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COVID-19 a chance to rebuild worker trust,
inclusiveness: Kochan

3 December 2020

A leading international IR academic has called for optimism and political courage to forge a new post-
pandemic social contract designed to build more productive and resilient economies while rebuilding worker 
trust and making workplaces more inclusive.

Addressing a recent webinar, Professor Tom Kochan, co-director of the MIT Sloan Institute for Work and 
Employment Research at the MIT Sloan School of Management, acknowledged significant reform 
challenges, particularly in his home country of the United States with its low minimum wage and poor health 
and employment safety nets.

But he says there are also reasons to be optimistic, including a developing culture of innovation and 
entrepreneurship and a new era of activism, particularly among young people.

He told the webinar, presented by the International Consortium for Research in Employment & Work 
(iCREW), the Centre for Global Business, Monash Business School, Monash University; the Australian 
Labour and Employment Relations Association and Victorian IR Society, that the flatlining of wages growth 
from the 1980s onwards contributed to an increasing anger and frustration in society as families perceived 
they were not benefiting from economic growth and were threatened by technological change such as 
automation.

The COVID-19 global pandemic, he said, has highlighted longstanding weaknesses including deficiencies in 
health and employment safety nets, the vulnerability of casual and gig workers and issues of inequality and 
discrimination.

"The stark effects of a of a sudden 22 million people being thrown out of work in the United States in April 
and May and June really showed us the weaknesses in our safety net," Kochan said.

"It starts with the fact that when you lose your job in the United States you’re likely to lose your health 
care. . . That's something we’ve inherited and carried forward from the years after World War II to today and 
it may have worked well in the past but certainly is no longer acceptable."

Kochan said the current period of crisis offers an opportunity to open up a broad debate about substantial 
legislative reform to improve labour standards and conflict management, facilitate agreement-making and 
provide mechanisms for workers to gain a greater "voice".

He said it is not just important to address these challenges but also emerging issues such as how best to 
manage workers working from home and how to maintain creativity at work and care for workers' mental 
health as they grapple with less personal interaction.

https://youtu.be/vJbiFp0fDAo
https://executive.mit.edu/faculty/profile/tom-kochan
https://www.monash.edu/business/centre-for-global-business/our-research/research-groups/icrew
https://www.alera.asn.au/about
https://www.irsv.asn.au/Public/About/About-the-IRSV/Public/About/About-the-IRSV.aspx?hkey=08b45ed8-e944-42cf-a4d5-01dffc2bc93d
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He warned against reliance on monitoring software, which could frustrate workers and undermine trust but 
said remote technologies could offer ways of substituting for the informal interactions in the workplace that 
help to propel productivity and problem-solving.

"We have to find ways to use the technology that we are experiencing here today more creatively," he said.

"So that we can manage to substitute for the personal interaction that we all have when we see someone at 
work and we see that they've got a great idea and they're all excited and they come down the hall or to 
another desk or another office and start to talk about it and we debate it a little bit and it gets stronger or it 
gets modified or it gets reinforced."

Professor Kochan said he is particularly concerned about the rise of extremist groups, the backlash against 
vulnerable immigrant workers and continuing institutional racism.

He sees positive signs in the increasing activism of movements such as "Black Lives Matter" and action 
against climate change and in the way young people particularly are finding new and creative ways to 
mobilise support and educate through social media and artificial intelligence tools.

"We're seeing creative use of these kinds of mechanisms for mobilising and raising our voices all around the 
world," he said.

"We have to figure out how we can incorporate them into our industrial relations and employment relations 
system and welcome them in parallel with existing organisations, labour unions, collective bargaining works 
councils, representation on corporate boards."

Kochan called for academics across a variety of fields from technical engineering to social sciences and the 
humanities to move past "narrow professional pursuits" to address the big social, economic and political 
problems of the time through collaboration.

"All of us working together to try to find a way to deal with the inequality issues to make sure that we use 
technologies to advance the world of work, to create higher quality jobs and to create a more equitable 
distribution of the welfare or of the benefits that that we achieve."

Building a New Social Contract: Lessons from the COVID Pandemic, Black Lives Matters, and Renewed 
Worker Activism. See the link below, p.3....
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Building a New Social Contract ; to see the webinar click on this link: 
youtu.be/vJbiFp0fDAo Professor Margaret Gardner AC, President and Vice-
Chancellor, Monash University chaired the webinar. The hosts were Dr Greg Bamber, 
Director, iCREW (CGB); Professor, Department of Management, Monash Business 
School; & Dr Marjorie Jerrard, Deputy Director, iCREW (CGB); Department of 
Management. Article reproduced with permission from Judy Hughes & David Vincent 
of  www.workplaceexpress.com.au
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