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Introduction   

The COVID-19 pandemic shook the world like never before. It tangled perceptions of 

fairness and showed many that personal time and well-being are crucial. Labor fluctuated in an 

unprecedented manner, as some fields were pushed entirely out of work, while other industries, 

like healthcare, faced an all-time high demand. Nearly everyone quickly realized that the 

traditional style of work that many had become accustomed to would indefinitely change.   

In this post-pandemic world, it is essential to investigate how everyday labor was 

impacted during that time, which is the aim of the technical portion of this paper. The technical 

question being investigated is the effect that the COVID-19 pandemic had on construction 

productivity at the new UVA Student Health & Wellness Center (SHWC). My civil engineering 

capstone team is working with Barton Malow Co., the lead contractor on the project, and in 

conjunction with numerous outside parties (UVA, subcontractors, etc.) to understand what 

occurred on the project. This semester, the group produced a thorough and transparent report 

articulating our conclusions regarding the impact of COVID-19 on the SHWC project. The 

methods used to provide recommendations and develop the report are introduced in the technical 

section of this report. Furthermore, the team has the eventual goal of producing an outlined 

framework for a platform that allows contractors and subcontractors to better track on-site labor.   

Additionally, it is critical to examine how the average employee’s wants and needs have 

shifted post-COVID-19, as many employees chose to leave their careers or never come back 

after employment was reoffered in cases of layoff. Many aspects considered essential and 

valuable in the workplace have shifted outside the stipulation of just being paid fairly. It was a 

time when stress was high, and health was on everyone’s minds. Workers shifted their focus 
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toward other metrics of value in the workplace, such as work-life balance, positive workplace 

culture, and cleanliness and safety. “Employees are rethinking their purpose—they are searching 

for meaning, not activity” (Osibanjo, 2022). As time passed, many began to weigh their options 

and consider if employment was legitimately worth it, which begs the question, how can the 

companies of today value and care for their employees beyond just pay? In the STS portion of 

my research, I aim to explore this question deeply to understand how companies can better retain 

and recruit employees in the post-pandemic era.   

In the following sections, I will discuss both the technical and STS portions of my 

research and how I will proceed with acquiring relevant resources to best answer both research 

questions. The next section discusses the technical area of my studies, which is analyzing the 

effect of COVID-19 on construction labor productivity at the new Student Health & Wellness 

Center.   

Technical Project             

  COVID-19 substantially impacted the construction industry and affected all construction 

projects in some way. Barton Malow, the general contractor on the new Student Health and 

Wellness Center (SHWC) at the University of Virginia, wanted to know the impact that COVID- 

19 had on labor productivity at the newly opened project. Labor productivity can be challenging 

to track and measure on large-scale projects, as many labor-intensive activities occur 

simultaneously. The hardships regarding labor measurement were extremely profound during the 

pandemic, a time when the construction industry felt a noticeable hindrance in being able to 

communicate effectively between trades and the general contractor. Two main methods of 

analysis were used to study the obstruction that COVID-19 had on communication: a 

review/breakdown of relevant construction documents relating to the SHWC project (i.e., RFI’s, 
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Manpower Summaries, Monthly Reports), as well as extensive interviews with the relevant 

parties and stakeholders in the project.   

Overall, the Barton Malow team performed moderately well, given the unprecedented 

situation. The project never had to shut down due to rising cases stemming from the project site, 

and manpower surprisingly increased during the pandemic with little to no increase in worker 

safety incidents. However, a lack of communication between stakeholders led to a significant 

drop in quality which Barton Malow had to spend the next ~1 year correcting. Given these 

findings and the potential for another pandemic, the team is working towards a proposition for 

the future, with immense recommendations addressing and preventing these issues from 

persisting. Regardless of the threat of a future pandemic, it is paramount that communication and 

labor metrics are adequately tracked and recorded, especially in an industry where labor is as 

crucial as construction. Moving forward, the team will develop a prototype application, 

supplemented with a detailed and in-depth discussion section, which will better facilitate tracking 

labor productivity on future construction projects.   

In the team’s findings (both from data analysis and interviewing), it was apparent that 

numerous intermittent complications arose from COVID-19. Some of these obstacles directly 

resulted from the COVID-19 pandemic, such as occasional absences of trade laborers and even 

entire trade forces being off-site for days. Other shortcomings were less obvious but are 

profoundly observable through analyzing the data of the SHWC project. As mentioned prior, 

communication was highly impaired in the wake of the pandemic. Between navigating state 

health policy, on-site safety recommendations, and balancing the more traditional construction 

demands of scope, budget, and timeline, there was an incredible amount of stress on the entire  
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SHWC project, which was reiterated by nearly every party interviewed. The burden of COVID- 

19 became incredibly clear as soon as data analysis began; however, after conclusively 

interpreting everything, the effect of COVID-19 on the SHWC project is nearly immeasurable.  

There was a never-before-seen change in many of the defined metrics of the construction project 

(i.e., downward spike in flow of RFI’s (requests for information), changes in scheduling, shifts in 

manpower). Ultimately, Barton Malow navigated the field of uncertainty resulting from 

COVID19 relatively well, which is undeniably an impressive task, considering the construction 

industry relies heavily on predictability, safety, and risk aversion.   

Science, Technology, and Society Project          

  Labor, at some point, is virtually part of every single person’s life. In some capacity, 

almost every adult has worked at a time in their lifespan. In essence, it allows a society to churn 

continuously, enabling each member to sustain a sense of fulfillment, purpose, and direction. 

Ideally, it is a win-win situation and one of the simplest and oldest transactions. The work gets 

done, and the worker gets paid. It is how things have always functioned, even before currency 

and the modern ideas of what constitutes “payment.” In this post-COVID social climate, working 

and getting paid does not seem nearly as enticing or rewarding as it used to be for the average 

working citizen, as many have walked away from their careers. Ultimately, the question that 

needs to be further addressed is how the companies of today can prove that they value and care 

for their employees beyond just pay.   

When COVID-19 first began, it was the first time in which every single person on earth 

felt the effect of something together, simultaneously. Many elements of everyday life changed 

and will never be the same. The first thing that was noticeably and drastically different in most 
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people’s lives was their work. The labor force took a hit like no other. Many industries were 

exhausted far more than usual, most notably the healthcare field, while other spectrums of 

employment saw a record number of layoffs (i.e., restaurant, hospitality, and airline services). 

For those who continued to work in fields where online functioning was not feasible, there was a 

constant threat to safety and comfort for many, particularly those who personally had or had a 

family with health conditions. Work became stressful and scary for many, and for some, it started 

to feel unrewarding or not even worth it. As a result, many Americans stepped away from their 

work entirely, and employers began questioning how to retain and recruit talent. With labor 

shortages still being an issue nearly three years after COVID, it has never been more challenging 

for the average employer to have a genuine grip over their employees. Now, the general 

temperament of employers is to keep employees happy and fulfilled.   

My research will focus on understanding how employees’ needs have shifted and what 

employers are doing to accommodate this shift. To clarify the scope of my research, I plan on 

using actor-network theory (ANT) to better understand the explicit factors that are relevant 

within the workplace and influence everyday dynamics. As Bruno Latour articulates in his 2005 

work Reassembling the Social, each actor in the actor-network is subject to an immediate 

reaction another actor takes action that disrupts the synergy of the network. Latour articulates 

this point in the section titled “No work, no group” by saying, “However, the situation is entirely 

different for ANT because neither society nor the social exists in the first place. They have to be 

retraced by subtle changes in connecting non-social resources. Thus, every choice of a departure 

point will lead to the drawing of a completely different animal, fully incommensurable with the 

others” (Latour, 2005, p. 34). Considering that labor is vastly complex, socially influenced, and 

intrinsically alive, it is irrefutably one of the most important actors in the workplace's social 
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network, just like the boss and employee. Identifying additional actors in the workplace through 

ANT and understanding the magnitude of impact that each has on the network is essential for 

exploring how the companies of today value and care for their employees. Additionally, I am 

using the ideals and perspectives of two sources that were explored in class, which are Karl 

Marx’s “Capital – Volume I” and Cathy O’Neil’s “Weapons of Math Destruction”, as I believe 

both have offered key insights into labor and how it integrates with our product-driven economy 

and data-focused society. After the pandemic, people began to realize the inherent complexities 

of labor. In order to discuss the shifting labor in the workplace, I will begin by acknowledging 

the roots of it in my paper, as this is essential to developing my points and answering my 

research question. Marx’s ideas are crucial to articulate the historical implications of labor and its 

impact on society. Similarly, I think that O’Neil’s discussion of how numbers and statistics can 

be harmful is highly relevant for understanding the data associated with COVID-19’s impact on 

the labor force. Both will be highly useful resources as I continue my research.   

To begin researching “How the Companies of Today Value and Care for Their 

Employees Beyond Just Pay?” I plan on conducting a comprehensive literature review in the 

UVA library with keywords such as “labor”, “post-pandemic”, “corporate culture”, etc. Most of 

the preliminary research was conducted using references external to the UVA library database, in 

order to encapsulate a broader lens on the issue and bring in a more diverse array of expertise. 

Moving forward, the focus will be on narrowing down the truly relevant and helpful sources and 

trying to synthesize and recycle as much of the vital information as possible.   

Labor is not a very simple concept at all. It is a highly intersectional matter that is 

influenced by several factors. Yet, it is one of the few things that are a part of most people’s life. 

The labor force is undeniably the flame of the American economy, yet the laborer has often been 
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left in the dark. Now, nearly three years after the COVID-19 pandemic, the country is still seeing 

shockingly high levels of labor shortage. By understanding the shift in mentality that has 

occurred in the general worker, the employer can begin creating a corporate culture that 

celebrates the employee and treats them as more than a salary. My research aims to figure out 

how the average employer can a desirable and irresistible work environment for their employees, 

regardless of the threat of another COVID-19.   
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