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			ABSTRACT      Social structure helps shape the perceived rewards from work and the challenges that come from losing a job. This study uses in-depth interviews with 36 employed and unemployed non-manual workers living in and around Prague to ascertain the subjective meanings of work and unemployment, and the factors that participants believe helped shape those meanings. Participants identified the meanings of work as: making money; using skills; connecting with colleagues; and serving the community. In striking contrast to previous literature on United States (US) non-manual workers, participants generally did not strongly connect work to their identities and thus did not suffer from identity threats during unemployment. Finally, participants often contrasted the Czech economic system and policies with those of the US to explain their own beliefs about differences in the meanings of work in the two countries, especially those meanings involving identity. The results can be used to craft policies that are best suited to achieve desired community outcomes – most notably a mentally healthy workforce with a good work-life balance – during workforce and economic transitions.
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			Introduction

			Today’s work landscape is riddled with transitions and uncertain structural conditions for people to navigate. Artificial intelligence leaves many people wondering how long their jobs will be secure (McClure 2018). For others, changing economic policies increase precarity without (technically) plunging them into unemployment (Kiersztyn 2026). Still others worry about major community transformations, such as those occurring in former coal mining and steel regions in the Czech Republic, in which the promises of green energy and technology are accompanied by the unemployment of displaced coal miners (Horáková 2021). 

			These structural changes directly impact the workforce and community by affecting employment options. But they also have an indirect effect. Social structure and culture help shape what people believe about the meaning of work and unemployment. People’s subjective experiences affect mental health (Simon 1997). In fact, subjective meaning may relate to mental health better than objective measures (Bowling et al. 2005). These meanings may also influence people’s interactions and the jobs for which they will or will not apply (e.g., Willott and Griffin 2004). For some people, work becomes their primary identity (Monahan and Fisher 2020; Norris 2016).

			Understanding how people perceive work and unemployment is very important for helping individuals be happy, healthy, and satisfied. Companies can benefit as well by using this knowledge to effectively match employees with jobs (Amundson 1994; Norris 2026). Overall, entire communities – especially those in transition – may benefit from a better understanding of how people make meaning of work and what influences those meanings. 

			Unfortunately, the topic of how people make meaning of work and unemployment, including work-related identities, is under-researched and has not been extended to many countries. This leaves a gap in our understanding of which structural factors are involved in shaping people’s work-related experiences, and the variation these factors may produce. Our study combines two under-researched aspects of work and unemployment: 1) an explicit focus on subjective meaning; and 2) a comparative approach. Using this comparative approach, we analyze data with attention toward potential comparisons with the US, which has both similarities and differences to the Czech structure and on which similar research has been conducted. We aim to help fill the gap in our understanding about which structural factors help shape work-related meanings and how people think about these factors. Toward this end, we analyzed 36 in-depth interviews with employed and unemployed non-manual workers living in and around Prague.

			Theoretical Framework

			We frame our study by using symbolic interactionist theories (Burke and Stets 2009; Goffman 1959; Stryker 1980) and theories of the functions of work (e.g., Jahoda 1981, 1982; Warr 1987). The symbolic interactionist approach proposes that we interact with the world according to agreed-upon rules and meanings. The way society is set up provides the core material from which we subjectively co-create these meanings with others (Stryker 1980). Structure and culture “trickle down” through institutions and interactions, which we use to make meaning of our world (Goffman 1959; Stryker 1980) and form our identities (Goffman 1959; Burke and Stets 2009). 

			Work is one institution through which our identities form (Strangleman 2012). Theorists (Jahoda 1981, 1982; Warr 1987) have proposed that the employee role is a strong identity in the US (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024; Vallas and Christin 2018), as well as for some Western European workers who may even go so far as to create “personal brands” for themselves to connect the self with work (Vallas and Christin 2018). Work-related identities may extend to dimensions beyond one’s occupation, such as one’s organization or colleagues (Johnson et al. 2006; Miscenko and Day 2016). During work transitions such as unemployment, people who identify with work may use “anchor identities” (Fraher and Gabriel 2014) and other aspects of narrative to manage identity threats (Ibarra and Barbulescu 2010).

			Work-related meanings can produce effects beyond those generated by objective conditions (e.g., Ibañez and Lopez 2019; Norris 2016) and may relate to mental health more strongly than objective circumstances (Bowling et al. 2005). Subjective meanings of work affect mental health (Norris 2016; Simon 1997), job-seeking behaviors (Willott and Griffin 2004), and the likelihood of seeking social support – a key factor in well-being and finding a job – during unemployment (Ibañez and Lopez 2019). But because work takes place in specific historical, structural, and cultural settings, we must understand these macro-level factors in order to determine what may influence the meaning of work. We now turn to examine literature on the connections between structure and work-related meanings.

			Structure and Work-Related Meanings

			Structure and culture affect the way we experience work and unemployment. The economic and political structure of a country helps shape the ways people see the meaning of work. In the Czech Republic, many people talk about the Velvet Revolution in terms of how it relates to work (Hilmar 2021). People in post-Communist countries support market economies more strongly than Europeans from countries with no Communist history, yet they also support a strong welfare state (Sirovátka et al. 2019). These studies suggest that a change in economic systems influences how people think about work and the circumstances under which they perform it. 

			Contemporary laws, policies, and events also shape work-related meanings. For example, although Poland is a post-Communist country, the neoliberal policies it adopted have led people to be skeptical about a strong safety net and therefore accept precarious work – which negatively affects mental health (Irvine and Rose 2024) – as a necessity of a market economy (Kiersztyn 2026). Furthermore, sudden structural changes can sometimes shift the meaning of work quickly: US employees viewed their jobs more negatively during COVID, but returned to a more positive evaluation after COVID (Quinn et al. 2024). 

			Culture also matters for how people think about work. For example, in countries such as the US, where men are assigned higher prestige than women, men’s job searches are seen as more serious than those of women. More family resources are therefore devoted to their job search (Rao 2020). Work-related identities are also affected differently by variations in national structure and culture. For example, in the US, job seekers form strong identities around work (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024) and blame themselves when unemployed (Newman 1999 [1988]; Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024), whereas those in Israel blame the system (Sharone 2013). When US job seekers become unemployed, their identities are threatened, which contributes to poor mental health (Norris 2016; Sharone 2024); unemployed Israelis experience no such threat (Sharone 2013). Investing the self in one’s job may create workaholism, which potentially harms workers (Monahan and Fisher 2019). Ultimately, the cultural meanings of work in Western societies are connected to their structure, such as capitalism. 

			Literature on how cultural meanings are institutionally produced is complex. In particular, proximal structural and cultural factors strongly influence people’s work-related attitudes. For example, host countries are more powerful than countries of origin in shaping immigrants’ views on work salience (Voicu 2022). Societies also vary in their work intensity. For example, the importance of working long hours has grown in the US and Western European countries since the 1970s (Burger 2020), yet work is more salient in Eastern and Southern Europe compared to forms of work in the west and north, which have entered “late modernity” (Voicu 2022). Given the existing literature, the central European country of the Czech Republic could arguably be positioned in the midrange of work intensity and salience.

			Context: Work-Related Meanings in the Czech Republic 

			Work-related meanings held by people in one country may differ from those of people in another country. The small amount of research that explicitly compares and contrasts work-related meanings and identities across countries (e.g., Sharone 2013) suggests that structure and culture are strong influences, but this type of research is still nascent. 

			Our research focuses on the Czech Republic. It is a valuable country in which to examine the meaning of work and unemployment. On the one hand, its market economy and democracy offer a solid parallel to Western countries, such as the US. However, there are also important differences. Whereas the US has a long history of capitalism and a cultural emphasis on individualism, the Czech Republic only recently (historically speaking) transitioned from socialism to a market economy. It also has a more comprehensive social safety net than the US. Given that historical factors are likely to produce differences in the meaning of work (Kalleberg and Marsden 2019), this change in economic system may have affected the way people interpret economic and work-related phenomena. 

			Today’s economic and legal policies and services in the US and Czech Republic reflect the countries’ respective economic histories. Currently, Czechia has the following: a required two-month notice period before termination (gov.cz 2021); free university education (ILPS CU 2025); universal healthcare; comprehensive unemployment compensation; and occupational retraining (EURES 2024). Except for a small amount of unemployment compensation, these services and policies are not part of the US structure. Aspects of the Czech policies echo a socialist past focused primarily on social contracts and safety nets. These differences in history and current policies have likely produced specific work-related cultural expectations, meanings of work and unemployment, and opinions about the policies and their impacts. However, people may or may not explicitly attribute their attitudes about work to the policies (e.g., Norris 2016; Newman 1999 [1988]; Sharone 2013, 2024).

			There is minimal research on the way people living in Czech structural and cultural conditions may view the meaning of work and unemployment. Researchers have only rarely asked directly what work and unemployment mean to people. The extant studies closest to this topic showcase broad, contradictory findings. These studies often focus on older men, many of whom were employed during Communism (Buchtová 2004; Slabáková 2016; Vaněk and Mücke 2016), as well as workers in precarious occupations (Hašková and Dudová 2017; Trlifajová and Formánková 2023) and/or the working class (Nedbálková 2023; Slabáková 2016).

			In some studies (Nedbálková 2023; Slabáková 2016), the meaning of work in the Czech Republic was connected to identity, to a greater or lesser degree. For example, older male, former manual laborers drew their “masculine” identity from their work, but were also conflicted about this identity’s connection to Communism (Slabáková 2016). Similarly, Baťa shoe factory employees identified as “hard workers” and pinpointed their colleagues as an important part of their work (Nedbálková 2023). Conversely, Hašková and Dudová (2017) suggest women in precarious jobs in the Czech Republic are less likely to identify with work than are men because of the structural conditions that lead them to emphasize child care. 

			Regarding Czech unemployment, people who lost their jobs also lost some meaning in their lives, even though they only listed work as a moderate priority (Buchtová 2004). Survey research found that Czechs’ commitment to work decreased between 1999–2017 (Kozák 2020), and between 1997–2005, Czechs identified security, autonomy, and interesting work as critical for job satisfaction (Večerník 2006). However, security is not of primary importance to all workers in the Czech Republic. Ukrainian migrant women living in Czechia who were working precarious jobs interpreted their work as providing them with agency (Trlifajová and Formánková 2023). This shows how the subjective evaluation of objectively precarious work can actually psychologically empower the worker.

			These studies have several limitations. First, they were not primarily focused on the meaning of work or unemployment. Second, most did not explicitly explore whether participants’ identities were connected to work (e.g., Hašková and Dudová 2017; Trlifajová and Formánková 2023). Finally, the findings from the studies whose samples were composed of much older men may not represent the meanings Czech workers hold today (Dokoupilová et al. 2019).

			State of the Literature: Summary and Research Questions

			There is a great deal of uncertainty in today’s work world. In order to craft useful organizational and community solutions to the problems work-related transitions may cause, we must understand how people make meaning of work and unemployment, including (potentially) work-related identities. Unfortunately, this topic is under-researched. Our study combines two under-researched aspects of work and unemployment: an explicit focus on subjective meaning and a comparative focus when analyzing the implications of our data. This will help fill the gap in our understanding about how structural and cultural factors pertain to work-related meanings.

			Because of the Czech Republic’s unique position as both similar to and different from a major Western society – the US – it is a good nation in which to investigate how perceptions of structure and culture may relate to the meaning of work. We contrast our current findings with similar previous research focused on Western societies. Furthermore, there is minimal research on the meaning of work within the Czech Republic. Our study is also one of very few to explicitly focus on identity as a potential work-related meaning, using qualitative methods. We propose four research questions. For people living in the Czech Republic:

			1) what are some of the meanings of work and unemployment?;

			2) what are some of the problems unemployment causes?;

			3) in what ways, if any, are identities connected to work and unemployment?; and 

			4) what factors help shape meanings of work and unemployment? 

			Data and Methods 

			Overview

			Our research questions focused on subjective experiences, perceived meanings, and perceived influences on these experiences and meanings. This necessitated a qualitative approach (Small 2009). We obtained IRB approval from the principal investigator’s institution and stipulated to all ethical guidelines with the affiliated institution, which had no formal research approval process. We obtained informed consent from all participants before conducting and audio-recording the interviews. Interview questions included a focus on the following: work history; perceived meanings of work and unemployment; unemployment experiences (if relevant); and identities. We also asked participants what factors helped to shape their views on these topics. Toward the end of each interview, we described how job loss is linked to identity loss in the US, and asked participants for their thoughts on that phenomenon. 

			Because existing research on work identities often focuses on occupation (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024; Vallas and Christin 2018) our main interest was initially occupational role identities. However, we also consider other types of identities, including those based on statuses (e.g., gender), personality, and groups. We define “identity” as the “set of meanings one holds for oneself as an occupant of a particular role…group or category…or as a unique individual” (Burke and Harrod 2005: 360). When we pretested our questions, we discovered that using the word “identity” sometimes confused participants, and so we reworded the question as being about “your sense of self, of who you are.” Participants’ answers indicated that this new phrasing was understood correctly. As in some US studies on work-related identity (e.g., Norris 2016), we waited to see if the concept emerged on its own before asking about it.

			Participant Recruitment

			Between February and June 2023, we conducted 36 in-depth semi-structured interviews averaging two hours in length. Most interviews were conducted in person. Most participants (83%) were recruited by professional recruiters (Median) and the others (17%) through personal contacts. 

			We recruited three categories of participants: employed with no unemployment history; employed with a history of at least one unemployment period; and unemployed. We endeavored to split the sample evenly between those with and without unemployment experiences. We included “never unemployed” participants to compare and contrast the groups. Specifically, this allowed us to examine whether unemployed participants who disidentified with work might only be coping with unemployment by “shifting” (Norris 2016) their identities away from work. In other words, if we discovered that employed participants held occupational identities but those experiencing unemployment did not, it could suggest unemployed participants’ lack of identification was only a temporary coping mechanism. 

			We purposely recruited white-collar workers across a broad age range (but over 30) in order to parallel the sample characteristics of literature on work identity in other countries (e.g., Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024). Our inclusion criteria focused on people who were born in the Czech Republic/former Czechoslovakia, had lived there most of their lives, currently lived in or within 40 kilometers (25 miles) of Prague, Czech Republic, and had a work history. We occasionally discovered during the interview that a participant did not meet a criterion, but we continued with the interview because most criteria were met. Two immigrants from Romania (living in Prague for six years) were included in the sample; all other participants were born in Czechia.

			Participants received a 500 CZK (approximately US $25; €20) incentive. After about 20 interviews, we determined that occupational identity was rare in our sample. However, at that point new themes about structural influences and non-occupational work-related identities were still emerging. After about 30 interviews, we suspected we had reached saturation (Small 2009). We did six more interviews to ensure that no new patterns were emerging. 

			Language and Interpretation

			Participants were given the option of speaking Czech (56%) or English (44%) in the interview.

			The primary investigator is proficient (A2-B1) in the Czech language, but is not fluent. The second author facilitated interpretation between the first author and each participant who wished to speak Czech (Yunus et al. 2022). In line with best practice (Al-Amer et al. 2015; Yunus et al. 2022), the interpreter was a native Czech, was fluent in English and Czech, had spent time living in the US, and had sociological and qualitative methods education. Congruent with recommendations (Abfalter et al. 2021), the interpreter was a “co-researcher.” 

			Sample Characteristics

			Half of the participants identified as women and half as men. All participants (except for two Romanian immigrants) identified as Czech (and were between the ages of 29 and 61 (median = 43). The median household income was 60,000 CZK (approximately US $3000; €2380) per month. Over half of the participants had a Bachelor’s degree or higher; all participants had at least a high school diploma. About one-third of participants were married, one-third were single, and one-third were either divorced, widowed, or cohabiting/partnered (without marriage).

			Most participants held professional occupations (e.g., software programmer, lawyer). Thirty-six percent were employed at the time of the interview and had no unemployment history. However, almost two-thirds of all employed participants had a history of involuntary unemployment. Seventeen percent of participants were unemployed at the time of the interview. Over half of the total job loss instances were due to being fired and a little less than half were due to layoffs.

			Analysis

			We transcribed all interviews verbatim. Data analysis was iterative and occurred throughout the research process (Lareau 2021, p. 195). Immediately after Czech language interviews, we recorded a debrief to discuss our observations and any translation issues that arose. For all participants, we wrote memos about emergent patterns, observations, and main points within 24 hours of the interview. 

			We used both Atlas.ti to code data and used flexible coding (Deterding and Waters 2021) to search for and clarify overall patterns. Initially, we coded broadly to identify patterns involving the themes on which our interview questions were built. We then conducted line-by-line coding to identify the prevalence of emergent themes. Next, we subdivided broad codes into subcategories. We conducted a line-by-line search for disconfirming evidence. Finally, we constructed a data matrix to examine patterns in the similarities and differences between cases, and cross-classify key dimensions of interest (Lofland et al. 2006).

			Findings

			Our participants described the meaning of work in several ways (discussed below), but most (64%) said that work was not a part of their identity. In contrast, US non-manual workers typically strongly identify with their work (Amundson 1994; Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024). For example, in one study (Norris 2016) most (68%) said losing a job meant losing their identities. In the rare cases when our study participants’ identities were connected to work, they described them in very different ways than did people in the US (e.g., Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024).

			Our participants described unemployment both positively and negatively. Many described it as a “break” and were not strongly distressed by unemployment. In part, this may be because their identities were less tied to work and thus could not be lost when they lost a job, which strongly contrasts with findings in the US (e.g., Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024).

			Despite participants’ varying levels of knowledge about US structure and culture, they often said they believed differences in our Czech and US samples’ work-related identities were due to differences in structure (e.g., social safety net) and culture (e.g., achievement culture). This shows what they personally thought was relevant to work-related identity formation, but does not necessarily represent causal truth.

			Meanings of Work: Money, Friends, Serving the Community, and Learning Skills 

			Participants described the meaning of work as a way to make money (61%); be social (58%); serve the community (50%); and develop skills (39%). They rarely connected work to their identities and were often confused about why we thought work might relate to identity. 

			Most participants said work meant financial stability or making money; some even said this was the main or only meaning of work. Most also said work served social functions, such as strong workplace relationships extending beyond the workplace. Iacob, a Romanian man who had lived in Prague for six years, had quit his job as a Process Manager at a pharmaceutical corporation the day before I interviewed him. Like most participants, he identified making money, being social, and developing skills as the meaning of work:

			Definitely the first thing is it’s the main or single source of income for me. It’s also some kind of a way for me to keep a bit of my dexterity and certain skills… like presentation skills, communication skills, working on computers…Third thing is meeting people…All my previous jobs, I have at least one to many, many persons that I still keep a relationship even after years I left–outside work.

			Participants often referred to their colleagues as their “kolektiv” (the collective), within which there was a strong positive, reciprocal bond that blended professional and personal roles. These bonds strengthened the sense of work stability by embedding routines and expectations into the relationships. For example, Ivona worked for the national government in Internal Affairs, processing disability claims for almost three decades. She described her collective as an integral part of what work meant to her:

			And we have super good collective there. It has been just a year ago that one of my colleagues has left to retire and she has been there with me this whole time, all those years. So that means she’s just, not just a colleague. She’s a friend… You just feel the security, that…if you don’t have a really like a big trouble, they will not fire you. I just feel the stability to be very important…

			Participants often focused on external aspects of work, such as money, interaction with colleagues, and society. They did not often emphasize internal aspects of work, such as occupational identity. Although being part of a social group could potentially qualify as an identity type, participants themselves rarely explicitly linked these social connections to their intrinsic state.

			Half of the participants said that work was about service: helping others, serving the community, or contributing to society. In other words, emphasizing the external world rather than (or in addition to) the individual was common when describing the meaning of work. Along with this, over one-third of participants said that work was about learning new things or developing skills. Ivan, who tested transportation software, identified skills and service along with most of the other meanings of work brought up by other participants:

			It gets me money to pay for my mortgage…And it’s nice to work in an international company. I meet other people… A way to spend my time, not only to make money, but I do something that has sense for other people. I keep studying and learning stuff. I’m in an open class right now…I wanted to learn some developments… It’s a fast-changing environment…You work to provide something. I can directly see people using our products. I can see the trucks passing in European highways so I know they’re using our solution… 

			Participants routinely saw the meaning of their jobs as making money, being social, serving the community, and developing skills. Most of these meanings, including connecting their work to the macro-level community, focused on external factors. Participants rarely mentioned identifying with their occupations. Not surprisingly, some of the things that participants said unemployment meant to them reflected the loss of externally-focused meanings. 

			Meanings of Unemployment: Opportunities and Losses

			Participants discussed both positive and negative meanings of unemployment, but they typically reported not being strongly distressed by it. Positive meanings included unemployment as opportunities to have a “break” (42%) and to learn new skills (19%). Negative meanings included distress related to self-esteem (42%), as well as economic (39%) and social (25%) losses. Participants very rarely said that unemployment meant losing their identities. 

			Lubomír, who was unemployed for two months, illustrated the participants’ common idea of unemployment as a relaxing break or vacation:

			I kind of have a woodworking workshop where I visit my parents or I went to the mountains to do cross-country skiing or I saw friends…which I also enjoyed very much… [Unemployment is] a little bit kind of a weekend…If your career was a week, [unemployment] would be the weekend…

			Unemployment was not completely unproblematic for Lubomír and he mentioned that it came with stigma. But overall, his perspective was even and balanced. Holding both positive and negative views of unemployment may initially seem contradictory, but it is possible. People’s thoughts can be complex, especially when navigating difficult circumstances. However, several aspects of Czech employment law also likely influenced Lubomír’s relaxed attitude toward unemployment. Per Czech law (CIC 2023), he received a substantial severance package and two months’ advance notice of his termination (gov.cz 2021).

			It is also tempting to assume that his relatively short period of unemployment is the reason for Lubomír’s limited distress. Yet people in our sample who were unemployed longer also spoke of unemployment as a “break.” Vasyl, who was now working in a job he disliked, had experienced three years of unemployment in his past, referring to it as “taking a break for a couple of years.” When asked what the hardest part of unemployment was, he replied:

			It wasn’t hard. It was a relax. (laughing at my puzzled look) Yes. A relax.

			Vasyl also said that unemployment caused financial problems and lowered his self-confidence. But overall it was not emotionally devastating. Like many participants in the study, he claimed it had both positive and negative aspects. Interestingly, he mentioned that he was generally financially secure during his unemployment, which likely helped him frame it positively. Although Czech labor law does not extend to paying unemployment compensation for the three years Vasyl experienced, the relatively higher level of unemployment benefits (compared to the US) almost certainly contributed to his ease.

			Several participants described unemployment as an opportunity to learn new skills or find a better job. For example, Antonín, an events manager, talked about learning a valued computer skill during one of his two unemployment periods: 

			You can learn something new. You have time for it. If you have this strong will…For example, during my unemployed era, I get it to level when I understand HTML…As an optimist person…I can say [unemployment] is an opportunity.

			Although Antonín did not specifically mention the requalification program offered by the Czech labor office (EURES 2024), he may have learned his new skills through this opportunity. Czech law may thus have ensured reasonable compensation and time to pursue new skills. Structural factors almost certainly contributed to our participants’ multifaceted meanings of unemployment. 

			Regarding negative meanings, almost half of participants described unemployment as harmful to their self-esteem. They said unemployment was stigmatizing, humiliating, and embarrassing. Some said unemployment could harm self-worth. Lubomír, the participant who described unemployment as a “weekend,” felt like unemployment harmed his self-esteem:

			Getting fired is always a weird moment, right? It’s not just losing the job…It’s more about self-esteem as well and about sort of very drastic feedback. It’s like if someone came to you in this café and said, “You look terrible and you’re a piece of, uh, just get out.”

			Lubomír did not see unemployment as unilaterally positive. Like many participants, he balanced his positive views with negative ones. Although this may seem contradictory, people often hold nuanced views on difficult topics. However, this does not mean that participants thought unemployment was good or that it was better to be unemployed than to have a job.

			For most participants, negative feelings were minor and fleeting. But for a few they caused debilitating emotional turmoil. Anna, a product specialist in a company that produces professional kitchens, struggled with this. She was fired from an administrative job nine months earlier, during her trial period. She suspected it was because of issues in caring for her sick children, but was told it was for one minor mistake:

			He told me something like “You made one mistake in some email because you didn’t write this sentence.”…It was very, very…humiliating, degrading for me…I was thinking about what did I do wrong?…’Til this day I can feel that I am afraid about this same situation…

			Many participants, often parents, described unemployment as distressing and financially challenging, but often noted that this would not be a problem until about six to nine months without a job, roughly when unemployment benefits expire in the Czech Republic (EURES 2024). Renáta, a housekeeping manager, explains her financial fear during unemployment fifteen years ago when her children were young:

			I would go shopping for groceries and I really had this count of how much would spaghetti cost, how much cheese would cost…I would see there is like a sale for something, so I would recount and change the plan… My fear for my kids -… For me it’s really horrible… It’s trauma.

			Renáta illustrates the consequences of financial insecurity during unemployment: the opposite of the “break” viewpoint held by more affluent participants. She emphasizes that her distress was rooted in material factors. 

			Some participants said losing their jobs would mean losing valuable, close connections with their colleagues (or kolektiv). Often, these participants relied on their colleagues both in and outside of the workplace as their primary social connections. Soňa, who has been working as a publication coordinator for over five years, referenced the difficulty that the loss of colleagues would present for her if she became unemployed: 

			[Unemployment] would be really uncomfortable because as I have mentioned in the beginning, it’s so important for me to have those people [colleagues] around me. So I would probably really miss them.

			Participants saw unemployment positively and negatively. Structural factors, such as the required two-month notice period (gov.cz 2021), universal healthcare, occupational requalification courses, and reasonable unemployment compensation (EURES 2024) contributed to their ability to view some aspects of unemployment positively. Unlike in the US (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024), very few participants mentioned identity loss as a meaning of unemployment, nor did they typically indicate that work was strongly related to identity as one of the meanings of work. 

			Disconfirming Evidence: Work-Related Identities and Identity Loss

			Occupational identities were almost non-existent among our participants, but a minority of participants (19%) did describe having a clear, strong work-related identity of some other type. Their identity connections to work were indirect, such as identifying with the “masculine provider” role or as a “hard worker.” Some said that they identified as someone who “served others” through their work. These more tangential non-occupational work-related identities have different implications for mental health, job seeking, and coping strategies, as described after the examples below.

			Jan, a lawyer and former journalist, held a work-related identity, but not an occupational one. He distinguished his “worker” and “serving others” identities from an occupational identity and specified that only the first two were part of his identity:

			My identity is not necessarily connected with my profession…I can be a lawyer…a journalist…a book writer. I can be a teacher…But [my identity], it’s probably very, very connected with the fact that I’m working person…It’s circling around helping to people, feeling that I’m useful for them… So maybe that is how the identity is connected to my work.

			Like Jan, Luděk, a claims adjuster with a history of losing jobs, did not identify with a specific occupation. Instead, he identified with the masculinity he believed was connected to employment:

			I guess like it’s this like man’s pride… For men, [life]…shrinks into one dimension. It’s just this job. It’s like being a provider for the family… [Women] can have kids, can be beautiful, or they can have a job…If [unemployment] happens to a woman, it doesn’t mean like she has failed everything in life… But for a man it’s like losing the last thing he had. 

			Returning to our analytical definition of identity, Luděk identifies with his perceived meaning of a group: men. He connects masculinity to having a job, but does not identify with a specific occupation. He says losing a job means losing “the last thing he had”–his very central sense of self. Specific types of work-related identities matter. For example, if Jan and Luděk were to lose their jobs, they would have some flexibility in finding new work because they are not limited to their specific former field. In order to maintain their identities, Jan would only need to find a job in which he could serve society, while Luděk would have to find a “masculine” one that paid enough to support a family.

			A few participants (17%) exhibited a “muted” work-related identity, in which they only identified with work in a limited way. For example, some said their pre-existing personality characteristics “fit” the job. But they did not describe strong connections between work and the self, contradicted their supposed identification, and did not display much emotion regarding their jobs. 

			David, who had worked as an IT analyst for the past fifteen years, initially said his job fit his personality traits. But when questioned about whether he would lose his identity if he lost his job, he said:

			I would not (laughs)…Because my identity, it really grew up with me (laughs) from my very early childhood and I mean, like, to lose an identity, I feel like it’s part of my self. So I can never lose it. 

			Here, David’s set of meanings about himself as an individual qualify as identity, but these meanings are only marginally work related. He does not require a connection to work in order to maintain it. Rather, he roots these meanings in the supposed individuality that he believes he has had since his very early years. Therefore, he believes role entry or exit would not change who he is.

			Identity Loss

			Only a few participants (17%) said that unemployment meant that their identities were (or could be) threatened or lost, and only one participant’s threatened identity was based on a specific occupational role. Jan, described above, had never lost a job. But he believed that if he did, his identity would be destroyed:

			Jan: What it would be if losing a job? Yeah? It would be maybe shattering experience.

			Interviewer: What would be shattered?

			Jan: Oh, my internal image of myself. My feeling that in a way I’m successful in everything (slaps palm twice on table) I start. Because the story of a lawyer for me was very satisfactory…because starting from scratches, but I succeeded in hospital and then I succeeded as a lawyer.

			The idea of a shattered “internal image of myself”–referencing the self instead of evaluating particular characteristics–speaks more to who he is (identity) over time rather than solely how good he is (self-esteem). Although Jan does say that a job loss could conflict with his feeling of being successful, he is primarily telling an identity story of who he is as an individual across time. He notes that his self-perception would be “shattered” because it is not consistent with his past as a successful lawyer and “everything he starts” throughout his life. Notice also that Jan once again does not identify with a single occupation, but rather more generically as an effective worker.

			Jitka also well illustrates all of these patterns. Jitka, a widow, had been a customer service representative who identified with her job. One day, two customers physically attacked her in her workplace, throwing her to the floor and injuring her body and mind. She was hospitalized and on medical leave for thirteen months. When she tried to return to work, she was fired. 

			When asked what work meant to her, she wistfully said, “Práce…” (work), then followed with:

			My job was everything to me. It was everything… Since I was eighteen, after graduated from the high school, I started to go to work every day. I wouldn’t miss a day… Because, especially after my husband died and my son moved away, it was really like my job was everything… Definitely because [my job] was me. Now it’s just kind of like, this is just what was left.

			Jitka references a mismatch between her former “hard worker” self and who she is today (“what was left”). Not only had she lost her income, she had lost her identity, which left her very depressed. 

			Finally, Šárka was able to ward off a potential occupational identity threat by using the “sustaining” strategy (Norris 2016). As a special education teacher, Šárka described her job as a “calling” that allowed her to channel her difficult early experiences as a disabled person into an identity helping others with disabilities:

			I didn’t really take it as a work or job. I take it as a calling… I was really, really ill from my age eighteen and I couldn’t study. I couldn’t work…I would be only at home or at hospitals… This is the reason why I went to university to study the special education, to help those kids and to overcome the situation when you have some illness or some disability…I would even go lower in my salary just for this feeling…

			When asked whether she lost her identity when she lost her job, she said she had not, and explained that this was because she had adopted a similar “caretaker” role:

			Because I was still taking care of our daddy, I wouldn’t say so… Because I take care of my niece and was training her all time, it supplements it… It was [her] smile…It was the progress. It was the laugh. I normally give my care to other kids, but now it was one hundred percent being a mom.

			Šárka’s work had allowed her to “reverse” the disability-based identity that had been hard for her in the past by taking care of others in the present. Fortunately, after losing her job, she was able to preserve this new identity by finding a similar role. Without this role she likely would have struggled emotionally. 

			Why did these particular participants link identity to work? Unlike most others in our sample, Jitka and Šárka both had experienced serious physical injury or disability on the job, which likely punctuated the importance of the worker role. They and Jan also described having had intense emotional “traumatic” connections with some aspect of their work. For example, Jan had resigned from his job as a journalist years ago after battling intense political pressure. And Šárka and Jan both linked their work to core aspects of their personalities (for Jan, ethics and morality) or early life experiences (for Šárka, disability). In these rare instances when participants had work-related identities, losing them created serious emotional distress, just as that which occurs in the US (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024).

			Structure and Culture as Perceived Influences on Work-Related Identities

			Participants often pointed to current Czech socioeconomic policies as an influence on how they made meaning of work and unemployment, and contrasted these with their beliefs about US structure and culture to help explain the existence of work-related identities in the US. However, participants’ statements may not represent true causes of US work-related identities. Rather, participants’ statements represent their beliefs about what is important to forming work-related identities.

			Structural factors. Participants believed Americans’ identities are strongly connected to work because of structural factors, such as expensive higher education, a lack of universal healthcare and paid parental leave, and the relatively low number of paid vacation days. They said this could lead Americans to spend more time, money, and energy at work, making work central to identity.

			Valeria’s comments illustrate these ideas. Valeria worked as a marketing manager and had experienced unemployment twice. She told me her identity was not linked to her work, but she connected national structure and time spent on the job to Americans’ work-related identities:

			We’re allowed to spend more time with the kids, up to three years here, whilst maybe in the US it’s a matter of weeks…We spend much more time on holiday and traveling around and doing other stuff than work… Having…very good insurance that don’t force you to have a job just to keep everything… So just because it’s so critical for America, you invest more thought and more time in your work and then you associate yourself [with it]…

			Cultural factors. Participants said they believed the differences between American and Czech culture also played a role in the differences in work identification. They specified the US’s cultural emphasis on money, accumulating products, competition, accomplishment, “hustle culture,” occupational success, and the expectation of working long hours. 

			Irena, a Foreign Relations Officer, said Americans were pushed into competition to succeed:

			I think that in the US, there may be more people who…[focus on] “success life”…to have some status. It’s about, like, I’m good in something what I do. I have a lot of money for what I do…[These days] when children, they do sport or whatever…You know, “You are first, you are second…” More competition…So maybe also they have more this identity…together with their jobs.

			When I asked Renáta the same question about national differences in work-related identities, she launched into a detailed description of her beliefs about cultural differences regarding status:

			I feel like [in the Czech Republic] it would be perceived negatively here if someone was behaving too posh, like, “You know who I am? I work at this [important company].“ And I would be like “Go fuck yourself.”…I have this friend…He’s a cardio surgeon and he’s not bragging about it…And I feel like that this is really something what’s more important [in Czechia]…Being really fair, and friendliness, and not like putting yourself above other ones. 

			Participants often cited structural and cultural differences as the reason the Czechs we interviewed and Americans had different views on work, unemployment, and work-related identities.

			Discussion

			The importance of our findings can be simply put: Structure and culture matter. People in our Czech sample often thought structurally about work-related meanings, whereas US non-manual workers emphasize individual factors and rarely discuss structure or culture (Newman 1999 [1988]; Norris 2016; Sharone 2013).

			Our study contributes to a nascent literature that explicitly focuses on discovering the meanings (e.g., Miscenko and Day 2016) some Czechs assign to work and unemployment, including those from across a variety of non-manual workers (e.g., Fraher and Gabriel 2014; Johnson et al. 2006). Structural factors likely influence these meanings. In the US, healthcare (ORF 2022) and higher education are expensive (EDA 2024). There are no federally-mandated vacation days (US Department of Labor n.d.), nor any required paid parental leave (ORF 2022). In contrast, Czech policies offer more social support: free university education (ILPS CU 2025); a mandatory period of two months’ notice with respect to job termination (gov.cz 2021); universal healthcare; and better unemployment compensation and retraining (EURES 2024) than in the US (ORF 2022). 

			Given this, the Czech-US contrast regarding meaning is not surprising. In the US, people’s occupation is often their primary identity. When they lose that identity they experience extreme distress, regardless of their financial means (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024). But people in our Czech sample rarely held occupational identities. Instead, their occasional work-related identities emerged along other dimensions (e.g., images of being a hard worker, masculinity), giving them more flexibility and less stress (e.g., no identity loss) when seeking work. This, along with a stronger social safety net, likely help explain their lower distress levels regarding unemployment.

			Culturally, Americans are very individualistic about work (Dunk 2002; Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024) and rarely define its meaning socially (e.g., “helping others”) (Norris 2016; Sharone 2013, 2024). For people in our Czech sample the opposite seems to be true: occupational identities are rare, but work carries a strong social meaning. Interestingly, this also occurs with manual laborers in Czechia (Nedbálková 2023; Norris and Horáková, in progress), not just our non-manual employee sample. Although we have not directly compared two data sets as would be done in a traditional cross-national sample, comparing our study’s data to evidence in the literature illustrates the above patterns.

			Several interesting patterns also emerged across subgroups. First, “currently unemployed” participants discussed unemployment more negatively than “formerly unemployed” participants, but both groups rarely connected identity to work. This suggests that a lack of work-related identity is not just a reflection of participants using narratives to cope with a negative work-related transition (Ibarra and Barbulescu 2010; Norris 2016). 

			Second, women were not less likely than men to identify with work (as Haškova and Dudová (2017) found), despite the Czech Republic’s substantial parental leave policy (up to four years) (Vogler 2022, pp. 110–112). Nevertheless, women in our study often primarily identified as mothers and arranged their employment around motherhood. Structure thus still related to women’s work-related choices regardless of identification with work. Additionally, like the Ukranian migrants studied by Trlifajová and Formánková (2023), women in our sample were more likely than men to discuss work in terms of independence or agency.

			Third, we found differences across age groups, suggesting that previous “age-limited” research (e.g., Slabáková 2016) may not capture the variety of conceptions of work. Participants in their 40s to early 50s were the most likely to express a work-related identity. Participants in their mid-50s or older were most likely to speak negatively about unemployment. Participants under 40 were the least likely to express any type of work-related identity and were least likely to hold purely negative views of unemployment.

			Our findings build on theory by showing that identity is not necessarily an inherent function of work, as suggested by Jahoda (1981, 1982) and Warr (1987); rather, that function is culturally bound. This calls into question some of the other functions they propose. For example, collective purpose (Jahoda 1981, 1982) may be more relevant to job satisfaction in Czechia than in the US. This concept arose in participants’ ideas of “serving society” and “the collective,” whereas “serving society” is not typically mentioned in comparable US studies (e.g., Norris 2016) where individualism is much more prominent (e.g., Dunk 2002). 

			Our research supports the idea that work-related identities have multiple dimensions (e.g., Johnson et al. 2006; Miscenko and Day 2016). For example, in the rare cases when our participants had work-related identities, they were not about occupation but instead were about work “making them a man” (Slabáková 2016) or about being a “hard worker” (Nedbálková (2023). Even without occupational identification, participants spoke of work with engagement and interest, not with the low commitment levels Kozák (2020) suggests. Furthermore, autonomy and interesting work (Večerník 2006) did not emerge as strong meanings in our study. 

			Applications

			Identity-based research on work helps guide policy during transitions. For example, coal miners in Western societies often identify with their job (Chamberlain 2014; Lewin 2019), so they might struggle to start a different career. Policy would need to address identity-congruent replacement jobs.

			Our findings regarding collective purpose and social contact could also be useful in the event of large-scale layoffs. For example, with coal mine closures in former industrial areas such as Ostrava, Czech Republic, new companies can help by hiring entire former employee workgroups and connecting each group to a specific way of serving society–a common meaning of work for former Czech coal miners (Norris and Horáková, in progress), other industrial workers (Nedbálková 2023), and participants in the current study.

			Limitations 

			Our study has several limitations and our findings should be interpreted cautiously. First, some of the differences between American and Czech samples may be due to different unemployment rates between the two studies during data collection (three versus ten percent). 

			Second, our data only reflect participants’ beliefs and perceptions about structure and other influences on work’s meaning; these perceptions might not be accurate. However, the first author (a native-born US citizen) determined that participants accurately characterized the facts about US structural and cultural factors.

			Third, language and cultural differences can lead to misunderstanding of words and their meanings. To mitigate this: 1) interpretation was conducted in real time during the interview; 2) the second author helped translate the interview questions into Czech; and 3) the authors discussed language and culture after each interview and adjusted as necessary. 

			Cultural differences regarding emotional expression and privacy (Vogler 2022, p. 50, p. 55) could also lead participants to show a “brave face” by focusing on positive aspects of unemployment. However, we think that our findings are not solely due to such performances. In the US, despite a culture that strongly judges unemployed people, participants often emotionally broke down in front of the interviewer (Norris 2016). In our experience the consistently calm demeanor we observed when our Czech participants discussed unemployment is difficult to fake. However, we cannot fully dismiss this possibility.

			Finally, data were collected in the Prague region. Although not all Prague residents are wealthier than those living outside of Prague, the region’s higher average household income and more liberal politics may make these findings less applicable to less affluent regions of the country, given that greater financial resources make it easier to deal with unemployment. Therefore, our participants may see unemployment more positively than the average Czech resident.

			Conclusion

			Structure and culture help shape the many meanings people assign to work. Comparative and cross-national research can help uncover these phenomena. Future research should examine variations of the meaning of work across birth cohorts and examine the historical aspects of structure.
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