansen & Cadmus, 2020), who reported that supportive work climates and adaptive coping reduce stress
and foster better conflict resolution among nurses.

The nonsignificant direct relationship between ethics and conflict management observed in this study can be
explained by the intense psychological strain healthcare workers face, particularly in the post-pandemic period.
Research by (Bagheri Sheykhangafshe & Esmaeilinasab, 2021; Zheng et al., 2021) suggests that high anxiety
and workload can overshadow ethical intentions and lead to reactive or avoidance-based conflict behaviors.
Similarly, (Xiong et al., 2020) and (Polizzi et al., 2020) found that without effective coping, stress disrupts
emotional regulation, making it difficult for individuals to act according to ethical values even if they endorse
them cognitively.

Another important implication of the results is the role of specific coping dimensions. In line with (Shari'at
Panah & Fani, 2021) and (Li et al., 2024), problem-focused coping emerged as the strongest pathway,
indicating that when employees proactively analyze and address stressors, they can better uphold fairness,
respect, and accountability while resolving conflict. This finding also echoes (Lim & Sok, 2024) and
(Sperling, 2021), who emphasized the significance of coping skill development to maintain ethical practice
during crises.

Additionally, these findings reinforce the need for integrated frameworks in organizational development.
Studies such as (Aghbaei & Azarafra, 2024) and (Herzog, 2019) have stressed that ethics training should not
be isolated from psychological support programs. Incorporating coping skill-building into ethics education
may amplify the real-world impact of moral principles, helping employees navigate complex interpersonal and
emotional challenges.

From a practical standpoint, the validated structural model presented here offers an evidence-based roadmap
for healthcare organizations seeking to foster positive work climates. By simultaneously reinforcing ethical
standards and enhancing coping capacity, institutions can cultivate staff resilience, reduce burnout, and
promote high-quality patient care.

In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that stress coping strategies play a pivotal mediating role
in translating professional ethics into effective conflict management among healthcare workers. Addressing
both moral and psychological dimensions can create synergistic outcomes, fostering healthier organizational
cultures and more sustainable professional performance. These insights are particularly relevant for post-crisis
recovery in healthcare systems and can inform training, leadership development, and staff support initiatives
aimed at reducing tension and strengthening collaboration in demanding clinical settings.
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