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Take-Aways
	COVID-19 has changed people’s attitudes toward work and life.
	The pandemic experience has left long-lasting emotional scars.
	Employers, by touting a “back to normal” message, remain out of step with employees and economic realities.


Recommendation
The COVID-19 pandemic triggered widespread experiences of loss and grief. The resulting trauma has changed people’s attitudes and priorities. Still, many companies now plan a return to pre-pandemic ways of working. This retrograde approach remains out of step with employees’ evolving worldviews – and the reality of an economic system that fails to deliver for most workers – explains journalist Alvin Chang in this eye-opening piece for The Guardian.

Summary
COVID-19 has changed people’s attitudes toward work and life.
Pandemics don’t just have a profound impact on the daily rhythms of people’s lives; they also alter the way people think more fundamentally about their existence and priorities. Nine million Americans lost a close relative to COVID-19, and the pandemic left individuals to grapple with their own mortality and rethink the way they want to spend their finite time.
“Epidemic diseases reach into the deepest levels of the human psyche. They pose the ultimate questions about death, about mortality: What is life for? What is our relationship with God? ” (Yale historian Frank Snowden)

Many employees started to question their fixation on excessive work and career advancement and started to put more emphasis on their personal lives. Almost a quarter of Americans, meanwhile, now say they want a job that provides them with a larger sense of purpose.
The pandemic experience has left long-lasting emotional scars.
With 22 million Americans losing their jobs and eight million falling into poverty during the first few months of the pandemic, COVID-19 did more than just change people’s attitudes. For many, the trauma of losing a loved one or their livelihood left emotional and visceral scars. Cases of depression skyrocketed, especially among people earning less than $20,000 a year.
“I believe the deepest, longest-lasting legacy of COVID-19 might be on our mental health. The world was not prepared for the physical disease; we’re totally unprepared for the mental disease that will follow in its wake.” (Frank Snowden, author of Epidemics and Society)

Research shows that chronic stress can cause the brain to produce an excess amount of cells called microglia. The resulting imbalance prevents the amygdala – in charge of regulating the fight-or-flight response – from functioning properly. Society has yet to find ways to address the mental health consequences of the pandemic.
Employers, by touting a “back to normal” message, remain out of step with employees and economic realities.
The American workplace has not kept pace with the shift in people’s attitudes and priorities. Promoting a “back to normal” mantra, many employers are focused on returning to pre-pandemic work routines that place an outsized emphasis on output. Employers may be showing increased flexibility in where people work by offering hybrid and remote work arrangements, but their “what” and “why” have remained unchanged. Amazon, for example, has framed its hybrid work arrangements as a way of maximizing productivity.
“In reality, more pandemics could be coming, and workers now know that this current economy is not built for this new world.”

Similarly, Walmart has called upon returning office workers to use the energy of working together in person again to keep improving the bottom line. Meanwhile, Walmart’s message omits the fact that most of the company’s employees worked on-site throughout the pandemic, many of them relying on public assistance while helping the company generate a record $573 billion in revenue last year.
Worker dissatisfaction has manifested itself in a rising number of labor strikes across the United States and an unprecedented number of resignations. Workers have learned a truth many employers have not yet come to terms with. That reality: The current economic system is unable to protect regular people’s wealth, even during a relatively short-term disruptive event – and it won’t be able to do so in the future unless companies start addressing the deficiencies of the American workplace.

About the Author
Alvin Chang is a US data and visual reporter for The Guardian. 
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Workplaces are in denial over how much
Americans have changed

Employers are trying desperately to ignore that we've become
fundamentally different humans

0 The return-to-office message often feels divorced from the profound nature of what we've
experienced. Composite: Getty Images
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early six months before Covid-19, the Yale historian Frank

Snowden wrote a book about epidemics and pandemics. What

he found was that these periods of suffering reshape not just

how societies function, but also how humans want to spend
their limited time on Earth.
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