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			ABSTRACT      Many individuals experienced the COVID-19 pandemic as a situation characterised by working from home, zoom calls, and isolation. Nevertheless, this experience for many was only enabled by a significant upsurge in the delivery sector. The platform economy, as a dominant organisational form of the delivery sector became a lived reality for a significant part of the population. This paper explores Viennese platform workers who are self-employed in an Austrian food delivery service called Mjam. The topic focuses on meaningful work, which is an increasingly significant concept in both popular and expert discourse, to describe one’s relationship to their workplace. The study is based on semi-structured interviews analysed using a phenomenological analysis method. The paper investigates how meaningful work is experienced by workers in a precarious low-income sector and shaped by emerging labour unions against the background of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study concludes that meaningful work is an ethical and political concept enabling or preventing one’s actions. The concept of meaningful work is applicable in the context of emerging labour unions at the workplace of the studied platform. The engagement of some of the workers with the labour union increased their identification with the workplace, effectively leading to a stronger and more refined experience of meaningful work.
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			Introduction

			Meaningful work is a crucial contemporary topic for experts and the general public alike. Many researchers in humanities and social sciences have begun focusing on meaningful work in the last decade because of many changes in the way workplaces are organised (e.g. precarisation, bureaucratisation, rise of the global economy without a decrease in working hours).

			Contemporary research is diverse in terms of researchers’ backgrounds, theoretical approaches and applied methods. Predominantly, the researchers focus on empirical quantitative research of determinants for meaningful work without studying how it is shaped by the actual workers (see Nikolova and Cnossen 2020; Allan et al. 2019; Lysova et al. 2019). Other researchers, however, concentrate mostly on theoretical questions involving the social context of meaningful work and how society should intervene to support the proliferation of meaningful work (Veltman 2016; Yeoman 2014; Schwartz 1982).

			Methodologically, this paper tries to find a middle ground, through the focus on how meaningful work emerges at a workplace other than it is typically researched white collar jobs. This paper uniquely concentrates on the intersection of meaningful work, the platform economy and an emerging labour union during COVID-19 pandemic. It explores how the workers adapted to the ongoing pandemic through appropriating the concept of meaningful work. Furthermore, the aim of this paper is to provide an understanding of the topic of meaningful work through the lens of ongoing class struggle, which is surprisingly a neglected topic in this research area.

			The paper presents the results of research undertaken during the pandemic months (winter of 2021) in Mjam, a platform economy delivery service based in Vienna. To research the experiences of meaningful work by courier for the platform, phenomenology analysis (PA) with some input of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was chosen. The research aims to focus on how meaningful work is experienced and expressed by workers themselves, which should serve as an input to theoretical understanding of meaningful work. Using this method, it was possible to relate a highly theoretical concept back to the situation of the workers on the ground and uncover some unclear meanings of meaningful work.

			The research question is: “What is the structure and essence of experiencing meaningful work by workers of Mjam”? The research question is answered through analysing eight interviews and also participant observation techniques.

			Theoretical Framework

			Diverse Approaches to the Meaningful Work

			The upsurge in literature on meaningful work is quite remarkable. Interest in the topic increased after the 2008 economic crisis. It is not the purpose of this paper to delve deeply into the societal context of the increase in interest in this phenomenon. Nevertheless, it is crucial to understand that the research topic emerges in the specific context of structural changes on the labour market in Western countries. The research interest goes hand in hand with the massive attention of the general public (see Vojtko, Titlbach, and Svoboda 2024). Despite the relative importance of the topic, little agreement exists regarding a basic understanding of what meaningful work is and what it should be. For these reasons, some systemisation of the state of the research is necessary.

			An ongoing attention to the topic is coming especially from the field of (business) ethics and management (or organisational) studies. The business ethics focuses on more theoretical issues of the significance and definition of meaningful work from both an individual and a societal perspective and what society, individuals and private entrepreneurs should do to allow meaningful work to thrive. On the other hand, management studies are oriented to generate empirical data and look for explanatory forces behind meaningful work. A lot of effort has been devoted to identifying the key resource and causes of meaningful labour in a workplace.

			Despite various approaches, at the moment there is some agreement on a basic categorisation for theoretical approaches towards meaningful work. The scholars agree that meaningful work can be either subjective or objective. Michaelson understands the form of subjective approach as “subjective experience of work meaningfulness is both a necessary and sufficient condition for meaningful work” (2019: 4). On the other hand, the objectivist approach sees meaningful work as meaningful insofar as it is “perceived by others to be socially worthwhile” (ibid: 7). This is also the basic approach to understanding one’s experience of meaningfulness at a workplace.

			A new approach is undertaken, which contrary to the prevalent literature generally does not leave out the class perspective from their research. Both of the above-mentioned branches of research into meaningful work keep a strong focus on the context of white-collar workers, often to the detriment of other sectors of the economy. For these reasons, I see this literature as rather problematic to inform on how the phenomenon is generally experienced through the systemic omission of the experiences and perspectives of low-income sectors.

			In this paper, the focus on human agency is crucial. Therefore, the social reality of a workplace is approached from the perspective of pragmatic sociology of critique that “fully acknowledges actor’s critical capacities and the creativity with which they engage in interpretation and action en situation” (Boltanski 2011: 43). Regarding the topic of meaningful work, I am interested in what people understand “meaningful work” to be in relation to their workplace and how they understand their role in shaping the experience with this concept.

			Dejours and Deranty are important proponents of the centrality of work thesis. This means they locate work in the centre of one’s life making it a key and defining activity of life in modern society (Deranty 2015). This understanding is supported by other scholars researching meaningful work (see Veltman 2016; Yeoman 2014). Dejours and Deranty’s constructivist approach focuses on workers’ personal engagement in their workplace. The space for meaningful work appears in the gap between the assignment and fulfilment of a task. Regardless of how simple the assignment is, there is always room for failure (Deranty 2009: 72). Therefore, to fulfil the task, a worker always needs to personally engage in their workplace. This implies the worker needs to understand the meaning of the task to fulfil it. The implication is that to be meaningful, all work needs to be realisable. The implication for the research question of this paper is that meaningfulness of work might be a universal framework and all work can be understood from the perspective of its meaningfulness.

			Class Relations and Meaningful Work

			Researching class relations in relation to the topic of meaningful work means understanding the power relations at the workplace and symbolical meanings assigned to practices at the workplace. In the context of meaningful work, this was emphasised by Graeber’s research on bullshit jobs (Graeber 2018). Graber’s focus on meaningless work sparked a lot of discussion and debate, even though, after all, it seems there is little empirical evidence to prove his major claims (Soffia, Wood, and Burchell 2022). Nevertheless, the change of perspective brought to the discourse a little bit of scepticism towards the proliferation of meaningful work in the future. Furthermore, Graeber famously located the source of meaningless work in “managerial feudalism”. This is an important attempt to explain the mechanism of meaningful work through power relations. Graeber’s explanation of the proliferation of meaningless work does have many important flaws (ibid). Nevertheless, the important lesson is that power relations at a workplace and values such as autonomy (see Yeoman 2014) need to be taken into account while researching meaningful work.

			Power relations previously omitted in research of meaningful work are operationalised in this paper as class relations. Among various theories of class relations, the Bourdian theory of capitals (Bourdieu 1984) appeared as the most suitable for analysing value-related questions to one’s position within the class-structured workplace. Bourdieu shifts the attention towards the analysis of culture and symbolic meanings of class position, including class-related systems of values. Following the Bourdie’s analysis of class and taste, Skeggs defines class as “category for understanding the unequal distribution of value” (Skeggs 2016: 152). To conclude, the Bourdian school of class analysis enables through extension of categories related to class possible ways meaningful work can be analysed.

			Skegg’s approach to Bourdiean class theory emphasises role of a class in one’s attitude, behaviour, and assessment of social situations. One’s attitude manifests especially in relation to the workplace,2 where the class relation is considerably pronounced. We could understand meaningful work is the act of valuation (one evaluates meaningfulness of one’s activity) that creates another class-related distinction. Bourdian theory enables to descriptively analyse class position through internalised values and attitudes, but also as reflected in class identity.

			The topic of emotional attachment is well advanced by Kathi Weeks who researches the workplace as a disciplinary apparatus (Weeks 2011: 7) through the concept of the work ethic. From their perspective, the work creates a moral attachment of an individual to the workplace and as such to the status quo. This moral attachment creates a feeling of self-confirmation in the state of productivity. Weeks describes the discursive scheme of love for work as a continuation of the Protestant work ethic of a calling (Weeks 2017). To deny one’s love (as an altruistic commitment) to love is described as an individual defect. To generalise, an emotional connection to one’s work creates a non-monetary motivation to perform productivity, thus becoming an accomplice in one’s own exploitation. Love for work is further structured by class relations. Weeks emphasises the discursive difference between “love, what you do” and “do, what you love” as a different narrative for vocational motivations of the middle-class and working-class that are less able to choose their career path.3 For Weeks, the analysis ends here; however, it is possible to go further and investigate the implications for meaningful work.4 The feelings of self-confirmation in the state of productivity is a general statement that can be experienced on a phenomenal level not only as love as Weeks suggests, but also as meaningful work.

			To differentiate love and meaningful work a little more, it is crucial to understand the distribution of emotional attachments in regard to class positions. Following the Bourdiean framework Reay explores the specific emotional responses in relation to class position. This can be originally derived from various moments in socialisation through their pronunciation in career choices and motivations. Farrugia follows Weeks’ and Reay’s investigation with an empirical study, exploring different class-based schemes of one’s attachment to work (2019). Farrugia persuasively describes the difference between how middle-class youth and working-class youth approach careers. According to this research, the working-class tend to construct their self-narratives in terms of success. On the other hand, middle-class people strive for work that is a passion at the same time. As Farrugia suggests, this is indicated by the fact that middle class youth do not have a problem passionately performing even the most routine tasks. This has two consequences for the purposes of this paper: 1. Even emotional aspects of work might be differentiated across class; and 2. The workers are active in shaping their emotional relationship to their work. The sociological theories on emotions related to one’s workplace provide a framework to study meaningful work through understanding the class context of a workplace and its relationship towards one’s experience; thus, relating the structural with the individual. Still, this is rather a general framework that needs to be further tested and explored in relation to the context of the platform economy and emerging labour union organisation.

			Platform Economy: New Organisational Form of a Workplace

			The platform economy5 as a contemporary research topic emerged parallel to the topic of meaningful work after the 2008 economic crisis. According to Kenney and Zysman the platform economy is a “set of online digital arrangements whose algorithms serve to organize and structure economic and social activity” (2016: 65). This definition acknowledges that platforms are typically data-based digital entrepreneurship that focus on connecting the supply and demand side (ibid.). They take advantage of bureaucratic gaps in labour market policies and the decrease in labour market protection following the austerity policies of early 2010s. Despite both platform economy as well as meaningful work being contemporary research topics, research on the intersection of both is scarce (see Wong, Fieseler, and Kost 2020).

			Mjam, the platform that is at the centre of focus in this paper, is a Vienna-based platform that was recently rebranded as Foodora6, a European-wide brand of food delivery services. Mjam is owned by the global concern Delivery Hero, which has businesses in over 70 countries around the world. Their business is based on the technological solution of a market problem making use of liberal instruments on labour markets in all countries. Similarly to other platforms, the business of Delivery Hero is based on maximising their monopoly power. The revenues of Delivery Hero rose rapidly over the years, yet with the exception of 2023 the profits have remained below zero (Delivery Hero 2024). This is an indication of their focus on creating a quasi-monopoly position at the expense of ongoing losses (see also Kenney and Zysman 2016: 68).

			The essential aspect of Mjam business model (similarly to other platforms), is the precarious working conditions7 (Herr 2018). Mjam predominantly uses precarious freelance contracts (“freie Dienstnehmer” translated as “freelance contractors”) that are considered labour contracts with less protection. They are meant to provide the contractors with freedom in shift planning, amount of hours worked, etc. Despite the declared freelance system, the conditions of the workplace means that work for Mjam needs to be understood as a dependent working position. The precarious working conditions are emphasised through the ambiguity of the twosome form of the workplace – physical (the city) and virtual (the application) that is combined into one lived reality. Applied gaming techniques and virtual environment pushes the riders into competitive relationships with other riders. The focus of this paper on the situation of described precarious working conditions is the main difference to the prevalent literature on meaningful work.

			Methodology

			The goal of the paper is to research the essential characteristics of the experience of meaningful work and differentiate it from other experiences of workers at their workplace; therefore, to combine both goals of the research, I decided to apply both the Phenomenological Analysis (PA) as developed by Moustakas (1994), as well as the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as described by Smith et al. (2009). Whereas the first analytical approach is closer to Husserl’s original phenomenology and typically concentrates on the structure of the essential aspects of experience. IPA focuses on “meaning and sense-making in a particular context” (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009: 47). 

			Of the two methods, PA is especially based on the strong philosophical tradition of Husserl’s phenomenology. In my analysis, I approach PA from Moustakas’ perspective with minor adaptations. Moustakas formulates three steps in the analysis: bracketing, horizontalisation, and imaginative variation (1994). I added one minor change following Spiegelberg’s approach (1994), and that is interpretation of covered meanings, which moves the method closer to IPA. The analysis focused on described experiences and memories, expressed emotions with a focus on facial and non-verbal expressions.

			To undertake this research, I conducted eight semi-structured interviews with people working in Mjam between January 2021 and February 2021. The participants were collected using the snowball sampling technique. In the sample, there were two women, five men, and one non-binary person. The sample consisted to a large extent of migrants, mostly from Central and Eastern Europe (5), one from the United States, and two riders from Austria. Four of them were students. The participants were mostly young, with the oldest one around 45 years old. The interviews took from 40 to 90 minutes and were conducted in German, English, Czech and Slovak. For the purposes of this article, I decided to use the pseudonymisation to protect the participants’ identity as well as mediate the authenticity of the quotes for the reader. All names were changed, while gender identities were respected. Following the previously outlined theoretical framework, I focused on presenting no value preferences in regard to meaningful or meaningless work. The interviews were led towards the actual experience, emotions and feelings of people using the method of explication interview (Maurel 2009); nevertheless, people by themselves easily mixed their more immediate experience with analytical insights in the social and political contexts of their workplace. In my opinion, this was not an issue, because this is the way experience becomes transparent in an interview. Meanings and experiences do not happen in a social vacuum, but are interpreted by the workers themselves, which enables the final interpretative step of the analysis.

			Besides conducting interviews, I also engaged actively with the defined field in terrain through collecting data from an open WhatsApp chat of Riders Collective (the emerging labour union organisation) and attended some meetings as I also worked in the delivery sector at the time of the research in a different company. This additional data was noted in a field notebook and used to understand the context of the studied workplace.

			Data were analysed with thematic coding. After rereading and coding, I then approached the individual statements from the perspective of the research question asking: “How is this piece of experience related to the meaningfulness of work?” This enabled the final step of the analysis: interpreting the meaning of the studied experience from the perspective of the social context presented by the participants.

			How is Meaningful Work Experienced?

			Motivation and Job Satisfaction as Precondition of Meaningful Work

			During the interviews, I wanted to understand how the workers describe their workplace spontaneously. This was crucial to understand the perceived significance of meaningful work for their career or job decisions. It can be clearly said that the participants tend to describe their working experience predominantly in terms of motivation and job satisfaction and not in terms of meaningfulness. The question about the meaningfulness of their work mostly surprised the participants, who then became obviously hesitant. I interpret this hesitation as due to the ambiguity of the concept – the participants seemed not sure how to understand it. The term itself is rather abstract and seems quite theoretical to describe one’s experience at work. Often it happened during the interview that they changed their previous remark on job satisfaction or motivation to describe what they understand as meaningful work. For these reasons, it can be concluded that motivation and job satisfaction are the primary descriptive frameworks for the workers’ experience of work.

			Motivation to work is structured according to class lines. In the analysis I identified several patterns. Here are presented only the ones related to meaningful work. The first pattern is understanding their work from the position of necessity. It is a negative motivation; nevertheless represents the experience of people, who cannot easily choose their careers.

			“What motivates me the most is that the labour market is currently completely fucked and I cannot find any other work. […] Immediately, after I find something more interesting, I will disappear from the industry,” says Karl. His answer represents a relatively common stance – the delivery sector has few barriers and is a welcomed option for many students and migrant workers. Many of the workers are then motivated by despair and resignation in the face-to-face labour market situation of the early COVID-19 pandemic. For many workers, there were many other motivational factors. It is not an exception that this specific pattern is accompanied by the positive motivation of a passionate cyclist.

			For many workers, the interaction with other people – especially the interaction with customers – was significantly motivating. To understand this, one has to recall the social atmosphere of the initial stage of the pandemic. The riders were among the few that were allowed to move around and meet other people on a regular basis. Even though the pandemic caused a relatively specific situation, personal contact was described as universally important. These riders would then also receive more tips which created other motivational factors.

			Anna’s crucial motivational factor came out of the interaction with other people which became a major motivation in the development of her own strategy of how and when to work: “When I was working in the evening, it seemed to me that the gratitude was stronger. […] As a result I received more tips… also the people were nicer. I found out that it is more beneficial to work in the evening.” In some instances, this kind of gratitude also induced feelings of meaningfulness in some of the riders. In these cases, meaningfulness was a continuation of feelings of job satisfaction and motivation. This is a crucial aspect of “objective” meaningfulness that in the experience of workers is closely related to what feelings other people have in regard to their job. The importance of motivation in relation to meaningfulness relies on the interaction of workers with their responsive environment.

			The other category related to job description is job satisfaction. Participants easily analysed their emotions as expressions of job (dis)satisfaction. The (dis)satisfaction was expressed in relation to various material aspects of their work – income, working conditions, and interactions with other people. This category is a crucial precondition for understanding workers’ experience of meaningful work as there is a clear linkage between motivation – job satisfaction – meaningfulness.

			There are several sources of job (dis)satisfaction. One of the key factors is the interaction with actors in their workplace, in particular with riders. The interaction with other riders was experienced as satisfying and essential for the experience. All of the participants did mention these interactions as an important part of their job:

			I especially enjoy chatting with the other riders, I do like it a lot. There is some kind of a seed of a community, because you just wait a long time in front of the restaurants and grumble about their [the management’s] incompetency […] and you meet a lot of people in the city. (Claire)

			Similar positive experiences including non-verbal communication such as greetings while riding, as well as a sense of togetherness were noted in all interviews. These arise from shared feelings of discontent, which transforms into satisfaction when shared with other people in similar positions. Nevertheless, some types of interactions generated genuine frustration:

			[The order] was delayed by the restaurant and I have the feeling sometimes that the people are sour at you because it’s late, even though it is not your fault at all. This is in my opinion because the riders are the last ones in the chain. (Peter)

			Actually, during the first lockdown [spring 2020], many of the restaurants really supported us by filling up our bottles, giving us some drinks. Some of the restaurants even supported us with a small lunch. This was pure motivation. (Tobias)

			Other types of interactions causing (dis)satisfaction are with customers, employees of restaurants, and dispatchers at Mjam. These interactions may be both positive and negative. The specific position of riders means they are the only ones communicating with all the other stakeholders in the process. On a practical level, this means they are the only ones to receive complaints. In this regard, they perform some amount of emotional labour based on their position in the service sector. On the other hand, they may also be the only ones to feel gratefulness or experience pleasure from interaction with other people.

			Riders also enjoyed their work from various individual perspectives. These are relatively specific to the way the food delivery sector works:

			I really enjoy that you can “turn off”. (Claire)

			I have to admit that during nice days I think “it’s the best job in the world”. If the journey is nice and beautiful weather and you just look over Donau and you think “it’s actually pretty nice” and I feel sorry for all the people sitting in their home offices. (Karl)

			These two quotations describe well how many of the riders genuinely love some parts of their jobs and show that similar aspects might be motivating for some and for others it may feel satisfying. These expressed emotions relate also to the discourse on “love your job” as described above. Nevertheless, I do not think that this can be applied here as these feelings are actually authentic beyond the ideological frameworks of Protestant ethics. This clearly shows that an ideology-critical framework cannot be blindly applied to any expressions of job satisfaction without being a gross over-simplification.

			Regarding the class position (on a descriptive level), none of the workers expressed any kind of overly strong motivation or career prospects regarding this part of their career. Mostly, the job was described as a kind of necessity. It cannot be fully determined whether this is related to the specific job or to their class identity as it was not part of the interview. Nevertheless, none of the participants would represent the “passionate” middle-class approach to one’s career as described by Farrugia.8 There are few possible explanations for the lack of the typical middle class identity in the sample: 1. “timeless” pandemic situation that created feelings of hopelessness regarding one’s career; 2. specificity of the employment that provides close to none career advancement; 3. specificity of the sample that did not include any participants from countries outside of Europe and North America.

			To conclude this chapter, it is relatively clear that job satisfaction and motivation are quite close to each other from the perspective of the experience and related emotions. The relationship between motivation and job satisfaction is crucial for meaningful work. Both satisfaction and motivation are phenomenal resources for meaningful work.

			How is Meaningfulness Expressed?

			The research uncovered interrelated dichotomies of expressing meaningfulness9 by workers based on the goal of the working activity and on language register used by the participants: one dichotomy differentiates between categories of subjective and objective meaningful work, the other one between experienced and analytical meaningfulness. These dichotomies are possible ways how meaningfulness can be expressed by a worker. These patterns are, contrary to findings of other researchers (Michaelson 2019), non-exclusionary, meaning a worker can express both subjective as well as objective meaningfulness.10 Based on my research any expression of meaningfulness can be distinguished using both of these axes. Regarding the ontological perspective, based on the phenomenological methodology of my research, these dichotomies do not explain what meaningful work is, but how it is expressed by the workers. These patterns provide a tool that helps us understand what meaningful work for individual workers is.

			The first set of categories describes the understanding of meaningfulness by the workers on a relational basis. All the experiences were either described as meaningful subjectively – meaningful for me personally, or as meaningful objectively – meaningful for society. The division between subjective and objective meaningfulness is a conventional understanding of meaningfulness also across the existing literature (see Michaelson 2019).

			At the same time, there is an underlying structure going through the above-mentioned categories of objective and subjective meaningfulness. The second set of categories derive from the language register riders used to describe meaningfulness at work – it is either immediately experienced or analytical. Whereas experienced meaningfulness is an immediate impression without much analytical insight, analytical meaningfulness is always related to the broader context of the work performed. This dichotomy further enables us to understand what the workers view as the context of the work performed. The analytical meaningfulness requires interpretative effort from the participant. The analytical approach expresses the need of the worker to convince others about the meaningfulness. On the other hand, other riders described meaningful work as immediately experienced and they did not provide a justification of their opinion. While the presented experienced meaningfulness was often connected with subjective meaningfulness, and the other way around, this is not an unequivocal rule as is explained below. As the language register is closely related to one’s socialisation (see Bernstein 1971), male participants tended to use a more analytical approach than female riders. Below, there are cases that describe various expressions of meaningfulness that vary between subjective and objective, and immediately experienced and analytical.

			Work at Mjam? It’s complete bullshit! The most meaningless shifts are those from 8 a.m. and 9:30 a.m. – I have not taken them for a while now. In these shifts one rides with two cups of coffee two and a half kilometres. […] When the threat comes that if the riders are paid well, this job would not exist anymore, I think “Oh my God, the world would have been so much worse” [sarcastically]. I just do not see how this could have led to the demise of society. (Karl)

			This quote from Karl, who is one of the most sceptical riders is a case of an analytical approach towards objective meaningfulness. Objective meaningfulness is based on the perspective of how it contributes to society. Karl considers his job as redundant. Analytical approach is based on the very same thought, where Karl felt he needed to present a kind of an argument to prove his thesis. Whereas this is a common combination for expressions of meaningfulness, objective meaningfulness can be also expressed as immediately experienced. Furthermore, the statement clearly shows the interpreted relationship between his view on meaningful work and his own behaviour: Karl decided not to take these meaningless shifts anymore.

			Mjam seems to me more meaningful [than working at a bar], because at the bar, one has to have both physical but mostly mental endurance, when one works with customers. This is nice in Mjam, because one rides a bike, one sees other people but not that much and it is not that difficult mentally; therefore, I’d say Mjam is more meaningful in that regard. (Anna)

			Anna uses a subjectively analytical approach to express her view on meaningfulness. For her, meaningfulness is closely related to how one experiences their work. Whether her work contributes or does not contribute to society is rather irrelevant. In her interpretation, meaningfulness is closely related to the effort one has to make to earn their living. It is remarkable how this understanding of meaningfulness is related to job satisfaction and potentially to motivation. Anna’s approach towards meaningfulness can be categorised as subjective analytical, because Anna’s meaningfulness is a combination of analytical comparison of various experiences in relation to her personal goals.

			Interviewer: Have you ever had feelings of meaninglessness?

			Hannah: Last week I did not manage to deliver an order to a hospital. I was instructed to hand it over to security, but they would not accept it. I called the client then, but they would not answer the call. After I waited for twenty minutes, I gave it to the people who deliver newspapers on the streets. I definitely felt like I was useless.

			The experience Hannah describes above that left her feeling like she was useless, is a case of objective experienced meaningfulness. The meaninglessness was immediately recognised by their feelings. The objective aspect is self-evident – the potential meaningfulness consists of delivering food to someone, who would probably not have it without the delivery services and this purpose of their work could not be realised.

			The remaining combination of subjective experienced meaninglessness (in this case) is illustrated through Tobias’ experience of enforced waiting for a customer even though it makes him less efficient in his job: “Actually, when I am a freelance contractor [freie Dienstnehmer] and the dispatchers in Berlin write to me ‘wait ten more minutes’, it means you earn no money because of that and it makes me angry as well.” The meaninglessness is experienced as a personal harm caused by preventing him from fulfilling his personal goals in this job – earning his own living. This experience is connected to a strong and unpleasant emotional reaction that makes him feel meaningless and again this justification is not necessary as the way he experienced immediate anger is more important in a way he describes feelings of meaninglessness.

			The last example shows that various ways of expressing meaningfulness are not always mutually contradictory. Whereas the subjective/objective dichotomy cannot be easily changed because it touches the subject matter of meaningfulness. On the other hand, the dichotomy between immediately experienced and analytical is more individual as the very same case could be expressed differently by various workers.

			Meaningful Work as an Expression of a Class Struggle

			The work in Mjam is taking place in the context of negotiated class relations. Based on the Bourdian framework, this part no longer focuses on class position, but on class identity. Despite being in subordinate positions, workers are addressed as partners and have slightly more flexible conditions than in ordinary working conditions. The emergence of labour unions, as the expression of class struggle, intersects with the experience of meaningful work. Following the previous analysis, it is worth noting that from the perspective of the workers, meaninglessness is induced through actions or influence of others beyond the control of the riders themselves. On the other hand, meaningfulness is often seen as a result of the actions of the workers themselves: meaningful work is appropriated by workers and the company’s actions or regulations are described as causing the erosion of the meaningfulness of the work.

			Part of what is unfair and demanding in relation to freelance contractors [freie Dienstnehmer] is being paid per order, which is a way how the company transfers all responsibility for time lost completely onto the riders instead of sharing it with them through hourly wage. (Fabian)

			In Fabian’s understanding, the company is undertaking steps to decrease subjective meaningfulness. Meaninglessness as inefficiency of time spent in work is caused by the actions of the company with limited potential of workers to shape their experience of meaningfulness. Even though this is not expressed through class conflict language, it has its all key elements – power relations, identity, and demands towards the employer (worker-employer antagonism).

			The other aspect is meaningfulness through building a collective identity as Riders Collective. Building relationships in order to create a labour union was described as meaningful by all of the engaged riders. Organising with the aim to create a labour union needs to be considered as part of their work because the riders understood it as part of their work. In this understanding, the accountability of a worker is not only to their employer, but also to the wider community of workers. Furthermore, the activities described as meaningful happened during their working time – while meeting other riders in the streets and without being employed in Mjam they would not have been able to do so.

			With some distance, I have to admit that it [the experience of a labour union organiser] was the most meaningful part of this unplanned year in the worst economic sector in Austria, because I learned how to get organised at a workplace, how to establish a works council, what can it do and what is it essential for. […] When you come as an individual and say, “It can’t be like that, I want to change it”, the company says “Find work somewhere else”, but if a hundred riders come, the company needs to deal with it. (Karl)

			For Karl and also other workers, the part of their work, where they engage in order to organise at a workplace, was found as especially meaningful. Meaningfulness, expressed positively as autonomy and negatively in respect to the subject matter of their work, becomes an expression of their class position at their workplace. Meaningfulness is not perceived only as an opportunity to learn something new in the unfavourable situation of the pandemic, but also as a way to exercise and experience collective power. Work is experienced not only as an assignment, but as a broad set of relationships, experiences and emotions. As such, workers actively engage in defining what meaningful work is and shape their behaviour to experience meaningfulness. Furthermore, it is highly interesting that in a place, where class identity was expected, class position might have been identified. This quote by Karl is the closest to passionate middle-class identities that find meaning also in seemingly meaningless tasks and never miss the opportunity to learn something that might have been impossible to learn otherwise.

			Discussion

			The results of the research confirm that meaningful work is a diverse concept and the workers may relate to it in very different ways. The goal of the research was to find what it means for the workers to have meaningful or meaningless work.

			First of all, contrary to what much of the literature may suggest, meaningful work seems to be a secondary focus for the participants of the research. Clearly, meaningful work was not the first concern in choosing their job, nor was it the primary focus in engaging in work. The middle-class identities are missing in the sample. As discussed above, this might have been caused by the specific situation of the time, when many people who would not have chosen this kind of career, still used it as an opportunity to earn their living. Apparently, the significance of meaningful work cannot be generalised and should always be understood in relation to a specific economic sector or class relations. On the other hand, it has to be emphasised that the workers used the term to describe their work and managed to describe their experiences of meaningfulness. Therefore, it can be concluded that meaningfulness could be a universal perspective in a working experience, even though it is not universally the primary focus.

			The experience of meaningfulness appears along two axes: subjective and objective meaningful work that appeared either using analytical or experiencing language register. Whereas the first set of categories is relatively well described in the literature (Michaelson 2021), the second is innovative in relation to the topic of meaningful work. It is analysed as a language register; nevertheless, it is closely related to the way workers experience reality and how they prefer to communicate it.

			A key question is, what does meaningful work as a concept and experience add to understanding one’s workplace? Why do we need additional types of analysis and motivation and satisfaction does not suffice? In reality it seems improbable to find someone who would really hate their job, be fully demotivated to engage in it, but still find it meaningful. These are real questions coming out of the research, to some extent supported by high correlation coefficients between these categories in more quantitative focused research (Allan et al. 2019). The presented result suggests that no other layer of content is added through analysing one’s experiences of meaningfulness.

			The essence of meaningful work lies in what meaning the workers assign to it. Meaningfulness in the experience of the workers is specific in the sense that it is the most significant aspect of the work. The participants chose the framework of meaningfulness to describe the most important aspect of their work – both the most positive as well as the most negative (i.e. meaninglessness). Understanding the framework of meaningfulness as the most outstanding aspect of their job explains the strong emotional reaction of the workers as well as their behaviour changes in their approach to work (e.g. shift preference, job preference). This implies that meaningfulness of work needs to be understood from the role the workers assign to it: meaningful work has crucial and undeniable ethical and/or political consequences; something that is not assigned to motivational and satisfactory aspects of their work. Meaningful work creates a demand and claim – an expression of an ethical/political stance towards any other politically defined actors meaning “this kind of action should be performed”, or “I should be allowed to perform this kind of job”. Neither job satisfaction (as a passive concept), nor motivation (as an individualistic concept) have similar meanings. The meaningful work as a political and/or ethical concept is the essence of how participants in the research think about the meaningfulness of their work. In this sense, participants, who engaged in the labour union formation, also described their work-related experience as more meaningful than before. The work itself was understood as more meaningful through the engagement with the union organising. Whereas other workers needed to search sources of meaningfulness from other types of engagement, for the labour union organisers, the labour union itself was a crucial aspect to emotionally and practically engage in their work-related activities. However, it may be noted that the formation process did not develop significantly during the period of the research. Some of the participants also expressed frustration over this fact. This case also proves that meaningful work needs to be understood as an ideological concept as it is implied through the work ethics approach (see Weeks 2011). As an ideological concept, meaningful work can be both restrictive and enabling, because the workers cannot be understood as passive consumers of ideology, but also they can be active producers of it, which was the case of many other workplaces during the pandemic (see Bergfeld and Farris 2020).

			Conclusion

			The paper focused on class relations in a single workplace in a situation of emerging labour unions based on research of worker’s experiences of meaningful work. I approached the topic of meaningful work through the lenses of class relations, where the workplace is understood as a location of political conflict. The research focused on essential aspects of meaningful work. The results showed that meaningful work is not necessarily interesting from the perspective of what actions it is appointed to, but from the perspective of the meaning assigned. For these reasons, I argue that it is crucial to understand meaningful work from the perspective of political and ethical engagement. The research showed that meaningful work can be understood as a source of empowerment. This was especially related to the effort of some of the participants to create a labour union in their workplace who described an increase in meaningfulness after joining the labour union creation. It was impossible, in the scope of this research, to assess their effort from a longitudinal perspective. At the time of the research, the situation did not change significantly as it appeared difficult to organise a very heterogeneous and individualistically oriented group of people. However, exactly this could have been inspiration for the further research as the topic of meaningful work from the perspective of grassroots movements related to the workplace is still underdeveloped.11

			 Furthermore, meaningfulness might be used as a means of domination; nevertheless, this was not the case of this delivery company. Meaningful work needs to be understood as a claim or experience that aspires to have societal or political relevance and not only as a descriptive concept. This implies that to experience work as meaningful is subjective; nevertheless the claim itself aspires to have objective relevance as it expresses preferences. The future research on meaningful work needs to engage with workers’ activity at the workplace to understand the true meaning of meaningful work. Furthermore, the analysis of the class conflict needs to be integrated in the research as it may significantly shift the experienced reality of the workers. Most importantly, the challenge for future empirical research is to also cover class aspects of meaningful labour and other areas of economic activity instead of focusing only white-collar workers.
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					2E.g. the entitlement of the middle class (Skeggs 2016) towards the work of the people in the service sector.

					3Note that protestant work ethic is based on deontological ethic theory, whereas the meaningful work logic is consequentialist as it typically discusses consequences of work. The purpose of applying the Weeks’ work ethic analysis is to relate the question of values and emotional responses to class position of workers.

					4See also Chalofsky, who understands meaningful work as an inter-relation between passion, loyalty, and determination (2003: 73).

					5In various contexts, scholars tend to use gig economy or shared economy in similar fashion. (For terminological differences, see [Kenney and Zysman 2016]).

					6I will refer to the platform as Mjam as it was the name at the time of the field research.

					7Working conditions that differ from standard full-time employment with a permanent contract (Rubery et al. 2018: 514).

					8The benefits (and motivations) described by some of the participants could not be qualified as passionate engagement in the workplace.

					9Note that in this chapter meaningful is a non-normative term and can acquire both negative as well as positive value.

					10Interestingly, the work experience can be understood as both meaningful and meaningless at the same time. This is caused generally by the complexity and ambiguity of work experience.

					11At the time of writing this article the efforts to create a labour union are still ongoing. There was some partial success (creation of community place for the riders); nevertheless the exact scale of activities is not known.
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