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			In sociology, work stands as a pivotal topic that interweaves economic, social, and cultural dimensions of human life. It embodies not only productivity but also social identity, power, and belonging. Cockerham notes that classical sociology—from Marx, Durkheim, and Weber—reveals that the study of work extends beyond economic necessity, as labor is a social practice that helps forge human connections and maintain social order (Cockerham 2013). Classical theorists emphasize that “work is the means through which individuals establish social ties and gain recognition within their communities” (Erikson 2017).

			These foundational perspectives underline work as both a mechanism of inclusion and exclusion. Marx and Weber showed how class and labor structures contribute to social stratification, while Durkheim’s analysis of the division of labor suggested that work can foster cohesion yet also deepen inequality depending on access and recognition (Haveman and Wetts 2018; Souza 2018). Over time, the sociological study of work has evolved to address modern concerns such as precarity, emotional labor, and the technological transformation of labor, reflecting how these processes reshape contemporary understandings of work’s role in society.

			In recent decades, profound changes – especially technological innovation and the COVID-19 pandemic – have transformed the world of work. The rapid shift to remote working redefined traditional workplaces and compelled scholars to reconsider well-being and inclusion. As noted in the literature, “telecommuting has reframed existing patterns of labor inclusion and exclusion” (Gavrilyuk 2021). These developments highlight how access to work remains shaped by socioeconomic factors that determine who is integrated into or excluded from the labor market (Hooks and Crookston 2013).

			Technological progress, particularly artificial intelligence, has further restructured labor, enhancing efficiency while raising ethical concerns about displacement and inequality (Acevedo 2005). The evolution of work thus remains central to sociology: not only as an economic activity but as a social process that shapes identity, community, and hierarchy. Understanding work as both a tool for inclusion and a source of differentiation remains essential to grasping the structure of modern societies.

			Work occupies a central role in people’s lives: it conveys status, provides economic survival, and offers a pathway to self-realization. At the same time, work can produce alienation, insecurity, and exhaustion (Grint 2015). It includes both paid and unpaid labor, connecting employment to domestic and care work, and linking experiences of gender, ethnicity, and class. Whether one is “in work” or unemployed determines access to social rights, shapes daily rhythms, and structures dependence or autonomy. In this sense, work functions as both a tool of inclusion and exclusion, reproducing hierarchies within and beyond the workplace.

			Sociological concepts of work have evolved in parallel with transformations in labor markets. Earlier notions of discipline and work as a calling (Weber) and alienation (Marx) have been complemented by concepts such as emotional labor (Hochschild 1983), immaterial work (Hardt and Negri 2000), and precarious work (Standing 2011). In recent decades, debates have increasingly turned to what constitutes “decent work” and “good work.” These ideas emerged as responses to the erosion of stable employment and the spread of non-standard work arrangements. Decent work, as promoted by the ILO, emphasizes fair pay, security, and social protection, while good work extends this view by focusing on autonomy, meaning, and dignity in labor (DiTomaso et al. 2007). Together, they express a normative vision that counters trends toward fragmentation, burnout, and inequality, calling for work that sustains both livelihoods and lives.

			The landscape of work has undergone profound changes over the last decade, accelerated by multiple global crises. The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed a massive shift toward remote and hybrid forms of work, redrawing the boundaries between professional and private life and reconfiguring social relations within organizations (Biloha 2024; Chraif 2022). While telecommuting increased flexibility, it also raised new issues of isolation, surveillance, and inequality. Access to remote work remains uneven, reflecting pre-existing divides of class, gender, and digital literacy (Baker et al. 2006). At the same time, economic and energy crises have exposed the fragility of certain sectors and amplified existing inequalities (Adias and Raimi 2025). Workers in precarious positions – often in the care, service, or platform economies – have borne the brunt of instability, illustrating how work continues to mirror broader social fault lines (Allman 2013).

			Parallel to these crises, the Fourth Industrial Revolution has accelerated transformations in the content and organization of work. The expansion of automation, data-driven management, and artificial intelligence (AI) has altered what it means to be a worker. These technological innovations promise efficiency and new forms of collaboration but also raise concerns about job displacement, algorithmic control, and deskilling (Hislop et al. 2009; Butoi and Andronache 2022). As the ILO (2023) notes, “today’s skills will not match the jobs of tomorrow”, underscoring that while technological innovation progresses rapidly, its benefits are not distributed equally. The emerging landscape – marked by digitalization, the gig economy, and platform-based work – demands renewed attention to equity, agency, and the social meaning of labor.

			The transformations described here challenge the traditional definition of work, long associated with fixed hours, stable contracts, and physical workplaces. Non-standard and flexible forms of employment are now on the rise globally: according to the ILO’s World Employment and Social Outlook (2018), over 40 % of the global workforce – some 1.4 billion people – are engaged in vulnerable or informal work. The pandemic and subsequent crises have further intensified this trend, exacerbating inequality and insecurity. Yet, these developments also open space for reimagining what work could and should be: meaningful, inclusive, and sustainable.

			The articles collected in this special issue of Sociální studia/ Social Studies reflect the diverse sociological perspectives outlined above, examining how current transformations of work reshape identity, meaning, and social inclusion in different contexts. Each contribution engages with one or more of the key themes discussed – the search for meaningful and “good” work, the challenges of digitalization and datafication, and the shifting boundaries between work, life, and identity in an era of rapid technological and social change. Together, these studies illuminate how individuals and groups experience the evolving nature of labor, from platform economies and hybrid workplaces to intergenerational expectations and structural inequalities.

			In his article “Meaningful Work Formed by a Class Struggle: The Experience of Meaningful Work among Platform Workers Engaged in Forming a Labour Union,” Jonáš Kreisinger explores how platform workers in Vienna’s food delivery sector define and experience meaningful work under precarious conditions and within emerging collective organization. Drawing on eight phenomenological interviews with couriers at Mjam, he examines how workers in a low-income, platform-based economy articulate the meaning of their work, especially amid the COVID-19 pandemic and the rise of a riders’ union. Kreisinger situates meaningful work within ongoing class relations, challenging the dominance of white-collar perspectives in existing research. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of capital and class identity and the work of Weeks, Skeggs, and Farrugia, he shows that experiences of meaningfulness are shaped by class position, power dynamics, and autonomy. For Mjam riders, meaningfulness was tied to motivation, job satisfaction, and social interaction rather than career identity or self-fulfilment. Many expressed ambivalence: some valued outdoor work and connection with others, while others felt alienated by exploitative conditions and algorithmic control. The study identifies two dimensions of meaningfulness—subjective vs. objective and experienced vs. analytical—revealing how workers move between personal and social understandings of meaning. Crucially, participation in the organization of a labour union enhanced workers’ sense of purpose and autonomy, turning work into a site of empowerment. Kreisinger concludes that meaningful work is not merely an individual or psychological notion but a political and ethical claim shaped by class struggle. In precarious platform labour, it becomes both a form of resistance and a demand for dignity and solidarity within digital capitalism.

			In their article “Generation Y and Z’s Perspectives on Their Future Employment Relations and Organizational Cultures Against the Background of Digital Transformation of Work,” Nilgün Daglar-Sezer and Vivian Carstensen examine how younger generations – particularly university students from Generations Y and Z – perceive digitally transformed workplaces, hybrid work, and the changing relationship between work and private life. Based on a 2023 online survey of 229 students at Bielefeld University of Applied Sciences (Germany), the study is part of the broader Work of the Future project funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. The authors situate their analysis within debates on the blurred boundaries between work and personal life, intensified by digitalization and the pandemic. They explore generational and gender differences in attitudes toward flexible work arrangements, working hours, and lifelong learning, developing seven hypotheses to test openness to digital transformation and expectations of employer responsibility. Contrary to expectation, the findings show no major generational differences in attitudes toward digitalized workplaces or working hours. Both generations display a similar level of openness to technological change, suggesting converging values. However, Generation Z places greater emphasis on employer responsibility for individualized training and career development, pointing to new expectations in future employment relations. Gender differences remain evident: female students report a lower acceptance of digitalized workplaces and prefer shorter hours, highlighting a persistent digital gender divide. Daglar-Sezer and Carstensen conclude that while generational distinctions are narrowing, digitalization and gender continue to shape expectations and inequalities in the future of work, underscoring the need for gender-sensitive and generation-aware strategies in managing digital transformation.

			In his article “Digitized Work. New Skills in the Age of Datafication,” Thomas Matys examines how small and medium-sized enterprises in North Rhine-Westphalia respond to digital transformation and the growing role of data in human resources management. On the basis of qualitative interviews with HR managers, he shows that employers and employees are developing new data cultures – practices of collecting, interpreting, and communicating data that increasingly shape organizational life. Matys argues that digitalization extends beyond technological innovation to create new organizational and social dynamics. As algorithmic tools influence decision-making, leadership, and communication, employees must acquire data literacy – the capacity to interpret algorithmic decisions, manage data ethically, and reflect critically on their role within digital systems. Digital transformation, he contends, produces both autonomy and control. While technology fosters flexible, participatory work cultures that value self-organization, it simultaneously enables constant data-driven monitoring. The tension between empowerment and domination thus reemerges in digital form. Linking these developments to debates on the subjectification of labor, Matys shows how digitalization incorporates workers’ creativity and initiative into new forms of organizational control, while also encouraging “error cultures” and participatory learning in hybrid workplaces. He identifies several future skills vital for navigating datafied work: data literacy, critical engagement with algorithms, creativity, self-leadership, and “membership competence” for managing blurred organizational barriers. Matys concludes that these transformations reflect a wider societal shift toward a “rule of numbers”—a world increasingly governed by quantification, metrics, and organizational logic.

			In their article “‘If Your Career Was a Week, Unemployment Would Be the Weekend’: Structural Influences on the Meanings of Work and Unemployment,” Dawn R. Norris and Johana Haldová examine how structural and cultural factors shape how people in the Czech Republic understand work and unemployment. On the basis of thirty-six in-depth interviews with employed and unemployed non-manual workers in and around Prague, the authors show that Czech conceptions of work differ markedly from those found in U.S. research. Whereas American studies often portray work as a central source of identity, Czech participants defined it mainly through external and social functions – earning income, maintaining relationships, serving others, and developing skills – rather than as a core element of the self. Consequently, unemployment was not typically experienced as an identity crisis. Some even described it as a welcome pause or “weekend” from working life, offering time for reflection or retraining, though financial difficulties were sometimes noted. Norris and Haldová attribute these differences to structural supports – such as universal healthcare, longer parental leave, and strong welfare protections – that cushion the effects of unemployment, as well as the cultural legacies of socialism and collectivism, which emphasize community over individual achievement. Together, these conditions foster a more relational and less identity-centered view of work. By challenging the classical assumption that work universally anchors self-identity, Norris and Haldová demonstrate that the meaning of work is culturally contingent, shaped by welfare regimes and collective values. Their findings offer important insight into how structure and culture jointly influence work, unemployment, and well-being in changing societies.
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